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Abstract

New and innovative solutions are needed to solve the present social and environmental problems. The
private sector could offer new approaches aside of the public sector. Social enterprises (SEs) exist to solve
these problems, and partnering with large firms could be a way to overcome the resource constraints
that SEs often have. This article seeks to answer the following questions: (1) in which ways can social
enterprises and large firms work together, (2) what are the perceptions of large firms about the partnerships
between large firms and social enterprises and (3) how can partnerships between social enterprises and
large firms be advanced. A framework of different ways of partnering is built based on international
examples and previous partnership and collaboration theory. To identify ways to advance partnerships,
institutional theory is used as a background.

Nine CSR managers of large firms were interviewed to find out their perceptions of the different ways
and of partnering with SEs and of ways to advance these kinds of partnerships. They say that the way of
partnering should be defined case-by-case depending on the actors’ individual characteristics. Four main
ways of partnering with increasing levels of integration were identified: (1) SEs as ordinary suppliers of
primary or support activities, (2) non-strategic partnerships, (3) strategic partnerships, (4) spin-offs, joint
ventures, acquisitions and social intrapreneurship.

Partnering practices can become more common from (1) top-down: the state and society can facilitate
or regulate partnerships and from (2) bottom-up: social enterprises can themselves start making concrete
business proposals. In addition, partnership practices can (3) diffuse from one company to another both
within a country and from abroad. Increasing awareness and concrete examples are best ways for advancing
partnerships.

I. Introduction

In Europe the ageing population is challenging
the healthcare systems and welfare states, im-
migrants have difficulties in integrating to their
new home countries and marginalization con-
tinues and worsens. In developing countries
millions of people still live in poverty and lack
access to clean water, appropriate accommo-
dation and nutrition to name but a few. At the
world scale, the climate continues to change,
and inequalities between developed and de-
veloping countries persist.

These are all what Rittel and Webber (1973)
call ”wicked problems”. They do not have clear
true-or-false solutions, they are unique and
have no stopping-rule. United Nations have
identified the most critical wicked problems

and summarized them under eight Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). They include (1)
ending extreme poverty and hunger, (2) achiev-
ing universal primary education, (3) promot-
ing gender equality and empower women, (4)
reducing child mortality, (5) improving mater-
nal health, (6) combating HIV/AIDS, malaria
and other diseases, (7) ensuring environmental
sustainability and (8) developing global part-
nerships for development. (United Nations,
2010)

Wicked problems do not exist only in the
developing but also in developed countries.
There are social and environmental problems
even in Nordic welfare states which have tra-
ditionally had high standards of living and
equal opportunities for all. For example, un-
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employment and marginalization of the young,
more and more difficult mental health prob-
lems, overloaded health care system and in-
sufficient nursing services of the elderly and
increasing income differences are reality (Ko-
rkman, 2011, p. 11). New solutions are thus
needed also in the Western world.

Because of the complex nature of the wicked
problems, the governments cannot solve them
nor achieve the MDGs alone, but the private
sector can and should have an important role.
Private sector companies can participate, for in-
stance, by developing new technologies, prod-
ucts and processes, as well as new financing
mechanisms. More and more traditional com-
panies have in fact started seeking to address
the MDGs and other wicked problems. They
have started to realize the business opportuni-
ties that fighting against poverty has, and are
often working together with the public sector
to develop these opportunities. (Nelson and
Prescott, 2008)

Traditionally large firms have created so-
cial value mainly by providing employment,
improving the working conditions and by pro-
ducing goods and services that people need or
desire, and by paying taxes that are used to var-
ious social purposes. Nowadays many large
firms also try to create social value through cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR) or corporate
citizenship programs. (Seelos and Mair, 2004)
Despite these social activities, the large firms’
legitimacy to operate is starting to be chal-
lenged (Brugmann and Prahalad, 2007; Porter
and Kramer, 2011). One way for large firms
to better fulfill their social responsibility and
to re-gain their legitimacy to operate could be
partnering with social enterprises.

Social enterprises’ mission is to solve so-
cial and environmental problems in innovative
ways (Bland, 2010). However, they — as con-
ventional small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) — often lack resources to effectively
work towards their mission (Meyskens, 2010).
Partnerships can be a way to overcome the re-
source constraints as they increase the resource
diversity (Meyskens, 2010). In fact, Nelson and
Prescott (2008) suggest that partnering with so-
cial enterprises and other SMEs, and providing
them the lacking resources such as skills, tech-

nology, and finance, is one of the main ways in
which large firms can contribute to achieving
the MDGs and solving the wicked problems.

However, despite their potential, partner-
ships between social enterprises and large
firms are hardly studied (see Seelos and Mair,
2004; Nelson and Jenkins, 2006; Meyskens,
2010). Most research on partnerships concen-
trate on the role of strategic alliances in inter-
national business or on partnerships of large
firms whose primary goal is to increase the
profit generation. The research focusing on the
creation of social value, in turn, studies mostly
non-profit organizations and their partnerships
with large firms, government entity or both of
them. Further on, entrepreneurial research ex-
plores mainly networks as a whole, and what
kind of impact these networks have on enter-
prises. (Meyskens, 2010)

This study seeks to start filling this gap in
research. It aims to find out in what ways social
enterprises and large firms can work together
and how such practices can be advanced. It
also studies how large firms perceive these
themes.

The research questions of the study are thus:

(1) In which ways can social enterprises and large
firms work together?,
(2) What are the perceptions of large firms about the
partnerships between large firms and social enter-
prise? and
(3) How can partnerships between social enterprises
and large firms be advanced?

This study uses consistently the term ”part-
nership” to refer to different kinds of collab-
oration activities. The term ”work together”
is used to describe all kinds of partnership ac-
tivities with varying levels of integration be-
tween the partners. ”Partnering” is used as a
synonym for this, whereas ”collaboration” or
”co-operation” are reserved for specific stages
on the partnering continuum. The following
provides an insight to previous studies on part-
nerships and other ways of working together.
As there is only little research on partnerships
between large firms and social enterprises, also
studies of partnerships between large firms and
SMEs and large firms and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) is presented. Next chap-
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ter introduces institutional theory which was
chosen as a background for looking for ways
to advance partnerships. Institutional theory
concentrates on the process by which actions be-
come institutionalized (Scott, 1987) rather than
the current situation. It has previously been
applied to describe the conditions under which
companies are likely to act responsibly (Camp-
bell, 2007).

After presentation of the previous research,
the research process and methods are ex-
plained. Then the following chapter presents
a framework of different ways of partnering
and interviewees’ perceptions of these ways
and of ways to advance partnerships between
SEs and large firms. This is followed by discus-
sion of the results. The last chapter concludes
and gives recommendations for future studies.

II. Partnerships

The field of partnering is not clearly defined
and there is confusion in the terminology used.
This article follows the broad definition of
Meyskens (2010) who defines partnerships as
”mutual exchange or sharing of resources between
two or more organizations in order to maximize
value creation” which involves more than a sin-
gle transaction whereas Austin (2000) uses the
terms collaboration, alliances and partnerships
to mean the same.

Despite the confusion in the terminology
most of the studies agrees that ways of work-
ing together can be expressed across a contin-
uum of low to high integration (Gajda, 2004). A
partnering continuum including different ways
of partnerships and different terms to describe
them from both NGO and SME fields are pre-
sented in the following, followed by introduc-
tion of the little existing research of partner-
ships between SEs and large firms.

II.1. Partnering continuum

In the NGO field Austin (2000) uses the term
collaboration to mean the whole continuum
of collaboration activities. He identifies three
stages on the continuum: philanthropic, trans-
actional and integrative, but emphasizes that
the stages cannot be clearly distinguished. At

the philanthropic stage the large firm mainly
donates money for the non-profit organization
whereas at the transactional stage there are ex-
plicit resource exchanges focused on specific
activities, for example sponsoring events and
cause-related marketing. At the last, integra-
tive stage the different parties’ objectives, peo-
ple and activities start to merge. This increases
the complexity of management and broadens
the scope of activities. Also the strategic value
of the partnership increases. (Table 1)

Austin (2000) says that many of the alliances
evolve through all three stages, but mentions
that it is possible to start the alliance from the
transactional stage as well. The movement to-
wards higher stages of the continuum requires
resources, processes and right attitude. More
trust and confidence is needed at the higher
stages, but on the other hand trust also in-
creases as the partnership continues and part-
nering activities become more and more com-
plex. At the higher stages also compatibility
and congruency of the objectives increase.

The same characteristics — increasing trust
and congruency of objectives — have been
identified from the private sector partnerships
(Thompson and Sanders, 1998). Thompson
and Sanders (1998) call this ”partnering contin-
uum”, and the four stages as competition, co-
operation, collaboration and coalescence. The
researchers state that at the latter stages there
are more points of contact, interpersonal rela-
tionships improve and information sharing in-
creases. Also shared risk increases at the latter
stages as well. (Table 2)

The partnering continuum of Thompson
and Sanders (1998) is similar to Prahalad and
Ramaswamy (2004, p. 200) co-creation of
value framework. Prahalad and Ramaswamy
call the stages as (1) traditional business ap-
proach, (2) collaboration with suppliers, key
customers and partners, (3) shared practices
and co-innovation, and finally (4) shared des-
tiny and co-creation of value (Figure 1).

The competition stage, i.e. the tradi-
tional business approach, is market-placed and
transaction-driven, and typically across unit
boundaries (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004,
p. 200). At this stage the parties do not have
common objectives, and success usually comes
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Table 1: The collaboration continuum (Austin, 2000)

Nature of Stage I Stage II Stage III

Relationship Philanthropic Transactional Integrative

Level of engagement Low ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ High

Importance to mission Peripheral ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ Central

Magnitude of resources Small ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ Big

Scope of activities Narrow ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ Broad

Interaction level Infrequent ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ Intensive

Managerial complexity Simple ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ Complex

Strategic value Minor ⇒ ⇒ ⇒ Major

Table 2: The partnering continuum (based on Thompson and Sanders, 1998)

Stage I Stage II Stage III Stage IV
Competition Cooperation Collaboration Coalescence

Number of points of
contact

Small ⇒ ⇒ High

Interpersonal
relationships

Weak ⇒ ⇒ Strong

Information and knowl-
edge sharing

Little ⇒ ⇒ Intense

Shared risk Little ⇒ ⇒ Big

Objectives Separate ⇒ ⇒ Common

Time horizon Short ⇒ ⇒ Long

Trust Little ⇒ ⇒ Absolute

Autonomy of the entity Low ⇒ ⇒ High

at the expense of others. The time horizon is
rather short, and there are no common project
measures. There is not a lot, if any, room for
continuous improvement, and only little trust
is required for the success. (Thompson and
Sanders, 1998)

More trust is required at the next, coopera-
tion, stage. Here the parties start to have and
to work towards common objectives. There are
already measures for the success of the partner-
ship, and mutual respect grows. However, the
shared risk remains fairly limited as the objec-
tives remain project-specific. (Thompson and
Sanders, 1998) Second stage at the co-creation
of value framework is called collaboration with
suppliers, key customers and partners — all of
which can also be social enterprises. This stage
includes sharing transaction data, which yields

to improved business processes. (Prahalad and
Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 200)

The term collaboration is used in Thomp-
son and Sanders’ continuum to describe the
third stage, shared practices and co-innovation
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 200). This
includes joint development and continuous im-
provement of the project processes: the parties
start working as a team. They are more willing
to take chances as greater risk comes to mean
greater expected reward. The parties also of-
ten have a shared vision, and the time horizon
is longer. Duplication and control are reduced
as trust increases and knowledge sharing be-
comes more open. The resources formerly re-
quired for supervising and control can now be
used to value adding activities which may lead
to new, innovative perspectives. (Thompson
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Figure 1: Collaboration as co-creation of value (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004, Figure 11-1, p. 200)

and Sanders, 1998)
Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004, p. 200)

descriptively call the last stage a shared des-
tiny and co-creation of value. At this stage, the
coalescence, the parties have joint goals and
the work processes can be redesigned to bet-
ter leverage the competencies of both parties
(Thompson and Sanders, 1998; Prahalad and
Ramaswamy, 2004) and to eliminate duplica-
tion. The tasks can be divided based on the
employees’ skills and not their original organi-
zation. Altogether the organizational bound-
aries are no longer significant and employees
start to see each other as part of the same team
— a separate entity starts to form. The au-
tonomy of the entity increases and the risk is
shared by both parties. Complete trust and
confidence and improved communication are
required for this to happen. (Thompson and
Sanders, 1998)

Even though the benefits are often greater
at the higher stages of the continuum, they are
not self-evidently better ways for working to-
gether but rather serve distinct functions. The
best way would thus be to have different forms
of partnerships with different parties. (Austin,
2000) The following sub-chapter continues by
presenting the different forms of partnerships
between large firms and social enterprises.

II.2. Partnerships between social
enterprises and large firms

As stated above, the partnerships between so-
cial enterprises and large firms have not been
studied extensively. Meyskens (2010) has ap-
plied the resource-based view to partnerships
of ”social ventures” — both non-profit, for-
profit and hybrid organizations — with differ-
ent parties. However, she concentrates on the
competitive advantage that partnerships bring
rather than on the different ways of partnering.
Nelson and Jenkins (2006) introduce in their
working paper some ways that large firms can
apply to advance social entrepreneurship, in-
cluding ways of working together with social
enterprises. Seelos and Mair (2004) write a few
paragraphs of the topic in their article about the
contribution of social entrepreneurs to sustain-
able development. The perceptions of Nelson
and Jenkins and Seelos and Mair are presented
in this sub-chapter.

Nelson and Jenkins (2006) identify three
main ways for companies to support social en-
trepreneurship: (1) investing directly in social
entrepreneurs and their organizations, (2) en-
couraging social entrepreneurship by engag-
ing in public policy dialogue, advocacy and
institution building and (3) creating internal
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climates for social entrepreneurship, i.e. so-
cial intrapreneurship (Seelos and Mair, 2004).
According to the authors, the first option can
still be further divided into two (1.1) investing
as part of their core, commercial business op-
erations and (1.2) through companies’ philan-
thropic and community investment activities.
(Figure 2)

At the first option (1.1) the social en-
trepreneurs work with large firms in differ-
ent parts of the value chain. Nelson and
Jenkins suggest that this can include, for
example, sourcing from micro-enterprises or
small-scale producers, or offering affordable
goods and services to low-income communi-
ties. They also present the hybrid value chain
approach of Ashoka, an association promoting
and supporting social enterprises and social
entrepreneurship. The old version of the hy-
brid value chain consists of product/service de-
velopment, production, distribution/logistics,
sales & marketing and financing. The newer
version does not name these stages at all
(Ashoka, n.d.b), but the final goal remains the
same: to serve low-income populations.

The definition of hybrid value chain em-
phasizes that this partnership must go beyond
a traditional buyer-seller relationship, and that
the partners should invest and share risks and
revenues. (Ashoka, n.d.a) Therefore this view
is more strategic than the first alternative of
Nelson and Jenkins and comes, in fact, close to
the integrative stage of Austin (2000).

This more strategic approach to the value
chain resembles the ”shared value” concept
of Porter and Kramer (2011). The authors
mention ”redefining productivity in the value
chain” as one option for ”creating shared
value”, i.e. connecting societal and economic
progress. They state that coming up with new
ways of operating to address societal issues and
seeing how the so-called externalities have an
impact on the large firm’s internal costs as well,
can result in great synergies.

Nelson and Jenkins’ second part of the first
option, (1.2) philanthropic and community in-
terest activities, include providing large firm’s
money, people, products and premises — i.e.
financial, physical, human and social capital —
for the use of the social entrepreneur. Seelos

and Mair (2004) see that it is via the funding
that social enterprises get access to other re-
sources. Nelson and Jenkins (2006) state that
venture philanthropy or social venture capital,
i.e. applying the principles of venture capital-
ism to the field of social entrepreneurship, is
getting more and more popular.

The second option introduced by Nelson
and Jenkins is creation of a favorable environ-
ment for social enterprises. Large firms can
engage in the public policy dialogue and advo-
cacy of social entrepreneurial actions, and par-
ticipate in building of supporting institutions
for social enterprises. This option affects more
the third research question, how could part-
nerships between social enterprises and large
firms be advanced.

The third option identified by Nelson &
Jenkins is the creation of internal climates
for social entrepreneurship, i.e. social in-
trapreneurship (Seelos and Mair, 2004). This
means, for example, encouraging employees
to develop new business models, products or
services which would combine solving a so-
cial or environmental problem with a profitable
business opportunity. These are what Jenkins
(2009) calls corporate social opportunities.

Seelos and Mair (2004) suggest one more
option. They say that social entrepreneur’s
core competencies are usually in the innova-
tion and start-up phase whereas large firms are
better in the management of more established
projects. Therefore they propose that it would
be good if the large firm took more responsi-
bility of the project in a certain point, which
would let the social entrepreneur to start look-
ing for new challenges, to become serial social
entrepreneurs.

III. Institutional theory

The operating environment and the overall
conditions affect the behavior of companies, in-
cluding behavior related to social responsibil-
ity. Economic conditions affect the CSR activi-
ties of companies, but institutional factors me-
diate this connection. (Campbell, 2007) Insti-
tutional theory is useful in understanding this
connection as it takes into account that institu-
tions beyond the market are needed for compa-
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Figure 2: Ways for companies to support social entrepreneurship (Nelson and Jenkins, 2006)

nies to pay attention and respond to interests
of social actors besides themselves (Scott, 2003,
p. 346) As partnerships with social enterprises
are one way for companies to fulfill their cor-
porate social responsibility, it is suggested that
the same theory can be applied to answer the
third research question ”how can partnerships
between social enterprises and large firms be ad-
vanced”, i.e. what kind of institutions would
encourage and facilitate partnerships between
these two actors.

Institutional theory looks at the world from
various levels, the categorization of which dif-
fers from researcher to researcher. Scott (2001)
defines the levels as world system, societal,
organizational field, organization and organi-
zational subsystem. Some researchers add to
these also individual level (e.g. Oliver, 1997).
As the focus of this study is on partnership
activities among Finnish companies, it concen-
trates on organizational field level and societal
level. A little attention is also given to individ-
ual and organization levels.

Scott (2001) suggests that institutions are
created and diffused via top-down or bottom-
up processes., Zucker (1987a) claims that orga-
nizations also imitate each other. In this study,
this is called horizontal diffusion.

In the top-down processes the societal insti-
tutions create the context where more specific
institutional fields and forms exist and operate.

These more specific institutional fields form the
operating environment of the next level, orga-
nizations and other types of collective actors,
such as industry alliances, industrial associa-
tions and other organizations. These actors, in
turn, create the context for subgroups and in-
dividual actors and actions. The institutions of
the higher level shape the lower level via con-
stitutive activities, diffusion and imposition,
for instance. Other processes, such as socializa-
tion and sanctions affect directly the ”lowest”
level, the actors. (Scott, 2001, p. 196)

Though important and influential, it would
be difficult to create anything new if the insti-
tutional theory concentrated only on the top-
down processes, because this view sees insti-
tutional elements being solely external so that
actors do not influence them. Therefore the
bottom-up processes are important as well.

In bottom-up processes the actions of differ-
ent actors and subgroups are seen to shape
the contexts within which they operate. The
societal institutions and governance structures
are formed and influenced by the individuals
and organizations that act in the society. The
actors of the lower level can invent new in-
stitutional forms and negotiate with actors of
a higher level for these new forms to become
more widely accepted. (Scott, 2001, p. 196)

The internal characteristics of an organiza-
tion constitute a buffer against outside effects
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(Thompson, 2003), and therefore they nearly
never imitate the actions of other organiza-
tions perfectly (Nelson and Winter, 1982, p.
123–125). Organizations do mimic each other,
but adapt the rules to fit into their own orga-
nizational environment. Mimicking happens
mostly within companies which are somehow
similar to each other (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983), i.e. within companies belonging to the
same organizational field. This mimicking is
one way of horizontal diffusion.

In the business context organizational fields
include other organizations which produce
similar services or products, regulatory agen-
cies, key suppliers, and resource and product
consumers. Within organizational fields nor-
mative influence and mimicry are more impor-
tant than coercive forces because within this
field the coercive power of state does not af-
fect the actors directly. (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983)

Practices which have some recognized
value or which are believed to become an in-
dustry standard, are adopted by mimicking
similar organizations in the industry, without
questioning their value. (Jennings and Zand-
bergen, 1995) The wider accepted the innova-
tion is, the more legitimized it is found and
less critically it is assessed (Meyer and Rowan,
1977; Tolbert and Zucker, 1983). In addition,
if the practices are closely related to organiza-
tion’s reputation, they are more likely to diffuse
rapidly and to be retained by the organization
(Zucker, 1987b). Practices related to corporate
social responsibility are ones that definitely af-
fect organization’s reputation — CSR in the
light of institutional theory is discussed in the
following.

III.1. Institutional theory in
advancing CSR

The regulative, constraining actions are more
likely to occur from top-down, for example via
state regulations (Campbell, 2007). The state
can set regulations and sanctions based either
on command and control, on the market, or on a
mixture of both. Governance by command and
control includes legislation, policy and sanc-
tions to control activities of the organizations

whereas market-based governance can include
fees for discharges and emission trading, for
instance. In addition to regulative and con-
stitutive activities, the state can also facilitate
the adoption of responsible and sustainable ac-
tions, for example by creating market oppor-
tunities for environmentally friendly products.
(Jennings and Zandbergen, 1995)

Top-down processes can also arise from the
industry associations and from the employer
and trade associations. The associations can
have self-regulations — which often are linked
to the regulations set by the state — and they
are also important in the creation and adoption
of normative institutions. (Campbell, 2007)

However, regulative and normative actions
may not be the best alternative when it comes
to advancing responsible behavior of compa-
nies. Studies show that strong enforcement and
sanctions do not lead to activities which would
be best for the company and for the environ-
ment (Rolfe and Nowlan, 1993). The main rea-
son is that under coercive pressure companies
are more likely to adopt the form or structure
of a practice, but less likely to adopt its content
or meaning. (Jennings and Zandbergen, 1995)

The bottom-up processes may be a better
way of truly adopting responsible behavior.
Companies are found to become more respon-
sible if they have institutionalized dialogue
with different stakeholders such as NGOs, so-
cial movements, unions, employees, and cor-
porate shareholders. Through this dialogue,
the values and norms of the stakeholders af-
fect the companies’ actions. The dialogue also
teaches the company to appreciate the concerns
of these stakeholders, which makes it more
likely that their concerns are taken into account.
(Campbell, 2007)

This dialogue affects also the norms and val-
ues of the top management, which are impor-
tant for the adoption of CSR practices. This
is further enforced as managers seek to act in
ways that other managers and other important
actors in their field define as appropriate. In
addition, the press can constrain the corpo-
rate behavior by monitoring and reporting it.
(Campbell, 2007)

The third way to enforce responsible behav-
ior is to construct organizational fields where
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best practices and values can diffuse (Jennings
and Zandbergen, 1995). This is where em-
ployer and trade organizations play an impor-
tant role as companies belonging to these as-
sociations interact with each other more fre-
quently and systematically. These companies
are also more likely to have a longer-term view
of their interests, which is necessary in order to
have truly responsible and sustainable actions.
(Campbell, 2007) In fact, the construction of
organizational fields might be even more im-
portant than normative institutions, because in
responsibility related issues mimicry is more
likely to affect organizations to adopt practices
than normative pressure (Jennings and Zand-
bergen, 1995).

IV. Methodology

Qualitative research, which seeks to under-
stand, interpret and create a representative
model for a phenomenon (Anttila, 2005), was
chosen to answer the research questions of this
study.

Qualitative research consists of fa-
miliarizing with the existing research
of the topic, empirical data and think-
ing, and reasoning of the researcher
(Saaranen-Kauppinen and Puusniekka, 2006,
chapter 1.2.2). This chapter explains how the
empirical data was collected and how the
thinking and reasoning process to analyze
the data proceeded. The results of this data
collection and analysis are then presented in
following chapters.

The data collection consisted of three
phases: (1) search of international examples,
(2) interviews of five experts of the field and
(3) interviews of CSR managers of nine large
firms.

International examples of partnerships be-
tween SEs and large firms were looked for by
sending e-mail requests to Social Entrepreneur-
ship Research Network for the Nordic Coun-
tries (SERNOC network), EMES Doctor of Phi-
losophy student network, EMES network, Eu-
ropean Institute for Complexity Studies (Eu-
rics) and Social Business International (SBI) and
a reminder a couple of weeks later. However,
these requests did not result in any examples

A request was also posted to follow-
ing Facebook groups: Coworking Europe
(479 members), Social Innovation Göteborg
(27 members), Nettverk for Sosialt En-
treprenørskap (948 members), Coworking
Worldwide (910 members) and SOCAP Net-
work (557 members. From the Facebook group
requests only a few examples resulted, one of
which mentioned researcher Tania Ellis who
was said to be interested in the same field.
Her blog, The New Pioneers, had indeed a few,
mainly Danish, examples.

The majority of the examples were finally
found by browsing through different websites
related to social entrepreneurship such as So-
cial Enterprise Mark in the UK (Social En-
terprise Mark Co., 2010) and the Forbes’ list
of Top 30 social entrepreneurs (Coster, 2011).
The method which turned out more fruit-
ful was searching for large companies which
could partner with social enterprises. This was
done by using search engines with the com-
bination ”social enterprise/entrepreneurship +
company name”, where the company name
was chosen from companies which are com-
monly known to be sustainable and responsi-
ble, which appear in the Dow Jones Sustainabil-
ity Index, or whose CSR activities have been
mentioned in articles or books (e.g. Porter and
Kramer, 2011; Rondinelli and London, 2003).

At the second stage, five experts of social
entrepreneurship and CSR were interviewed
in semi-structured interviews in order to bet-
ter understand the field of social entrepreneur-
ship, to further develop the partnership frame-
work and to reveal their perceptions of it and
of ways to advance partnerships between large
firms and social enterprises.

At the third stage companies were chosen
by cross-listing the member organizations of
Finnish Business and Society network and the
Finnish Top500 companies listed by Talous-
elämä (Talouselämä, n.d.). Of these, the CSR
managers of 24 companies operating in the
fields of services, retail, food manufacturing,
pharmaceutics and manufacturers operating in
the consumer business (B2C) were contacted.

Of this target population, the respondents
were chosen based on accidental sampling:
those CSR managers that were willing to partic-
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ipate were the ones interviewed, even though
this does not form a representative sample
(Powell, 1997, p. 68). Finally, interviews were
arranged with nine large firms. Five of them
were from services, one from retail, two from
pharmaceutical industry and one from B2C
manufacturing.

The interview protocol was formed based
on research on partnering, the partnership
framework and the institutional theory.

The semi-structured interviews of CSR
managers were conducted during the mid of
March and end of March in 2012 and they
were also recorded and notes were taken. The
transcribed interviews were coded with Atlas.ti
and analyzed using qualitative content analy-
sis.

V. Results

This chapter introduces the different ways of
partnering found from the international exam-
ples. Four main ways with an increasing level
of integration were identified: (1) SEs as or-
dinary suppliers of primary or support activi-
ties, (2) non-strategic partnerships, (3) strategic
partnerships, (4) spin-offs, joint ventures, ac-
quisitions and social intrapreneurship (Figure
3). These ways are explained in more detail,
and examples of each are given. After this,
perceptions of CSR managers of the different
ways of partnerships and of ways to advance
them are presented.

V.1. Social enterprises as suppliers of
support or primary activities

One way how large firms can work with so-
cial enterprises is to incorporate them in the
value chain just like any other enterprise. In the
international examples social enterprises were
found to be part of large firms’ support or pri-
mary activities. Some examples of the roles be-
ing the opposite, i.e. of large firms being man-
ufacturers or distributors of social enterprise’s
products without a deeper relationship, were
also found. Here, support activities are seen
as the ones which provide inputs, technology
and human resources for the primary activi-
ties, and primary activities as the ones which

are involved in the creation of the product, and
in selling and transferring it to the customer
(Porter, 1998, pp. 37–38).

In the UK, The Social Enterprise Mark
launched in November 2011 a ”50 in 250” cam-
paign, aim of which is to get 50 large companies
to buy products or services from at least five
social enterprises within 250 days, and to in-
crease awareness of the Social Enterprise Mark
and the concept of social enterprise in general.
In the UK, there are many social enterprises of-
fering some products and a wide range of ser-
vices from IT to marketing and from catering
to translation and logistics. (Social Enterprise
Mark Co., 2010) These can be part of the large
firms support or primary activities depending
on the field and on firms’ characteristics.

If the value chain is seen from a cradle-to-
cradle perspective, social enterprises can uti-
lize the waste of bigger firms as their raw ma-
terial like TerraCycle is doing in the USA. They
collect the waste of others to produce some-
thing new. Companies can partner with Terra-
Cycle either by collecting their own waste or
by launching a program to collect the packag-
ing wastes caused by their products, and then
sending them to TerraCycle. The material col-
lected is then either recycled to new materials
or ”upcycled” into new products. TerraCycle
also provides companies the possibility to buy
recycled raw material. (TerraCycle, n.d.)

The roles can be also the opposite, though
there were not many examples of such, i.e.
the large firm being the manufacturer and/or
distributor of the social enterprise’s products.
Raspberry Pi is a tiny computer that can do
many of the things than an ordinary PC can
do and besides that it is easily programmable
and cheap (Raspberry Pi, n.d.). To respond to
huge demand, to have more flexibility in the
production and to lower costs, this charity es-
tablished partnerships with two British com-
panies, Premier Farnell and RS Components.
(eben, 2012). The partnership is mainly trans-
actional and is therefore not seen as a strategic
partnership (see below) even though it includes
a new product and going to new markets.

Work integration social enterprises (WISEs)
are a specific type of social enterprises aimed at
employing people who have difficulties in find-
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Level of 
integration

SEs as 
suppliers for 
support or 
primary activities

Non-strategic 
partnerships
- voluntary work
- consulting,  investing
- awards, competitions

Strategic
partnerships
- new products
- new business models
- new markets

Spin-offs, 
joint ventures, 
acquisitions, social
intrapreneurship

Type of relationship

Competition Cooperation Collaboration Coalescence

Figure 3: Different ways of partnering between large firms and social enterprises

ing a job from the ordinary labor market, e.g.
long-term unemployed, disabled and elderly
people. There are WISEs operating in many
fields and offering a large variety of products
and services. For example, BRFkredit, a Dan-
ish bank, buys its cleaning services from Job-
and activity center Sandthwart which employs
mentally handicapped people (Ellis, 2011).

A WISE can also be an employment agency
from where large firms can directly employ
people, or the two can work together in order
to develop the work life skills of the disadvan-
taged. The large firm can, for example, provide
training or practical training posts.

V.2. Non-strategic partnerships

A second group identified were non-strategic
partnerships, i.e. a variety of ways of social
enterprises and large firms working together
which include more cooperation than with or-
dinary suppliers, but which are not core busi-
ness for both — usually for the large firm. The
employees of the large firm can, for example,
share and further develop their expertise by
doing voluntary work in a social enterprise, or
the large firm can provide consulting services
or invest in social enterprise. They can also ar-
range awards or competitions to promote social
entrepreneurship and social enterprises.

In the UK Procter & Gamble’s (P&G) em-
ployees can volunteer in Teach First, an organi-
zation training people with a university degree

to work as teachers in primary schools. P&G’s
employees coach and mentor Teach First par-
ticipants in order to facilitate the development
of their professional goals and to help them
in their leadership challenges. This gives to
P&G’s employees a possibility to develop their
own theoretical and practical knowledge about
coaching. This volunteering is done addition-
ally to other partnering activities, such as help-
ing Teach First in the development of its train-
ing and transition scheme. (Teach First, 2012)

Many consulting companies and banks
have started to share their expertise and to sup-
port social enterprises, at least in the UK. The
British affiliate of Deloitte launched in Novem-
ber 2011 a campaign, Deloitte Social Innova-
tion Pioneers program, which looks for social
enterprises that are ready to scale and can have
a real impact. The chosen social enterprises
will participate in events and workshops where
they have the possibility to network with De-
loitte employees, clients and partners, and to
develop their leadership and business skills.
They will also receive support for developing
their business plans and for looking for the
most suitable funding. Further on, working
with a large firm will give them more credibil-
ity and more publicity. (Deloitte, 2012)

V.3. Strategic partnerships

Strategic partnerships form the collaboration
stage. Jenkins (2009) has identified three main
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ways for small- and medium sized enterprises
to exploit business opportunities related to
corporate social responsibility: innovation in
products and services, serving unserved mar-
kets and building new business models. These
are all fields where social enterprises and large
firms can work together as strategic partners.

The first possibility for strategic partner-
ships is product or service development. For
example, Starbucks has involved its suppliers
and competitors of its suppliers to find innova-
tive ways to achieve its target of recycling all
customer cups by 2015. Once the competitors
were invited to participate, the current suppli-
ers found potential solutions. This resulted in
clear benefits for the brand and for the commu-
nities, but the economic impact is still unclear.
(Hart, 2011)

Embrace is an example of serving unserved
markets with a new product. They have de-
veloped a low-cost infant warmer for bottom
of the pyramid markets, and have formed a
partnership with GE Healthcare to better suc-
ceed in the market entry. (General Electric,
2010) Though this is similar to Raspberry Pi
case introduced earlier, this partnership is more
strategic in nature as also GE Healthcare’s ob-
jective is to improve the healthcare delivery,
and the parties are working together more
closely.

Building new business models is what a
pharmaceutical company Johnson & Johnson
has done, again in the UK, with a social enter-
prise Shaftesbury Partnership. They launched
together a program, Nurse First, aim of which
is to improve the quality of healthcare in the
country by giving the nurses and doctors the
possibility to develop their leadership skills,
and providing tools to develop and improve
services in the sector. (Nurse First, n.d.)

V.4. Spin-offs, joint ventures,
acquisitions and social

intrapreneurship

The last group consists of a variety of different
ways where social entrepreneurial activities are
in the core of the large firm. These can include
an acquisition of a social enterprise, a social
enterprise spin-off, or joint venture or encour-

aging social intrapreneurship.
As an example of acquisition, Ben & Jerry’s,

a social enterprise focused on making ice cream
sustainably, was bought by Unilever. The ac-
quisition has been discussed, and one of the
prerequisites was that Ben & Jerry’s will carry
on being socially and environmentally respon-
sible. (StartupNation, LLC, 2012)

Hyundai Motor, in Korea, has had a social
enterprise spin-off. Hyundai Motor has catego-
rized their CSR activities into four: Safe Move,
Green Move, Happy Move and Easy Move.
To more effectively address the last, they es-
tablished a social enterprise called Easymove
which produces and distributes rehabilitation
products for disabled and elderly, and also em-
ploys these groups of people in the manufac-
turing process. Easymove continues working
together with Hyundai, and the companies are,
for example, going to launch a welfare-car for
disabled via remodeling a vehicle of Hyundai.
(Hyundai, n.d.; Easy Move, n.d.)

Developing new products, serving un-
served markets and building new business
models — the characteristics of a strategic part-
nership — are all present in the joint venture
of Grameen and Danone. Grameen Danone
Foods’ aim is to work against malnutrition by
providing a yoghurt affordable for all with high
levels of important nutrients. The company
also employs locals in as many parts of the
value chain as possible. (Yunus Centre, n.d.)

V.5. Interviewees’ perceptions of the
different ways of partnering

The interviewees were positive towards part-
nerships between social enterprises and large
firms, and saw the value of tackling also so-
cial problems at the side of their operations.
The CSR managers said that they would like
to develop their CSR practices towards a more
strategic direction: to provide time, expertise
and services instead of just donating money.

The interviewees did not see a reason why
they would not buy products or services from
social enterprises but emphasized that social
enterprises should be professional and pro-
duce things that large firms need. For exam-
ple, providing information and support about
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employing disabled people was mentioned as
a field where social enterprises could provide
services.

The intent of the CSR managers was to
have more non-strategic partnerships. Espe-
cially doing voluntary work was often men-
tioned as an alternative for large firms to ful-
fill their corporate social responsibility. Some
companies already provided their employees
this possibility, and some had considered that
option. Other options of the non-strategic part-
nerships, i.e. providing seed financing or ar-
ranging awards for social enterprises, were
hardly mentioned in the interviews.

The large firms did not seem to be ready for
strategic partnerships and the CSR managers
could not come up with ideas for such them-
selves. Instead, they said that the initiative
should come from the social enterprise.

The fourth stage, spin-offs, joint ventures,
acquisitions and social intrapreneurship, still
remained distant with the exception of the last
alternative. Many of the CSR managers saw
their operations as social entrepreneurial al-
ready, but the majority did not see spin-offs,
joint ventures and acquisitions of social enter-
prises as a realistic alternative.

V.6. Ways to advance partnerships

From the top-down approach, the intervie-
wees did not agree on the role of state when
it comes to advancing partnerships between
social enterprises and large firms. Some said
that changes in legislation would be required
for more integrated partnerships to be possible
whereas others suggested that the state should
rather encourage and facilitate instead of set-
ting norms and laws. The participation of the
state would bring more credibility to the topic,
something which the interviewees called for
strongly. When seeing the top-down processes
in a broader perspective, including also other
actors than the state, the interviewees men-
tioned often that the general opinion is start-
ing to require more responsible behavior from
companies. In addition, the increasing trans-
parency makes it harder for companies to hide
their non-responsible actions.

From the bottom-up approach, in turn,
the interviewees said that changes arise from

the people, and that nowadays people have
started to require more responsible behavior
from companies. They also have more possi-
bilities to make an impact. According to the
experts and CSR managers, also partnerships
between large firms and social enterprises can
arise also from the initiatives of the employees,
though the top-management must also under-
stand the value of such actions. In addition,
larger number of social enterprises and of ideas
for partnerships would advance these kinds of
partnerships. The interviewees were unani-
mous stating that the social enterprise should
be the one making the business proposal —
and making it to the right firm and to the right
person within the firm.

Partnership activities between large firms
and social enterprises can also diffuse both
within companies in Finland and from abroad
to Finland, via for example affiliates of interna-
tional companies. The interviewees called for
examples of good practices and well-working
partnerships, as well as forums and seminars
to share these examples. Employers’ organi-
zations play an important role in bringing to-
gether companies of the same field and in cre-
ating norms and practices for social partner-
ships. As there are more and more interna-
tional examples of partnerships between social
enterprises and large firms internationally, it is
likely that these actions arrive also to Finland
at some point. The interviewees said that they
benchmark what other companies do both na-
tionally and internationally.

VI. Discussion

The research questions of this study are (1) In
which ways can social enterprises and large firms
work together?, (2) What are the perceptions of large
firms about the partnerships between large firms
and social enterprise? and (3) How can partner-
ships between social enterprises and large firms be
advanced?. In this chapter the results are fur-
ther evaluated and reflected on the previous
theory. The chapter also assesses the implica-
tions of the findings, discusses the limitations
of the study and provides recommendations
for future study.
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VI.1. Different ways of partnering
and interviewees’ perceptions of them

The CSR managers of large firms were positive
towards partnerships with social enterprises,
and they were willing to develop the current
CSR practices towards a more strategic direc-
tion. Despite this willingness, less integrated
partnerships are more probable than those of
higher levels of integration because they re-
quire less resources and commitment from both
the large firm and the social enterprise (e.g.
Thompson and Sanders, 1998). The fact that
CSR manager often still is in the communica-
tions department, may limit the development
of partnerships towards more strategic direc-
tion as they may not have the permission to
take actions and make decisions of more strate-
gic nature. This is further enforced as initia-
tives even vaguely related to CSR were said to
be easily handed directly to the CSR manager,
without pondering if it was more suitable for
the R&D department or linked to the strategy
development, for instance. The interviewees
also said that other people in their companies
still do not necessarily see the value of CSR.

The case of traditional philanthropy is dis-
putable. In a sense, social enterprises are a cross
between ordinary enterprises and non-profit
organizations (e.g. Kerlin, 2006), and in the
field of partnerships between NGOs and large
firms traditional philanthropy remains a com-
mon alternative (Austin, 2000). However, only
few international examples of traditional phi-
lanthropy between social enterprises and large
firms were found. Traditional philanthropy is
thus not included in the final framework but
instead venture philanthropy, i.e. providing
social enterprises expertise and seed financing
(Nelson and Jenkins, 2006), is suggested as one
form of non-strategic partnerships. In addi-
tion, companies already have a long history
of philanthropic partnerships with NGOs and
they have learnt to know their current part-
ners. It could be hard for social enterprises
to cut off these possibly strong partnerships.
(Hagedoorn and Narula, 1996)

In the partnership framework the first stage,
competition, is social entrepreneurs and social en-
terprises working together with large firms in differ-
ent parts of the value chain (Nelson and Jenkins,

2006). The view of Nelson and Jenkins is rather
limited as they seem to focus on the primary ac-
tivities of the value chain, i.e. inbound and out-
bound logistics, operations, marketing & sales
and service, and do not take into account the
support activities, e.g. procurement, technol-
ogy development, human resource manage-
ment, and firm infrastructure (Porter, 1998, pp.
37–38).

In fact, more examples of social enterprises
being suppliers of the support activities than
of primary activities were found in the interna-
tional examples — an alternative which Nelson
and Jenkins do not even consider. They do not
mention the possibility of large firm being the
manufacturer or distributor of the social en-
terprise’s products either, but this is a valid op-
tion as the Raspberry Pi and Embrace examples
show.

It is probable that also in Finland partner-
ships of the competition stage concentrate on
large firms incorporating social enterprises as
suppliers of their support activities. The rea-
son for this is that those few social enterprises
which already exist do not operate in fields that
could be easily related to primary activities of
large firms. In addition, there has been a law of
the WISEs since 2004 (Ministry of Labor, 2003),
and large firms are thus probably more familiar
with these kinds of social enterprises. There-
fore for example buying maintenance services
from a WISE or employing disabled people via
a WISE is a more probable alternative than hav-
ing social enterprises as suppliers of services
or marketing & sales. The exception is the op-
erations: there are currently in Finland some
companies that employ disabled or disadvan-
taged people in the assembly (e.g. Sokeva, n.d.).
However, as these types of tasks are being
moved to countries with cheaper labor costs,
it is likely that this kind of activities rather de-
crease than increase. At least unless companies
are able to see also the non-monetary benefits
of such actions.

When it comes to non-strategic partnerships
of the cooperation stage, volunteering and ven-
ture philanthropy have a big possibility of be-
coming a popular way of partnering in Finland.
As companies have previous experience of tra-
ditional philanthropy from supporting NGOs,
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as they seem to be more willing to share their
expertise and do voluntary work, and as there
are many international examples of these kinds
of partnerships, it is reasonable to assume that
activities belonging to this second stage will
expand also in Finland. Especially nascent so-
cial enterprises would benefit from such non-
strategic partnerships because they often lack
physical, financial, human and social capital re-
sources (Meyskens, 2010). The challenge is that
the CSR managers of large firms emphasized
that they only would like to work together
with partners who already are professional and
with whom little time for learning and teach-
ing should be devoted. If this mismatch was
overcome and non-strategic partnerships were
established, the partnerships could then evolve
towards a more strategic direction.

The partnerships of lower levels of inte-
gration can evolve towards more strategic di-
rection once the partners learn to know each
other and trust each other (Austin, 2000). In
this study strategic partnerships are considered
in a broad sense, consisting of all activities
of exploiting corporate social opportunities:
innovation in products and services, serving
unserved markets and building new business
models (Jenkins, 2009). Despite their willing-
ness towards more strategic CSR, the represen-
tatives of the large firms could not identify such
business opportunities, but instead suggested
that the ideas and initiatives should come from
outside, from the social enterprise.

Strategic partnerships are not an easy op-
tion: they require strong commitment, high
levels of trust and willingness to take greater
shared risks. Only that way expected re-
wards can be greater as well. (Thompson and
Sanders, 1998) Potential achievements and in-
novations are indeed found to be more radical
and powerful in more integrated partnerships
(Holmes and Moir, 2007). Also expert 4 pointed
this out and suggested that firms should work
together with parties who are not from the
same field. This is in accordance with the views
of institutional theorists: both Zucker (1987a)
and Scott (2001, p. 188) suggest that bringing
together partners from different organizational
fields would result in more diverse outcomes
than partnerships within a certain field.

In the coalescence stage, spin-offs, joint ven-
tures, acquisitions and social intrapreneurship, so-
cial entrepreneurship is at the core of the large
firm. Based on the interviews it seemed that
previous experience of spin-offs, joint ven-
tures and acquisitions was an important pre-
requisite for seeing them as possible: the com-
panies which had experience of some of the
ways saw that same way as a possible alterna-
tive and the other ways as distant and utopian.
Social intrapreneurship — the last option of
Nelson and Jenkins (2006) — is different in this
sense, as many of the interviewees saw their
current operations as social entrepreneurial.
As said, the definition of social entrepreneur-
ship is rather vague, but all of the companies
of the CSR managers definitely do not work
in fields which would traditionally be seen as
social entrepreneurial.

VI.2. How to advance partnerships
between social enterprises and large

firms?

From the top-down approach, the state can set
laws, rules or sanctions related to advance part-
nerships between SEs and large firms. This
is probably a long way, and would require a
profound public discussion about the future of
the Nordic welfare state as well as the expert 4
pointed out. In addition, laws, rules and sanc-
tions have not led to best possible outcomes for
the environment in the field of CSR (Rolfe and
Nowlan, 1993).

It is thus more likely that the top-down
processes occur via facilitative actions of the
state, and from changing societal expectations
and institutions arising and diffusing from and
among the organizational field level. As many
of the interviewees stated, social pressure for
companies to become more sustainable and
responsible is increasing. Social obligations,
binding expectations and morality, are trans-
forming to require this. Companies must an-
swer to this change in order to maintain their
legitimacy to operate and to ensure access to
critical resources in the long run (e.g. Oliver,
1997; Zucker, 1987a).

Increasing awareness of social enterprises
in general and of partnerships with them was
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often mentioned in the interviews to be critical
when seeking to advance the topic. Also this
can be done via top-down processes: parties
supporting social enterprises can actively seek
to keep social enterprises in the media and to
provide information of them. However, seeing
the world only from the top-down approach
would neglect the power of individual actors or
organizations to act in a different way and thus
to change institutions. Therefore the bottom-up
approach is needed.

Requirements for companies to act more re-
sponsibly can begin also from the individual
actors. Companies which have dialogue with
NGOs, social movements and other individual
level actors are more likely to act responsibly
(Campbell, 2007). As companies operate in the
contexts influenced by individuals, they must
respect the requirements and values of those in-
dividuals in order to maintain their legitimacy.

Also increasing awareness of the topic can
happen from bottom-up approach. Social en-
terprises can be active themselves and contact
the companies, as the interviewees emphasized
they should. In order to increase the willing-
ness of large firms to establish partnerships
with social enterprises, they should keep in
mind the pre-requisites which the CSR man-
agers pointed out: to be professional, under-
stand the business world and not to be too
idealistic. Having large firms partnering with
social enterprises and talking for their favor,
would then improve not only the public aware-
ness of the topic but also its credibility. This is
the second option for large firms to support so-
cial entrepreneurship suggested by Nelson and
Jenkins (2006): large firms engaging in the pub-
lic policy dialogue and institution building.

The third direction for social partnerships
to become more common is horizontal diffu-
sion. This is probable to happen first within
a certain operational field as these actors are
rather similar to each other and as the major-
ity of ties are among organizations within the
same field (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). The
similarity of companies and interaction among
them increases the likelihood of their actions
to become homogenized (Jennings and Zand-
bergen, 1995). Companies mimic each other
and — like the interviewees said — look for

and adopt best practices of other companies,
also related to CSR. As employers’ organiza-
tions bring together actors from the same field
and as these companies are likely to resemble
each other, they can play an important role in
advancing partnerships of their member firms
(Campbell, 2007).

Social enterprises making concrete and pro-
fessional business proposals to the large firms is
one of the key factors to advance partnerships
between the two actors. It is also crucial to in-
crease general awareness of social enterprises
and to present both Finnish and international
examples of social partnerships. Further on,
increasing the awareness of the possible ben-
efits that partnerships with social enterprises
bring is one of the most important steps be-
cause practices which are recognized to have
an impact on the reputation are more likely
to be rapidly adopted by other organizations
(Zucker, 1987b).

VI.3. Practical recommendations

The positive attitude towards social enterprises
is rather promising for social enterprises which
want to develop their competencies via part-
nerships with large firms. Social enterprises
should try to leverage the companies’ willing-
ness towards higher integration, not least be-
cause that would bring them greater benefits
by providing them access to other types of cap-
itals, besides financial (Meyskens, 2010). Work-
ing together with established large firms would
bring social enterprises credibility, valuable ad-
vice and access to networks, thus helping them
to scale up more rapidly than otherwise was
possible.

As social enterprises operate in the market
it can be easier for them to become strategic
partners of the large firms than it is for tradi-
tional NGOs. Social enterprises should not ride
solely with the responsibility approach but in-
stead present themselves as potential business
partners: to have the concrete and professional
business proposal and to offer the large firm
a business opportunity with clear benefits for
them. Otherwise they might easily be treated
as one more party only asking for gratuitous
money.

According to the CSR managers it would
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be important for the social enterprise to first
think what kind of partnership they are look-
ing for, and based on this make a business
proposal concentrating on different aspects de-
pending on the hoped level of integration and
type of partnership. Social enterprises can use
the framework presented in this study (Figure
3) to get ideas for different kinds of partner-
ships and for the roles of both actors.

In order to overcome the mismatch of com-
panies willing to work mostly with profes-
sional enterprises, and nascent social enter-
prises as being the ones that would most bene-
fit from partnerships (Meyskens, 2010), should
non-strategic partnerships be promoted. Or-
ganizing awards to find out the most potential
social enterprises — similar to pitching events
for other start-ups — could be one way for this.

Improving the credibility of social enter-
prises and being cautious of not getting a
stigma of being too idealistic is be really impor-
tant in advancing partnerships between social
enterprises and large firms. It would be highly
beneficial if people with a strong background
in business, participated in the development
of the field: having high status business men
talking about the possibilities they have would
definitely increase awareness and the overall
credibility of the topic. It would be even better
if they showed example themselves, establish-
ing social enterprises and becoming social en-
terprise business angels. The secondary effects
of this would be having professional and suc-
cessful social enterprises which would speak
for themselves.

Different parties advancing social en-
trepreneurship should unite to bring the con-
cept of social enterprise and its possibilities
to the public discussion and actively keeping
them in the media. The parties should have
credibility themselves — therefore having in
Finland Sitra or the Ministry of Employment
and the Economy talking for its favor would be
highly beneficial, and they have already shown
interest on the topic (Suomen itsenäisyyden
juhlarahasto Sitra, n.d.; Laiho et al., 2011; Bland,
2010). Also getting employers’ organizations
could play an important role.

The interviewees emphasized the impor-
tance of bringing people together to hear about

social enterprises and possibilities that part-
nering with them could bring. This is what
the different parties could do: to arrange indi-
vidually or together forums for companies to
share examples and best practices, and to bring
together actors from different fields. Hav-
ing companies, social enterprises, public sector
and NGOs from different sectors working to-
gether would result in more diverse and radical
solutions to social and environmental problems
than partnering with parties close to current
strategy (Zucker, 1987a; Scott, 2001, p. 188).

Also the legislation should be clarified. The
representatives of the pharmaceutical compa-
nies said that the taxes related to voluntary
work are not self-explanatory, and the deduc-
tion in taxation should be widened to include
also donations for social activities and develop-
ment co-operation, which is not the case cur-
rently according to expert 2. In addition, the
position of social enterprises in tenders should
be clarified.

It was evident in the interviews that cur-
rently pharmaceutical companies face more
state regulations than other companies. The
representatives of these two companies em-
phasized the need to change the legislation
for more integrated partnerships to be possi-
ble. As new reforms are needed in the Finnish
health care sector and as there are internation-
ally many partnerships between social enter-
prises and pharmaceutical companies, this op-
tion should be untangled.

VI.4. Recommendations for future
research

Studying each of the ways of partnering in
more detail and conducting case studies of each
of them is highly recommended. Longitudi-
nal studies of the formation process of partner-
ships and finding out whether they follow the
same steps than partnerships between large
firms and NGOs or with SMEs would be ben-
eficial. This would help to better understand
the field and to find more ways still to advance
partnerships between large firms and social en-
terprises. In order to encourage partnerships
between large firms and social enterprises it
would be beneficial to study their benefits in
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more detail, and to make these benefits more
visible.

A longitudinal study to find out if the actors
and factors identified in this study really func-
tion to advance partnerships would be both
interesting and valuable. This would allow
testing the results of this study, which could
then be applied to other countries as well to
advance partnerships between large firms and
social enterprises. A cross-cultural study of the
differences in partnerships and in ways to ad-
vance them in different countries, and a com-
parison of these in developing and developed
countries would be interesting fields.

This study concentrates on dyadic part-
nerships, but as Meyskens (2010) states, the
resource diversity is greater if there are par-
ties from distinct sectors. Studying multiparty
partnerships from different aspects would
therefore be beneficial. It would also be benefi-
cial to study if the internal organizational char-
acteristics which advance partnerships with so-
cial enterprises are similar to those character-
istics which have been found to advance other
corporate social responsibility actions.

The ways of advancing partnerships found
in this research concentrated more on the top-
down processes and horizontal diffusion. In
order to study the bottom-up processes in more
detail, theory of social movements could be ap-
plied (see McAdam and Scott, 2005).

In this study only CSR managers of the large
firms were interviewed. Studying the opinions
of other representatives of large firms is rec-
ommended as well to find out if their attitude
is as positive as that of CSR managers, and if
they are able to identify the benefits of partner-
ships for their field. Also broadening the scope
from the CSR managers most willing to par-
ticipate to the study to others would provide
more complete view of the perceptions of large
firms.

As an anecdote, the impact of gender on
socially responsible behavior could be worth
a deeper investigation as all of the CSR man-
agers interviewed — and by far most of the
ones contacted — were female.

VII. Conclusions

The current way of living in the Western world
is not sustainable nor has it made us much hap-
pier. The developing countries are working to
achieve the same standards of living, which de-
creases the global inequality but which — after
certain level of income is achieved — does not
guarantee the happiness of the people. Besides,
the capitalism is in crisis and people are ques-
tioning the legitimacy to operate of the large
corporations.

Partnerships between large firms and so-
cial enterprises can be a way to address these
social and environmental problems in a sus-
tainable way, and to ensure that we can con-
tinue living — and doing business — also in
the future. This study has revealed ways how
these partnerships can be like and introduced
the perceptions of large firms of these partner-
ships. In addition, it provides suggestions how
these kinds of partnerships can be advanced.

From the previous partnering literature, a
continuum with an increasing level of inte-
gration can be identified. This continuum is
combined with international examples of part-
nerships between large firms and social enter-
prises, and four main categories were found.
Social enterprises can be (1) ordinary suppliers
of the large firm’s primary or supporting activ-
ities or they can (2) form non-strategic partner-
ships: the large firm can, for example, arrange
awards and provide consulting and funding
opportunities to the best social enterprises or
the employees of the large firm can do vol-
untary work in the social enterprise provid-
ing them skills and expertise while at the same
time improving their own skills. As the level of
integration increases, the partnerships become
more (3) strategic. The parties can develop new
products, services or business models together
or join their forces to enter new markets. At
this stage the operations are close to the core
business of both sides. Social entrepreneur-
ship is closest to the large firm when they (4)
either acquire a social enterprise, launch a so-
cial enterprise spin-off alone or a joint venture
with another company. Social entrepreneurial
actions, i.e. social intrapreneurship can also be
part of the large firm’s ordinary ways of acting.

The interviewees shared a clear willingness
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towards more strategic partnerships and they
were in general positive towards the ideology
of social enterprises. They emphasized, how-
ever, that being ”good” is not enough: work-
ing together with the social enterprise should
also be good business or otherwise beneficial
for them. Some identified that the benefits do
not have to be monetary and do not necessarily
come immediately. This willingness combined
with the positive attitude is really promising
for social enterprises that wish to partner with
large firms. However, social enterprises must
bear in mind what the interviewees empha-
sized: the need to be professional and to have
credibility.

The ways to advance partnerships were
studied based on the institutional theory. Ac-
cording to the theory, practices and values
spread from one level to another and within
the levels through top-down and bottom-up
processes and horizontal diffusion. From the
top-down approach the society has already
changed and the openness has increased, and
therefore the companies will need to change
their behavior to a more sustainable and re-
sponsible direction in order to ensure their ca-
pability to operate also in the future. The inter-
viewees were not unanimous about the role of
the state in advancing partnerships with social
enterprises, but at least it could participate in
increasing the number of social enterprises and
in building supporting structures for them.

From the bottom-up approach either con-
sumers or the employees of the company can
start requiring more responsible behavior from
companies, which can be achieved through
partnerships with social enterprises. Social en-
terprises can also themselves start actively con-
tacting large firms and in that way increase the
number of partnerships.

Good practices also related to corporate re-
sponsibility were said to diffuse from one com-
pany to another, especially when the compa-
nies are somehow similar. This can happen
both within Finland — where the employers’
organizations can play an important role —
and from abroad to Finland. The importance of
good examples was very clear from the inter-
views. Also forums to hear about these exam-
ples and practices were said to be important for

advancing partnerships with social enterprises.
Number of partnerships between large

firms and social enterprises is growing rapidly,
especially in the UK. Hopefully these prac-
tices will diffuse to other parts of the world
as well, as there is a huge potential in what can
be achieved via social entrepreneurial actions.
Many examples of partnerships remain to be
created, shared and studied.
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