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I. Introduction 

Given their important role in society (as employer, supplier of producer- and consumer goods, purchaser of 

worldwide commodities, actor in policy processes, investor, and as economic actor with an impact on their 

physical and social environment ,..), companies are potentially important allies for CSOs, and vice versa, in 

contributing to global sustainable development. The importance of multi-stakeholder partnerships for 

sustainable development is underlined in the UN Agenda 2030 and notably in Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) 17 ‘Partnerships for the goals’.  

This document provides a non-exhaustive overview of the variety of goals, motivations, roles and benefits CSO-

business partnerships can include. It can help both business actors and CSOs to reflect on and clearly define 

potential or current partnerships which are mutually beneficial.  

II. Why cooperate? 

Strategic partnerships for (a) common goal(s): 

 

1. Address complex or so-called ‘wicked’ problems: the complexity of the problem requires cooperation with 

other actors 

2. Making supply chains more sustainable (~ human rights due diligence)  more impact at the level of target 

groups, such as workers in the supply chain, better inclusion of smallholder farmers, surrounding 

communities, climate issues etc.  

3. More effective policy/advocacy/ lobbying work  more impact in Belgium (increased awareness & support 

for international solidarity/sustainable development) 

4. Doing business (between the CSO itself and the company): 

a) CSO as a consumer (procurement of goods and services) 

b) CSO as an entrepreneur (providing goods and services, e.g. fair trade products through shops or advice 

on CSR to business) 

5. Funding CSO’s as part of a company’s CSR strategy (both gifts in cash and in kind);  

6. Diversification & enlargement of CSO’s financial resources  

7. Improve image and credibility (can be for both the CSO or the company) 

 

Potential benefits for target groups of CSOs:      

 

1. Direct economic impact through improved input-, credit- & market access,  increased sales, prices and 

income (e.g. through fair trade selling, contract farming,..) 

2. Business-focused (and thus: practical/useful) trainings and capacity building, increased productivity and 

profits 

3. Mainstreaming human right due diligence practices, which should result in improving working conditions 

and addressing environmental concerns.  

4. More effective social dialogue, which covers all types of negotiation, consultation or simply exchange of 

information between, or among, representatives of governments, employers and workers, on issues of 

common interest relating to economic and social policy. 

5. More effective policy dialogue (companies acting as an actor in lobbying & advocacy to improve the 

regulatory, social & physical business environment) 
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6. Improved infrastructure, and investments in education & healthcare (if companies take over the role of the 

state to improve the social & physical business environment) 

7. Lower interest rates and shared risk through private investments in microfinance for small-scale businesses 

8. Affordable consumer products      

      

III. Motivations for companies to become an actor in sustainable development (= not necessarily to 

cooperate with civil society!) 

 

1. Sustainability as part of a company’s identity/core values  purpose-driven/value-driven economy e.g. 

Ecover, Tony Chocolonely, VEJA sneakers, … 

2. Access to value chains and markets: 

a. Local and international companies who work in, or get their inputs from developing countries (Bottom 

of the pyramid (BoP)-sourced value chains) have a need to secure supply, quality and increasingly also 

traceability and sustainability.       

b. Companies increasingly see developing countries as emerging markets (a growing ‘middle class’ is new 

consumer base) – and in their strategy to be the first to penetrate these markets, they want these ‘poor 

consumers’ to become richer, and to get to know these new potential clients  

c. Access to ‘the sustainable market’ in Belgium/Europe, e.g. via sustainable sourcing, fair wear, 

sustainable catering,...      

3. License to operate: public pressure and visibility urges companies to get rid of unacceptable practices: child 

labour, pollution, waste, unfair labour conditions, unfair relations with suppliers, negative climate impact,…. 

Mandatory human rights due diligence obliges companies to address both labour rights and environmental 

concerns in their policies and practices. 

4. Marketing &  shareholder value creation (staff- and client satisfaction) 

a. Staff, consumers, shareholders & other stakeholders to the company are becoming more informed and 

engaged and are demanding a more sustainable product or business process 

b. Some companies want to donate to ‘the good cause’ out of philantropic or branding reasons.  

IV. What companies can offer CSOs (Endeva, 2019) 

      

1. Access to business and value chains: Companies can play a central role in inclusive business1 partnerships, 

because such partnerships are centred on the core activities of the company partner. Companies can provide 

people with low-income with access to their businesses or value chains either by sourcing products or 

services from such individuals, employing them in their company, integrating them into distribution 

processes, or developing products and services that are targeted towards them. 

2. Innovative products and services: Many companies have R&D and innovation facilities or access to state-of-

the-art technology that can be leveraged for inclusive business. Their existing products and services can add 

value in low income markets. In addition, companies often have the technological knowledge and production 

capacities needed to adapt or redesign products or services to the specific needs of inclusive business 

markets. 

3. Technical knowledge and specialized business expertise: Many companies have highly specialised technical 

skills and general business skills, such as deep expertise in food supply chains or state  of- the-art skills with 

technology-driven data-management systems. Companies also have expertise in the area of financial and 

business modelling; in developing, improving, supplying, marketing, and selling products or services; and in 

                                                           
1 Inclusive business partnerships (IB partnerships) between CSOs and companies have a very specific form: They start from a 
concrete opportunity to improve the lives of low-income and marginalised people, and then address this opportunity with a 
financially viable business model that helps ensure sustainable impact. (Endeva, 2019) 
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organising logistics. This knowledge and the related skill sets are extremely relevant when designing an 

inclusive business model as part of the partnership. 

4. Business mindset and results-oriented action: Companies have a business mindset that can aid partners in 

focusing on the set up of a viable business. This will help the partnership stay focused on results, and on 

achieving sustainable long-term impact. 

5. Networks and influence through national and international partners: Because of their ongoing business 

operations, large companies normally have strong networks of national or international business partners, 

including suppliers and distributors, regulators, and business associations. If needed, they may be able to 

tap their connections to these partners to obtain skills, products, or services that neither the CSO nor the 

company itself can provide. 

6. Financial and in-kind resources: Lastly, companies can invest in and act as investor, funder or co-funder of 

the inclusive business partnership’s activities. A convincing business case can persuade the private-sector 

partner to mobilise internal resources to provide critical investment or seed financing for the partnership. 

In the early stages of a high-risk partnership, companies might offer in-kind contributions, which can include 

staff time or physical assets such as research-lab access, factory space, or transportation. 

 

V. What CSOs can offer companies (Endeva, 2019) (~ motivations for companies to cooperate with civil 

society actors) 

 

1. Knowledge of marginalised groups, their needs and potential: Most CSOs have a deep local footprint in 

rural, urban or semi-urban settings, and understand their particular development issues and power 

dynamics. They have a good understanding of local and marginalized groups’ habits, norms, needs, and 

potential. CSOs also have the tools to identify specific groups such as entrepreneurial women, or to assure 

the inclusive placement of people with disabilities. For a company, this type of knowledge is critical in 

identifying and understanding opportunities. ⇒ CSO as information provider (in function of knowledge 

strengthening & marketing purposes at the level of the PS actor) 

2. Trust-based working relationships with local communities: Many CSOs have built trust-based working 

relationships with low-income communities over years of engagement. When a company wants to enter an 

area, either for sourcing purposes or to offer a product or service, potential suppliers or customers may be 

sceptical of the value of a business relationship, or may alternately be unrealistic in their expectations. CSOs 

can use their standing in the community to bridge the gap between the two parties. ⇒ CSO as trustworthy 

& neutral actor in dialogues (brokering) 

3. Networks of local, national, and international actors: CSOs have access to a vast network of local, national, 

and sectoral stakeholders such as local CSO’s, extension services, government bodies, media organisations, 

specialised agencies, universities, and associations. ⇒ CSO as bridge builder 

4. Capacity-development expertise: CSOs often have deep capacity-development expertise and experience 

with providing training for low-income populations, for instance in basic business and financial skills. This 

skill set is especially relevant since inclusive business partnerships mainly centre on professionalising local 

suppliers or processors in order to integrate them more deeply into the market. ⇒ CSO as capacity 

developer (~ensuring quality, volume and accountability of local actors in eg a value chain the PS actor 

wants to become active in) 

5. Local infrastructure: Most international CSOs have country or regional offices from which they support or 

(co-) implement local development programmes. This physical infrastructure, which typically entails 

knowledgeable staff, local and legal recognition, and a local network, can offer an invaluable and lowcost 

entry point for companies exploring an inclusive business opportunity. ⇒ CSO as trustworthy ‘local actor’ 

(bridge builder/info provider/efficient executor) 

6. Influence on the broader market system: CSOs are well aware of the interconnectedness of development 

issues, and often have the know-how to engage in advocacy activities that influence and shape the broader 

business environment. For example, they are likely to be aware of underlying national and legal issues that 

could prevent an inclusive business model from coming to full fruition.⇒ CSO as actor in advocacy  
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7. Access to donor funding and high-risk capital: Most CSOs have long-standing relationships with donors and 

are familiar with specific funding and reporting requirements that are often completely new to companies. 

CSOs also have internal systems and procedures for managing donor funding. Some CSOs can access impact 

investing funds or even have recourse to internal unrestricted innovation funds that allow them to engage 

in pre-financing scoping missions exploring the potential for inclusive business partnerships. ⇒ CSO as bridge 

builder 

8. Credibility and visibility: As not-for-profit actors, CSOs can generate credibility for partner companies and 

inclusive business partnerships. A credible and qualified CSO partner can help attract additional partners and 

funders for the partnership, and generate trust on the part of various stakeholders, including media 

organisations. ⇒ CSO as reputational asset (risk of greenwashing or purposewashing) 

VI. Role types 

CSOs and private companies can take on different roles at various points in the partnership process, and in 

different partnerships. We include two sets of commonly described roles from different sources: 

Eight types of interactions (Vaes & Huyse,2014; Tennyson and Harrison,2008): 

1. Marketing: communicating externally (towards companies) for sensitisation, mobilisation and fundraising; 
product licensing; co-branding & widening message reach (to the public & to new potential donors) & 
diversify income (e.g. supermarket chain and CSO ask customers to compose a food parcel and donate it to 
the poor through the CSO) 

2. Brokering/facilitating: facilitates social dialogue and brokers communications across cultures, between 
foreign companies, local companies, and local communities, as well as with financial lenders and project 
tenders (Tennyson 2003; Van Der Heul et al. 2012). building bridges for economic transactions and projects 
between the company and CSO partner organisations and their members (providing market information, 
negotiating, connecting, conflict mediation) 

3. Advocacy: lobbying for the improvement of (i) public policies and (ii) the company’s business practices 
4. Capacity building: facilitating exchanges and (voluntary) consultancy-projects for (them to) build capacity in 

partner countries 
5. Sponsorship/social investment: supporting fundraising activities of companies (providing information and 

other materials, ideas, or manpower an auction) 
6. Business partnership: offering (paid for) services to companies – (i) training of actors in their supply chain – 

e.g. train their suppliers to achieve higher or more stable volumes and quality; (ii) on-firm advice or training 
about how to make some of their processes more sustainable (here: asked for by the company) 

7. Standard setting/monitoring: controlling and certifying the products and services concerned 
8. Information sharing/expertise providing: supporting transparency and information exchange between all 

actors involved (specific, project related, useful for learning and improving the already established 
partnership; as opposed to marketing, which is more to convince them to engage); provides knowledge, skill 
development or know how (Van Der Heul et al. 2012). 

      
 
Roles in inclusive business partnerships (Endeva, 2019): 
 
      
1. Partnership manager: In every partnership, an operations-management entity is necessary to coordinate 

agreed activities, ensure milestones are met, monitor results, and manage funds. In inclusive business 
partnerships, these management functions are often carried out jointly. For example, two senior account 
managers, one from each partner, oversee the collaboration at all levels, with a clear division of activities. 
An alternative is to delegate project-management functions to just one of the partners. Often, CSOs or other 
development partners take the lead when it comes to measuring results. 

2. Facilitator: One important task for participants in inclusive business partnerships is to identify other relevant 
actors that should be part of the endeavour. These can include local communities, governments, external 
funders, or a myriad of other entities. The facilitator role entails responsibility for engaging with these actors 
and bringing them together. When they perform this task, CSOs can often build on their long local presence 
and the trust they have generated, for example with community leaders, local CSOs, and governments.  
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3. Advisor: Each partner in an inclusive business partnership contributes specific expertise. For example, CSOs 
can advise companies on how to identify and serve local community needs. CSOs can also advise companies 
designing inclusive business models on relevant topics such as gender-based violence, the inclusion of 
people with disabilities, child labour, and human rights. Companies are well-placed to provide advice on IB 
business-model development, and to offer the technical knowledge needed for product development 

4. Capacity builder: In the capacity-building role, CSOs and companies provide training services designed to 
expand a company’s capabilities. This requires specific sectoral expertise and familiarity with training 
methodologies.  

5. Ecosystem builder: If an IB partnership is to be successful, it requires a conducive business environment. 
Some partnerships thus also work to improve the business ecosystem. As development-sector actors, many 
CSOs have the systemic perspective, networks, and research capacity necessary to play an advocacy role, 
influencing policymakers and helping to establish an ecosystem that can support inclusive business. In Kenya, 
Unilever’s work with smallholder-farmer women in the tea industry helped it gain awareness of these 
women’s lack of access to land titles and lack of decision-making power over the incomes they earned. 
However, the company needs alliances with CSOs to address this issue on a policy level.  
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