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Abstract

An increasing body of institutional research has examined organizations’ response to conflicting institutional logics, but few
studies have looked into how cross-sector organizational actors experiencing institutional complexity strategize their response
mechanisms to create value in the context of corporate social responsibility (CSR). We conduct a comparative case study
of nine social partnerships between multinational companies (MNCs) and nonprofits in China. We identify a partnership
logic among the value-creating partnerships where partners guided by an either/and mindset take joint ownership of the
social or sustainability issue/cause and integrate it into their core set of activities and goals. By contrast, the less successful
partnerships guided by an either/or mindset pursue a substitution logic in which the issue and project are kept separate and
marginalized from core activities and goals. We contribute to an understanding of the value creation of cross-sector social
partnerships by revealing the institutional embeddedness of such partnerships and deriving a process model of collaborative

value creation through institutional works in social partnerships.
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Introduction

Social partnerships, voluntary collaborative efforts of actors
from business and nonprofit sectors in which partners
attempt to address a social and/or environmental problem
of mutual concern (Berger et al. 2004; Seitanidi and Crane
2009; Waddock 1991), have witnessed an unprecedented
ascendancy these years. One recent example is the French
multinational food giant Groupe Danone’s partnership with
the Grameen Group, which aims to address malnutrition and
poverty problems in Bangladesh by providing poor consum-
ers with affordable and nutritious yogurt, while leveraging
local resources and creating employment throughout the
value chain (Hahn and Gold 2014; Murphy et al. 2012). As
Selsky and Parker (2005) note a partnership pervasiveness
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across the developed and developing world, which leads to
an unprecedented proliferation of different types and forms
of partnerships between a variety of corporate and non-
profit actors to tackle corporate social responsibility (CSR)
concerns (Dahan et al. 2010; van Tulder et al. 2016). Par-
ticularly essential here are problems pertaining to common
public goods (e.g., clean water, environmental protection,
healthcare, and education) or meta social issues, which are
recognized to have spillover effects on multiple constituen-
cies and stakeholders, going beyond the scope or capacity
of a particular or single organization or sector (Selsky and
Parker 2010; Vurro et al. 2010; van Tulder and Keen 2018).

While many scholars highlight the benefits of leverag-
ing business and social advantages through social partner-
ships, managing such relationships is challenging because
of two or more diametrically different institutional logics
involved (Battilana et al. 2017; Di Domenico et al. 2009;
Quélin et al. 2017). An institutional logic, usually value and
norm based, provides the assumptions, rules and beliefs that
shape decision-making and actions (Marquis and Lounsbury
2007; Thornton and Ocasio 2008). The business and non-
profit actors coming from different sectors to collaborate
on the social and environmental cause not only face con-
flicting organizational values and beliefs that reflect broader
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cultural templates, but also have to overcome unfamiliarity
to develop a solid level of trust and comfort for shared goals
(Ashraf et al. 2017). Institutional complexity, derived from
the coexistence and interaction of multiple logics, represents
a key characteristic of social partnerships and a source of
potential collaborative advantage; meanwhile, it constitutes
one of the causes of tensions of cognitive dissonance and
failed organizational expectations (Di Domenico et al. 2009;
Sharma and Bansal 2017; Villani et al. 2017).

Given that existing research on institutional logics has
mostly focused on field-level or intra-organizational dynam-
ics (Almandoz 2012; Battilana and Dorado 2010; Battilana
et al. 2017), more recently researchers have been calling
for a greater understanding of how organizational actions
engage multiple, often conflicting, institutional logics at the
inter-organizational levels (Dahlmann and Grosvold 2017,
Smets et al. 2012; Stadtler and Van Wassenhove 2016). In
this sense, inter-organizational collaboration is particularly
relevant since it connects the macro (field) and micro (organ-
izational) levels, which have generally been examined apart
(Huybrechts and Nicholls 2013). As businesses growingly
seek professional “CSR service” from nonprofits and non-
profits have more than ever relied on commercial revenues
and service fees, an important question that remains under-
explored is how the seemingly antithetical businesses and
nonprofits work together (or fail to work together) across
and within organizational boundaries to generate collabora-
tive value (Koschmann et al. 2012; Quélin et al. 2017; Vurro
et al. 2010).

In this respect, insights from the institutional work lit-
erature, which focuses on the interplay between agency and
institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006) and explores
how tensions inherent in competing institutional logics are
addressed (Dahlmann and Grosvold 2017; Reay and Hinings
2009), may provide a useful theoretical angle (McGaughey
et al. 2016). As pointed out by Lawrence et al. (2002, p.
281): “Institutional theory has tended to focus on field-level
dynamics over relatively long periods of time and has spent
relatively little time exploring the micro sources of these
macro changes. Research on collaboration, on the other
hand, has tended to focus on immediate outcomes for partici-
pating organizations while largely ignoring the macro effects
of collaboration on the institutional fields in which they
occur”. In fact, some social partnerships have both exhibited
intentions and exerted consequences on institutions (Law-
rence and Suddaby 2006). For instance, Mary Kay, a large
American multinational business that has been dedicating
itself to women empowerment in China, has worked with
both international and national nonprofit organizations to
establish a Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) pilot vil-
lage in rural Yunnan of China, which not only links China’s
targeted poverty alleviation strategy with SDGs but also
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contributes innovative templates to targeted poverty allevia-
tion as part of China’s rural renewal national policy.

Institutional work refers to “the purposive action of indi-
viduals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining
and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006,
p. 215). It emphasizes “a broader vision of agency in rela-
tion to institutions, one that avoids depicting actors either
as ‘cultural dopes’ trapped by institutional arrangements or
as hyper-muscular institutional entrepreneurs” (Lawrence
et al. 2009, p. 1). Since the boundaries of fields, the iden-
tities of field members, and the interactions between field
members are often influenced by one or more shared insti-
tutional logics (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006), creating and
maintaining a hybrid organizational form such as a social
partnership may require actors to enact institutional work to
integrate multiple and potentially incompatible logics (Jay
2013; Pache and Santos 2013). Businesses and nonprofits
possess agency to some extent, but are meanwhile bound
and constrained in different ways by the larger institutional
context (Vurro et al. 2010). The perspective of institutional
work can thus help uncover the practical ways in which
actors in the social partnership arena cope with different
institutional demands and potentially conflicting institutional
logics through day-to-day work, effort, and engagement to
generate collaborative value (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006;
Soundararajan et al. 2018).

Drawing upon comparative case studies of nine social
partnerships between multinational companies and nonprof-
its partnering to address CSR and sustainability issues in
China, we are interested in exploring the following research
questions: What kinds of institutional work do business and
nonprofit actors undertake to respond to multiple institu-
tional logics unfolding in social partnerships? How does
institutional work help with collaborative value creation out
of social partnerships? Six of the case partnerships managed
to not only achieve the intended value outcomes but also
bring about institutional innovations in China’s CSR sector,
while the other three failed to generate the intended value or
even meet project expectations.

We identify a partnership logic among the value-creating
partnerships where partners guided by an either/and mindset
take joint ownership of the social or sustainability issue/
cause and integrate it into their core set of activities and
goals. By contrast, the less successful partnerships guided
by an either/or mindset pursue a substitution logic in which
the conquest of the institutional logic of the more powerful
side subjects the issue and project to separation and margin-
alization from core activities and goals. We further propose
a multilevel model of institutional embeddedness of social
partnerships and argue that a distinctive source of value
creation in social partnerships is the organization actors’
commitments to particular combinations of field-level log-
ics, which lead to their engagement with the constitutive or
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substitutive aspects of the partners’ cultural backgrounds,
goals, and the choices of appropriate means to achieve these
goals at the partnership level. Such differentiated commit-
ments to subsets of available field-level logics constitute an
essential element of their institutional work efforts.

The rest of the paper is as follows. We first review theo-
retical background on institutional logics and complexity,
institutional work, and value creation within social part-
nerships. We then introduce the research methodology,
including research sample, data collection and analysis.
Subsequently, we discuss the case results and implications
regarding how business—nonprofit social partnerships real-
ize collaborative value potential in the institutionally com-
plex context. From there, we propose a process model of
collaborative value creation through institutional work in
social partnerships.

Theoretical Background
Institutional Logics and Complexity

Institutional logics serve as a nexus between individual
agency, cognition and institutional practices and rule struc-
tures. They refer to “the socially constructed, historical
patterns of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs
and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their
material subsistence and provide meaning to their social
reality” (Thornton and Ocasio 1999, p. 804). Institutional
complexity occurs in the settings where a multiplicity of
logics exerts different, often conflicting, pressures and influ-
ences (Greenwood et al. 2011).

Though organizations generally face increased chal-
lenges in trying to integrate competing and incompatible
logics, they experience institutional complexity differently
and to varying degrees, mostly due to various organizational
attributes, such as the position in a field, structure, own-
ership, governance and identity, and their responses to it
vary as well (Greenwood et al. 2011). However, institutional
researchers note that there is a neglect of how organizations
experience the interaction of plural institutional logics,
refracted through field-level structures and processes, and
how they respond to such institutional complexity, especially
when the competing logics are more than two (Greenwood
et al. 2011; Pache and Santos 2013). Furthermore, while
institutional complexity has mostly been regarded as a prob-
lem or challenge for organizations to address with appropri-
ate responses, it also presents an opportunity to exploit for
value creation and change (Greenwood et al. 2011; Kraatz
and Block 2008; Seo and Creed 2002). Yet little is known
about the processes of how value may result from various
responses to institutional complexity, which we hope to
begin shedding light on in this paper.

Institutional Work as Coping with Institutional
Complexity

The agency of organizational actors with reflective capacity
is one of the key research topics in recent institutional analy-
sis (Abdelnour et al. 2017; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006;
Raviola and Norback 2013). The perspective of institutional
work, examining the intersection of institutions and work
in an organizational context, helps complement the institu-
tional logic perspective by understanding the relationships
between agency and logics as they affect change and value
manifested across individual, organizational and institutional
levels (Besharov and Smith 2014; Gawer and Phillips 2013;
Jay 2013; Vurro et al. 2010). Here organizations experienc-
ing conflicting institutional logics may choose to undertake
forms of institutional work to alleviate or accommodate their
perceived contradiction (Karam and Jamali 2013). In this
sense, agency is reflected through the exploitation of institu-
tional contradictions for change and is manifested in various
forms of concerted institutional work.

Research has investigated how organizations undertake
institutional work to cope with institutional complexity (Bat-
tilana and Dorado 2010; Karam and Jamali 2013), such as
the strategies and tactics to resolve the experienced contra-
dictions for a positive outcome. While these studies provide
some preliminary frameworks exploring how organizational
actors enact different elements of logics to navigate com-
peting demands, they mostly provide an organization-level
perspective without much attention to how the incorporation
of multiple logics is achieved at cross-sector inter-organiza-
tional level such as social partnerships.

Moreover, institutional researchers have described insti-
tutional work as a highly context-dependent social process
(Marti and Fernandez 2013). It is imperative to get a better
understanding of the mechanisms of institutional work in
various contexts as well as the contingency factors that may
influence the effectiveness of institutional work (Karam and
Jamali 2013; Oliver 1992; Seo and Creed 2002).

Value Creation Within Social Partnerships

The construct of “value” is central yet multifaceted in CSR
and social partnership research (Le Pennec and Raufflet
2018). Collaborative value has been defined by Austin and
Seitanidi (2012a, p. 945) as “the transitory and enduring
benefits relative to the costs that are generated due to the
interaction of the collaborators and that accrue to organiza-
tions, individuals and society”. Waddock (1989) emphasizes
that a key differentiating feature of social partnerships is the
ongoing interactions of actors from different sectors with
intended impact on societal problems. However, such part-
nerships often lead to conflict-ridden relationships, which
render them susceptible to failure. One of the main reasons
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is that ongoing interactions within partnerships are often 2 .
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the orientation of the government and its entities to main-
tain political and social order by regulating and directing
business and social organizations (Liu et al. 2016). Due to
the regulated nature of CSR influenced by the state logic,
businesses sometimes have to conform to the expectations
of central and local government through more or less sym-
bolic CSR acts in order to obtain political legitimacy and
associated resource benefits (Luo et al. 2017; Marquis and
Qian 2014).

The state of affairs of CSR in China is complicated by
the lack of a clearly delineated civil society logic, which
has been critical to the emergence and growth of CSR in
the West (Hofman et al. 2017). While civil society logics in
the West usually regards autonomy and voluntarism as the
central tenets, Chinese social organizations are still subject
to the dual administration system that requires nonprofits to
be registered at the Ministry of Civil Affairs or be affiliated
with a supervisory government body. As states, the Chinese
central government remains the most critical player in the
development of nonprofits and nongovernmental organi-
zations. This dependency on government supervision has
greatly crippled the autonomy and efficiency of nonprofits
in China, so that they can not exercise the same influence on
CSR as do their counterparts in the West. Meanwhile, as the
competition for resources and attention from government,
foundations and business escalates, a number of nonprofits
are reshaping or have reshaped their businesses and struc-
tures aligned with managerial professionalism together with
volunteerism through increasing their collaboration with
businesses.

As Jamali et al. (2017) note, the heterogeneous socioeco-
nomic, historical, cultural and political realities of emerging
countries necessitate tailored adaptations of globally domi-
nant CSR practices to local contexts. When MNCs face the
need of translating and adapting their CSR approaches inher-
ited from the home country, nonprofits operating in China
may help with the re-contextualization of CSR such that its
meaning and content are reformulated for local relevance
(Jamali et al. 2017; Yin and Jamali 2016).

Methods

We employed an inductive multiple case study approach,
answering the call for qualitative and interpretivist meth-
odologies in CSR and sustainability research in an insuffi-
ciently explored non-Western context (Lockett et al. 2006).
Case studies have the advantage to explore complex and
sometimes sensitive questions of “what”, “how” and “why”
as a process of pattern matching (Eisenhardt 1989; Leonard-
Barton 1990). The phenomenon of social partnership in the
context of CSR, with potentially unique dimensions and
dynamics, provides an example of a salient complexity that

validates a grounded context-sensitive approach (Yin 2003).
The emerging market setting of this study, compared with
western markets, represents another aspect of complexity
that also merits closer scrutiny and attention with potentially
different competitive, institutional and cultural characteris-
tics (Yin and Jamali 2016).

Data Collection

We examine case social partnerships through focus groups,
semi-structured interviews, and archival data. The data col-
lection process follows the principle of purposive sampling
(Silverman 2015). We initially compiled a case pool of
firm-nonprofit collaborations in the context of CSR, through
search of media coverage, past CSR conferences and award
events, and using multiple personal social networks. With
this initial pool, as a second step, we relied on expert rec-
ommendation (through Chinese CSR research institutes,
Chamber of Commerce as well as nonprofit research organi-
zations), asking for their nomination of cases that have man-
aged to generate value to varying extent, either among the
case pool or as additional cases. As the nomination of firms
reached a convergence and the list reached a maximum, we
applied further case selection criteria to filter the cases and
to arrive at the final choices.

The first criterion is that each of the partnerships has
a noneconomic objective and be considered of strategic
importance to both parties. Further, to include an in-depth
view of various forms of partnerships (Hahn and Gold
2014), we purposefully selected companies from various
industries and devoted to different CSR and sustainability
focuses. Moreover, we selected social partnerships that vary
in terms of value creation outcomes, so that comparison of
causes that lead to different degrees of partnership success
can be possible. We stopped adding additional cases when
theoretical saturation, the point at which incremental learn-
ing is minimal, is reached (Eisenhardt 1989).

With the finalized list we contacted the nominated organi-
zations through Email, sending each an introductory letter
briefing on the purpose, process and implications of our
research. Later, we invited those that expressed prelimi-
nary interest to participate in focus groups to get a general
understanding of their cross-sector collaboration experi-
ence. Based on the discussions from focus groups and upon
final confirmation with the organizations, we finalized with
nine social partnerships (see column 1 of Table 2) involving
MNCs and their nonprofit partners in CSR programs (see
column 2 and 3 of Table 2).

The primary data consist of in-depth interviews with the
CSR executives and managers from the case MNCs, and the
nonprofit leaders and/or employees directly involved in the
initiation and/or day-to-day operation and maintenance of
the project in the examined social partnerships (see column
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4 of Table 2). The diverse key informants involved in each
partnership enabled us to obtain a multi-organizational pic-
ture of the collaboration, avoiding a one-sided, possibly
whitewashed perspective of the interviewees (Weber et al.
2017). The appendix provides the interview guideline.

We conducted a total of 35 interviews, varying from one
to three hours in length. The majority of interviews were
done in Chinese; all were recorded and transcribed verbatim
with permission of the informants. We also obtained sec-
ondary data (see column 5 of Table 2) from annual reports
and sustainability reports of the case organizations, internal
documents (e.g., memos and reports on the program), Inter-
net sources (e.g., public speeches by the leaders and manag-
ers of the case organizations), newsletters and press releases
(e.g., award-winning case descriptions).

Data Analysis

The unit of analysis in this study is business—nonprofit dyads
involved in social partnership projects. Since our research
objective is to understand the institutional work business and
nonprofit actors undertake to create value in the emerging
field of CSR in China, we followed the following stages of
data analysis.

The first stage involved building a longitudinal account
of each case by drawing on interviews with key informants
from both businesses and nonprofits so as to represent a bal-
anced picture. We further crosschecked and supplemented
the interviews with secondary data on each partnership. In
the second step, we investigated the value generated out of
each partnership according to Austin and Seitanidi’s (2012a,
b) collaborative value creation framework, with an aim to
look for evidence of value creation among the case sample.
Even though all partnerships admitted that they had gener-
ated social and business value at different levels, the degree
of success perceived varied across partnerships. To under-
stand these differences, we paid particular attention in each
specific case to how the business and nonprofit actors dealt
with multiple institutional logics through different types of
institutional work. In the last step, we worked across data
sources looking for similarities and differences in the insti-
tutional work that lead to divergent collaborative value out-
comes (Eisenhardt 1989).

RESULTS

Across the research sample, social partnership cases 1~6
have successfully achieved varying levels of value out-
comes, including: (a). benefits specific to the collaborative
project immediately discernible at the level of the individu-
als involved as a result of the collaboration, such as train-
ing of disadvantaged women (e.g., SA1), and the number

@ Springer

of children with access to clean water (e.g., SA2); (b).
organizational benefits and values accrued during or after
the collaboration process (Austin and Seitanidi 2012b),
such as employee engagement (e.g., SA3), increased media
exposure (e.g., SA1, 5), political and social network access
(e.g., SA1, 5); and (c). social transformational value crea-
tion, that is, positive institutionalized changes in the indus-
try, community and competitive or political environment
that benefit others beyond the collaborating organizations,
such as sustainability course added to city school curriculum
(e.g., SA3), and new social governance tool (e.g., SAS). In
comparison, social partnership cases 7, 8 and 9 have either
barely met project expectations or ended with collaboration
discontinuity.

To explore the two research questions we adopted a pro-
cess approach by referring to the collaboration dimensions
of “initial conditions—governance and structure—value cre-
ation” as proposed by Austin and Seitanidi (2012a, 2012b),
Bryson, Crosby and Stone (2006) and Seitanidi and Crane
(20009). First, initial condition refers to the general environ-
ment in which collaborations are embedded and other spe-
cific and immediate premises for the initiation of collabora-
tions. Second, structure includes elements such as goals, task
specialization and division of labor, designated authority
relationships, and governance refers to coordinating and
monitoring activities that ensure the operation of collabora-
tions (Bryson et al. 2006). Third, collaboration generates
value, such as benefits at micro (i.e., individual recipients),
meso (i.e., other organizations), and macro (i.e., systemic
changes) levels (Austin and Seitanidi 2012b).

We summarize in Table 3 the institutional constraints and
logic tensions experienced, as well as institutional works
undertaken by each partnership along the three above-men-
tioned collaboration dimensions.

Collaboration Initiation
Problem Framing

Problem framing involves identifying the problem at hand
and trying to address it while explicating the failure of pre-
vious or existing practices (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005;
Tracey et al. 2011). For most MNCs in the case sample, the
motivation to initiate partnerships with nonprofits in China
was driven by the former’s dissatisfaction with the exist-
ing Chinese civil society sector as well as the challenge of
implementing CSR programs in this context. A striking dif-
ference that has been observed between the more successful
and the less successful partnerships is that the former (such
as case partnerships 1, 2, 4, 6) tend to appreciate the gaps
in China’s institutional infrastructure that provide them an
opportunity to engage in social innovation early on, while
the latter problematize such deficiencies from the beginning.



681

Collide or Collaborate: The Interplay of Competing Logics and Institutional Work in Cross-Sector...

(+OdN) . uonejudwa[dut
109fo1d ur uoneydepe rourw jdoooe
am y3noy) ‘o0andslqo joofoxd

pUE UOISSIW INO UO ISISUT IM,,
(FONIN) . 1y3a30)
31 punoie 309[oxd € Jurtop pesodoxd
Am 0s £00] 31 03 uonuane Jurked
SeM SITRJJV [IALD) JO ANSIUIA 9y}
jey) pauaddey )y ‘paziuedio Afrood
QI9M WY} JO JSouW Jey) padnou
am ‘dn Surids 03 Sunre)s axom
sygyorduou s)00IsSeIS 9saury)

uaym ‘600T Pue 800 PUnoIy,,
aa1madwiod sv “sa 2)qupduwiod sv s|pod apdnu Insang

(,80dN) . Aduow asrex

0) MOY MOUY J,UOp IO SSAUISNQ B 1|

ury} 3,U0p noA JI 193e[ JO IOUOOS
Sop e 1] aIp [[I4 N0k ‘OdN Ue SV,

(,8DONIN) ., SEAIE JURIYIP

SurAIes are A9} SI OULIYIP Urew

oy} ‘serouae suonerar oriqnd o) Je|
-Twits A1oa se s1oupred QN pIeser [,

(,LOdN) .100lo1d suoryerar orjqnd

© 10J SUDJIOM JOPISUOD JOAU P[NOM

M “9SIMISYIQ) "WYY YIIM YIOM 0)

Surqim 9q pinom am ‘ureyd Addns

Ion-10MO] S31 9A01dwt 0) uoneoadxe
[Ba1 sey ssauIsnq € uaym A[uQ,,

(,LONIN)

.S 1] spueiq S1q JO spadu Ay} 10

SIoULIEJ JO SPAQU [BdI oY) Ady) oIy

{SPO9U 9SOY A\ JUSWISSISSE PAdU JO
SULIQ) UI PISISAIP A[[eNnIoR SMIIA InQ),,

(1OdN) .. Y1omiou Funtoddns
1oy ‘pary) ‘wopierd Iy ‘puodas
‘urpuny I1oy) ISIY PAU M,
(TONIN) . 1A S[qQIXaY Urewax
0 9YI] p[nom am Jey) s1oulred oyl
are oym pue sroupred o13ejens
INO AIB OYM Je3[d KIOA I8 9M,,
$182.421U1-J]2S “SA Juapuadop.aaruy
QhOmZv ’snnoge aIns jou
are Aoy pue SOJN 2AIssa133e Jnoqe
PIBIJE USAD JO SNONNED AIdA I8
A9 ‘puooas ‘eury) ur ureys Ajddns
Teoryyo ajowo1d 03 I pinom Ay
J121ns jJou are A9y} 9qABW ISIL ‘Sn
9AI35qO 01 dwin) UO[ B WY} J00) I,
(4,LONIN) . wsifeuors
-soyo1d 1oy pojeroaxdde om ySnoyy
UdA? ‘puelq Ino Jny Aew jey)
OdN 2A1552133e UB 21oM AJ1]) JRU])
POUIDOUOD DIOM M 9SNBIIQ ISI] INO
uo way) nd jou pIp A[[euIsLIo op,,

(90dN) . yuowdo

-[9ASP [BID0S JO AIOJLIId) PIjIeyoun

ue a10[dx? 03 Jurod y3noiypyeaiq

18315 © Sem ST} JeY) PazZI[eal

I "uone1adooo I0f SuI 0} UL

(9DNIA) A9y} “@mnsur Yoreasal

UOT)BONP UE JO IOJOAII(] SANNIXY
Y SeM [ USYM W) Y} IV,

(9ONIN)

.’90dN U1 Sunsoaur ySnoxy)

BUNOR[ SIY) [[J O} WIE pue KJ91008
[TAID 9saury)) ur sded awos 99s oM,

§210U2101f2p pup sdpd 2211puia]qo.d “sa a1p12.4ddy

aannaduiod 10 2]qupdulod
sp S]pog ajdypmu Surpuvisiapuy)
juowru3I[ear [eon

wouomp ppuoyvz1uvs.io 3ui
-UIDISNS pUD 20U2pUadap 224054
SuISvupul U2aMjaq
20upIPq 21UPULP YY) SUTUIDIUID AT
Kouapuadopiajur SunenooN

waIsAs Su1sixa ayy ur proasdns
ay3 puv $2211904d Su1jsixa ayj fo
Kouanonfap ayy Suynoijdxa pun

s[eos Aie
-runoaduou ‘pasnooj-uewiny pue
-[e190S "SA AIejouow ‘o[qeynueng)
Koewrrad
Te0S 9Je1S "SA [BIJ0S "SA SsouIsng

yoeduwr P syosford YO

no A1red Apuopuadapur 0) suory
-1sod 9[qeroupna ur are sygyorduoN

BUIYD) UT SANSSI [)UaW

-UOITAUQ PUE [BIO0S NOQE [[IS
pue a3papmouy| 2y yor[ SONIA

JuowaSe3ud KJ2100S [TATD YBIA
$901n0sa1 AJLIeyd

puvy v wajqo.d ayy Surlfijuapy  JO UOTIBZI[IGOW pUB UOTIRZIUBTIO

Surwrely weyqoid

QATIOJJJaur m,uﬁoaﬁho>ow asauIy)

QINJONINS PUE IUBUIIAOL) 7 UOTSUWI(]

SUONIPUO)) [BNTU] : UOISUSWI

J0UQPIAQ ASBD)

SI0M [eUOTIMITSU]

SUOISuQ)
O130[ pue SJUTENSUOD [BUONMIISU]

SUOISUSWIIP UONBIOQB[[0D)

diysioulred 10309s-ss010 uIyIIM $9130] [euonminsul odnnw yim 2dod 03 ylom [euonMNSU] € Sjqel

pringer

a's



J.Yin, D. Jamali

682

(ZOdN) .. ’sn 03 onoyredwAs

KIoA UQAQ 9W002q Aoy ‘widfqoid
Jey) pue SIY) JOUI 9M USYM SOUIT)
-OUWIOS "9ADIYOL JOUUERD IM JBY)
uone)oadxa Y31y A10A oABY sown
-owios A2y} Jey) 1o3uoI)s yonw os

#LOAND..
**30K 219y} JON] (10°foxd oy de

a1e yI0M)dU pue Jomodurw ‘Tejrded
1oy ‘Auedwros (g aunyio] 18qol3

® ‘woy) Jo4 op suoneziueSio

jgoiduou Jay10 Jsoul se ‘Jjels Jo
Ioquunu P AIOA QABY OM,,

(ZONIN). way

i osnradxe pue oSpajmouy Ino

way) YIm areys o) Surf[im ore Im

ng ‘[nJoOINOsaI 2I0W pue 19331q
[onuw 0s 2Ie 9M ‘)seuoy 2q 0,

-nfeAaq "d[oy Ino pasu A[[eal Jou [[Im

Kay) ‘y3noud Juog st ureyo Ajddns

SSQUISNq AU} USYM SISED JSOUW U]

*+* A[[nJss900NS SISSAUISNG 1M
JI0Mm UBD A[oIel AI9A am A[ISOUOH,

(,LONIAD . @s[ Surypou “o1do)

MOIIeU AI9A B UO SUISNOOJ ‘T[ews
00} Jsnf a1e SQON SI00ISSBIS WO,

4o00d U1 S20ULIJIp 11524 *SA dIDPOUULODIY

(ZOdN) ..'sn Aq pageIaAd]
9Q UBD S22IN0SAI FUNSIXD 2SAY) ‘SId

-woisnd ‘s1oriddns wreansumop pue

weansdn ‘pueiq ‘sookordwa oy

“uowrage3us 119y 210w Inq ‘Asuow
Jo ndur I19Y) onfeA AJUo J0U Op M.,

(TONIN) . [opowr SunjIom

' pue A30[opoyiow PaySsI[qeIsd

ApeaIe oM 90UIS ‘[opow dwes

SIY) SuIsn UAIP[IYD J0J I1 9ZIuegIo

am 1,ued Aym os ‘sotuedwod jo
QOURI[[E 9NOSAI B 9q 0} PIsN AL,

(460dN). Hoddns yonur 003

dA®Y 1,UOP I VN Ino Jo 11ed st
A1resni] "OON SI00ISSBIS B AI' IM,,

(,6DNIND) . Aypenb roy) oaoxdur

0} SOJN Teuaed oy djoy 03 moy

©OPI OU JARY 9M Jng )9 ‘[01UO0D

[euIUI ‘L] SB YONs SeaIe [eUoISsaf
-oxd ur 110dx9 a1 om ssauIsnq e sy,

§22410S824 painul] £ UOILIIS2A "SA O ISN 2A11DAL)

£1p

-punoq uowuL0d v §3213o04d pup

§a[N4 SUIIDALI-0D PUD 2SINOISIP
Sutuunds-Lippunoq Surdojanaaqg
SALNOWWASY 19mod 03 Junsnlpy

pua 1208 v 10f Sunyiou
wof Sunyjauios Sunpald
PUD 2]gDJIDAD $22UNOS A
panul] Y op Supi
a3ejoong [e100§

awr) 1040 dIYySUOI)B[aI 9Y) JO oUE

-INpu oY) Suru)eaIy) SN ‘uon

-ezrueg1o jgoxduou [njromod ssaf

ay) uodn so1307 s3t esodwr Aew
10108 ssoulsng [nyromod a1ow Y],

sdiys

-uonerar 1omod ur paouerequn
A[931e] ore sygoxduou pue SONJA

Iomoduewl pue $92IN0SAI
Kq paurensar A[ysy are sygorduoN
yndur pue

198pnq SO paru| arey SONIN

J0UQPIAQ ASBD)

SIoMm [euOnMISU]

SUOISUQ)
O130[ pue SJUTEISUOD [BUONMIISU]

SUOISUSWIIP UONBIOQB[[0D)

(ponunuoo) ¢ 3jqey

pringer

Qs



683

Collide or Collaborate: The Interplay of Competing Logics and Institutional Work in Cross-Sector...

(,LOdN)
. UOIIBIOQE[[0d JOJ SN 0) AWOD 0}

sassauIsnq Joj orel K10A Apeaife sI )1
90urs ‘(UOIBIOGR[[09 JO INO) Yonw
00} 100dxX? J0UUED oM JSAUOY 2q OF,,,

(FOdN) . '$991AI3s
ouoq-o1d Sunowoid jo snooj mau
91 9q p[NoYs A3y} pue JUSIYIP OS
are A9y ‘suonerduas s ()g-1sod pue
s 08-1sod 9say ], "suoneIouas juo
-IoJJ1p pue dIysIopea] JUSWUIA0T
JURIRYIP A[Te1oedse JUSWIUOIIAUD

s euty)) UI 93ueyd S1q 995 M.,
(PONIN) ., weaig
'u1y)), Y uI[[yny ur Auourrey
[8191008 QduRYUS pue ANsSnpur 3y}
dofeaap 0 spaau [erdos j1o[dxa 03
AM0Y INOQE YUIY) O} POU 9A4 "UOT)
-BZIURQIN JUSWIUOIIAUS [RINJeU
‘uoneonpa ‘ared yieay ‘Suide se
yons sordoy ur sonruniroddo Auewr

121008 asaury)) ui parioddns pun 10J09S
(,LONI) . asnadxo 905 skeme Ted om ‘uomdopoasq poojs.Lapun {japim uoyvaouUl K19100$ [IAIO dU3 Ul 901 Surfjon
1oy} Y [eo3 Ino dAdryoe sn djoy 10 ue[d TBIX-9AL] YIE] ay) 1o PUD 2aupuI [P120S Y1 PYDUL ~U00 A[JUBUIWIOP © SBY 9IS YL
ued oym Auo Inq ‘s1oy1o 10 Aorjod i1 2yl SI I 1opew ou ‘yred juowr 01 YoM 2a1amosIp Ut SWISLSU 191008
JNOQR Yonwi 00} YUIy} JOU PIP 9, -dooAap s eury) je Joo[ am JI,, 2SIM09SIP 9SOUIY) UT PaYIUI] POUTEWaI
2SANO0DSIP [DI2120S WIOL[ IIDIDOSSIP A0 UT JSIAJUISID “SA YIIN JOIUUO)) [9A9]-Te30100s Yim Sunosuuo)  sey swersord SO Jo 1oedwr oy,

(480dN).. 08
op 0} Jue)oNn[aI 9q ALt WY} JO OWIOS
Q0UIS Joy}Iny saouop Jursesus jnoqe

SnOMNEd AIOA 9T A\ "S2UOP )
0} SIOUOP JO UOTJEWLIOJUI JOBIUO0D
Q1) 9SO[OSIP Jou Op A[[ensn oM,
(,8ONIN)
. SIOP[OYYLIS JURIYIP JYaudq pue
a3e3u 0} MOY BOPI OU 9ABY 9M INq
‘SUOT)OBSURI) [RIOURUL JIOY) [IIM
1943301 sagueyo [[ews Suneuop ur
s1owo}snd 1o Jurdesus ‘opdwrexs
J10J “eapl Y} Jnoqe JYSnoy) oM,

(SOdN) .. wojie[d aAneIOqR[[0D
JY) 0) JUSWIUIIA0S pue SIToUITe
JuOWdOToASD WOIF SOJINOSAT J[qe
-nJeA Qwos Ul SuLiq ued am nq
‘Kouowr sn 9AIS Aoy} Jey isnf jou
S1 9] "Jyoxduou paziedo] AIoA & oIe
M 2snedaq AJIsow sn 03 dwed Ay ],
(SONIN) .. Auedwod
amus oy Inoy3noxy) Aypiqrsuodsar
[ero0s oy} Surwroyrad jo aonoeid
159q © se wrope[d ano pajowroxd
Kuedwoo juared 1o ‘wd)sAs [eu
-1ourt s, Auedwod a3 y3noay,
‘Auedwros o 10y snid 81q © 2q
PINOD UOHBAOUUT [EI00S JO PULY SIY)
‘saLnsnpur Suturu pue po3 oym
Q) UI JNq ‘)T PAIGA0D PBY BIPIW
Auew pue SIYy} 0) UOTULYIE JO S)O]
pred juswuIoao3 9y} ATuo 0N,

UODIOIDIL 2IUNOS2L
UO SNSUISUOD D YODIL O] UOISDNS
[p1005$ 01 yovouddp agp.iaqijap
pup 122.41p YSNoayj SUOYDAOUUL ASD jo uonmuSoodar pue
1005 21 40f 110ddns Suiziiqopy  sseudIeME J[NI[ ALY SIOP[OYRIS
SIOP[OY 01 I9)BD O} SIIP[OYAYLIS JO SIS JUD

UonBaID) ANJBA ¢ UOISUAWI(]

20uanfu 1apjoyayvis 11udl] “sa puvdxg -9yels SNOLIBA )IM SUNBIOAPY  -IOHIP dAey sjyoiduou pue SONIA
SUOISuQ)
J0UIPIAQ ASBD) SIom [euonminsu]  O130[ PUB SJUTENSUOD [RUONMITISU]

SUOISUSWIIP UONBIOQB[[0D)

(ponunuoo) ¢ 3jqey

pringer

a's



684

J.Yin, D. Jamali

Table 3 (continued)

&

Case evidence

Institutional work

Institutional constraints and logic

tensions

Collaboration dimensions

Springer

Compensate for vs. circumvent institutional voids

Filling institutional voids

etal infrastructure for embedding Helping address China’s relative

The organizational as well as soci-

“Take HIV and AIDS as an example.

“For the government, implement-

lack of intermediary infra-

CSR is weak
The heterogeneity and ambiguity

For our global headquarters this is a

ing new innovation themselves is
very difficult, so the ‘Four-Party
Co-creation’ means a lot to the

structures by assuming some

key CSR issue, but here in China we
decided to do it differently because

Chinese context is different.”

(MNC9%)
“An NGO should not be confronta-

state-like roles to compensate the
governance gaps and providing
public goods not delivered by

governments

of CSR norms, standards and

approaches leave room for the

government and counts as a major

innovation by the MNCs and

nonprofits

achievement for them.”(MNCS5)

“We are helping the government

tional. We need to be harmless and
safe to the government.” (NPO9"

with Party Building in local com-

munity through our platform. That
is why the government welcomes

us a lot.” (NPO5)

#Indicates partnerships that did not meet project expectations and did not generate value as expected

The initiation of SA2 “Clean Water Initiative” started
with dissatisfaction with the governmental approach to phi-
lanthropy experienced by MNC2. As the Community Sus-
tainability Director of MNC2 explained one of the lessons
they learnt in the early involvement with CSR in Chinese
market, “Our donation (to Red Cross) was not used to make
a difference immediately; the money flowing into the gov-
ernment merged into overall goods and materials designated
for society, making an impact slowly, even after half a year
or one year, we cannot see (the impact) clearly. So what
we can do immediately for the public has been a question
we have been thinking about.” However, this unpleasant
experience of inefficiency and lack of response in donating
directly to the government has provoked MNC2 to rethink
their approach to doing CSR in China and to search for more
responsive and transparent grassroots nonprofits such as
NPO2 to implement the company’s CSR project.

In the case of SA4 “Pro-bono Partnership Initiative”, the
motivation behind the company’s engaging grassroots non-
profits, including NPO4, for CSR project was out of disillu-
sion with single-sector solutions to China’s complex social
problems. “When the concept of CSR just emerged in China
around year 2008, 2009, we were thinking that we should not
just donate money as before, but can contribute what we are
most good at, that is, promoting the industry development
through technology innovation”, the Senior CSR manager
of MNC4 explained, “The social sector is not that differ-
ent. It needs cross-sector collaboration linking the efforts of
businesses, government and nonprofits. We therefore decide
to start with capacity building of a few leading grassroots
nonprofits, which can set as examples for many others.”

Negotiating Interdependency

Resource dependency theory argues that collaborative rela-
tionships are established as a managerial response to the
turbulence and uncertainty in the resource environment
(Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). It has investigated how vari-
ous external stakeholders exert pressure on firms to stimu-
late different levels of social responsibility (e.g., Agle et al.
1999). External stakeholders’ power to influence firms’
socially responsible action is often attributed to the extent to
which firms are dependent on them for necessary resources
(Chen and Robertson 2010; Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). Col-
laborations help organizations obtain critical resources and
reduce uncertainty, yet these relationships are not without
costs. A key challenge for the MNCs and nonprofits to work
together is to constantly negotiate their mutual dependency
(Hahn and Gold 2014) as in case partnerships 1, 2, 3, 5 and
6 instead of emphasizing one-sided dependency as in case
partnerships 7 and 8.

Acknowledging mutual dependency is primarily prem-
ised on being aware of one’s own vulnerability versus the
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other side. In the case of “Four-Party Co-creation Platform”
(SAS), MNCS5, which was confronted with serious protest
from local residents in its early mining activities, empha-
sized that working with NPOS5 helped ease and facilitate the
company’s presence in the indigenous Chinese community,
“As an international company, we must adapt to China’s
local context, no matter it is economic, political, legal and
cultural context...Beyond the administrative and production
licenses, we also need to build guanxi to obtain a social
license for our local operations.” The Head of Corporate
Citizenship of MNC6 described themselves as being “in a
big team” with NPO6, “They execute the project because it
is their specialization and that is why we work with them.
We trust their ability and we are on the same level with lots
of things; we can sit together, talk to each other and help
each other.”

Meanwhile, mutual dependency has been carefully delin-
eated within a boundary by both partners. As stated by the
Community Sustainability Director of MNC2, “As a global
brand with over 100 years history, there are floating public
opinions about our cooperation with a nonprofit organiza-
tion, no matter it is rumor or some purposeful attack, it is
a big risk. Thus we need to lower the risk by risk control,
such as researching partners’ background; we need to be
very clear about what kind of rumor may exist, the reasons
for these rumors and what is the truth behind it.” NPO2,
admitting its dependency on financial capital and technical
expertise from MNC2, also emphasized some of the “do’s
and don’ts” in the collaboration, “We don’t often start with
what we can do for them, but what we can do together based
on what they want to do and what I do. For us, we can some-
times cooperate with businesses to do something they want,
such as attending some of their ceremonies or promotional
activities, as long as doing so is related to the project and is
within the scope of our values.”

Governance and Process
Goal Realignment

Despite the imbalance in size, resources, and power, most
MNCs and nonprofits emphasized the importance to align
the goals of partners, which constitutes a key attribute in
how the collaboration evolves. In particular, we find that
whether partners conceive their goals as cooperative instead
of competitive critically affects their expectations, interac-
tion and outcomes throughout the partnering governance and
process (Wong et al. 2005).

Specifically, a key aspect both MNCs and nonprofits man-
age to realign is the emphasis placed on social- and human-
focused “soft” goals versus quantifiable “hard” goals for
monitoring collaboration process and measuring collabora-
tion outcomes (Ebrahim et al. 2014). We find that among the

more successful partnerships, MNCs and nonprofits are gen-
erally in favor of an integrative approach to integrate both
tangible and intangible, business and social goals in part-
nership governance while those in less successful partner-
ships tend to demarcate the two aspects or subordinate the
“soft” goals that focus on social and developmental impact
to the more easily quantified business goals. For instance,
the Deputy Director of Collaboration and Development of
NPO?2 explained, “In the end we are dealing with people...
It is not just about how many machines we have installed
or how many bottles of water we have distributed. I am not
saying these numbers are not important, but what matters
most cannot be measured by these numbers.”

In contrast, in the comparison cases of case partnerships 7
and 8, the interviewees insisted on the “either/or” approach
to choosing which goals to follow. Take SA7 Tea Project
as an example: in collaboration with NPO7 to improve the
ethical supply chain of MNC7, the two partners hold diver-
gent opinions on need assessment, with MNC?7 prioritizing
creating value for business brand and NPO7 insisting on
the primacy of serving beneficiaries. As the ethical supply
chain manager of MNC7 complained, “Is it what the brand
thinks farmers ought to do or what the farmers really need?
Definitely, it is the person who pays makes the decision.”
Even though MNC?7 finally compromised by better reflect-
ing farmers’ needs under the business framework of what
their brand is used to, describing it as “a necessary compro-
mise”, they emphasized that “We are a business organiza-
tion rather than a charity. We have to face it that we do not
intend to just help the people in need. OK, the goal is clear;
that is, at least within the company scope, we should retain
our brand image and advocate our values.” While reflect-
ing one of the flaws with their collaboration with MNC7,
the co-founder and director of NPO7 shared, “We are aware
that sometimes when we are too focused on the interests
of the disadvantaged, or if we hold excessive expectations,
this may affect our collaboration.” Despite this, NPO7 still
insisted that above all their primary goal should be the real
needs of farmers in the upstream of the supply chain instead
of the goal of the sponsor.

Besides the divergence/convergence paradox in business-
social goals, the prominent existence of state goal in China’s
CSR sector adds another complexity that both MNCs and
nonprofits have to take into account when aligning their
goals. Among the case sample the more successful social
partnerships usually weave state goals and preferences nicely
into business and social goals. As in the case of SA4 “Pro-
bono Partnership Initiative”: while MNC4 is pursuing a
leadership role in social innovation in China, it constantly
refers to the Chinese government in its project scope align-
ment. “As the Chinese government began to shift its direc-
tion toward more inclusive and sustainable development,
and with [MNC4]’s experience in China, it was clear to
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us that to solve social problems in China we would need to
aggressively build its (China’s) social infrastructure, just
as we had built its (China’s) technology infrastructure to
grow the ICT industry.” (CSR White Paper 2014) It is such
alignment with the state goal that induces MNC4 to extend
its core competency (herein providing IT infrastructure and
platform) in the business field to build a social ecosystem in
China through working with a number of nonprofit partners.

Social Bricolage

Bricolage refers to making do by creating new combinations
of the resources at hand to new problems and opportunities
as a response to resource scarcity (Baker and Nelson 2005).
In Baker et al.’s (2003) study of entrepreneurs and entre-
preneurial businesses, they find that means at hand extend
to stakeholders beyond immediate networks and that stake-
holder persuasion is a commonly used tactic for resource
mobilization. Even though our research is not focused on
small and entrepreneurial enterprises as most other stud-
ies on bricolage do, we found specific examples, among
the value-creating social partnerships, of social bricolage
through which MNCs and nonprofits consciously and con-
sistently counteract resource limitations and develop solu-
tions to overcome constraints imposed by available resource
environments in their attempts to generate social and busi-
ness value (Di Domenico et al. 2009).

Such counteracting of limitations imposed by the envi-
ronment was shared by many case partnerships that were
creative in their reaction to the pressure to increase social
impact of the collaborative project, despite restrictions in
resources, capacity and budget. Take the “Clean Water Ini-
tiative” (SA2) for instance: when MNC2 joined the initiative
originally started by NPO2 to improve drinking water safety
in earthquake-stricken rural China, it quickly realized the
limitations inherent in NPO2’s capacity and influence. As
the community affairs manager from MNC2 admitted, “No
matter how big or strong a nonprofit is, it is never possible to
raise enough capital to solve enough problems (as a business
corporation expected)”. Despite the resource constraints it
decided to help NPO?2 scale up the safe water initiative by
extending the program to the areas where MNC2 has fac-
tories to utilize its employee volunteers, inviting its supply
chain partners into the water initiative to leverage acquisi-
tion of others’ resources and support, and adding a QR code
to promote the water initiative on its product package to
engage wider stakeholder participation. Taking advantage of
MNC2's business network, resources and reputation, NPO2
has greatly expanded the clean water initiative in terms of
geographical coverage and national recognition. Meanwhile,
MNC?2 achieved synergy between social and business value
by integrating its value chain activities with its sustainability
initiative.

@ Springer

Adjusting to Power Asymmetries

While interdependence often entails an asymmetric power
relation in which the more powerful partner would attempt
to exercise its power over the other by imposing its institu-
tional logic, little is known about how asymmetrical power
relationships as a result of conflicting logics may impact
social partnerships (Ashraf et al. 2017; Chen and Robertson
2010; Nicholls and Huybrechts 2016). Social partnerships
can be seen as products of how actors acting upon distinct
institutional logics and displaying unbalanced economic
power distribution deliberately exploit sector-spanning dis-
courses to manage conflicting logics and potential organi-
zational dissonance. We find that among the case sample,
the value-creating social partnerships are usually those that
try hard to maintain a delicate balance of power through
dynamically adjusting the power asymmetrical relations,
while in those that generate less value, we observe an overall
resistance against the imbalance of power.

On the one hand, developing a sense of participation and
commitment is crucial to balancing the power asymmetry
between the two partners. In the case of SA2 “Clean Water
Initiative”, MNC2, comparing itself to other companies that
only outsourced CSR projects to nonprofit partners, empha-
sized that “We participated in it, meaning that throughout
the whole process, we have our own understanding of the
project and we don’t rely on others to evaluate it for us.”
An escalating level of commitment to the collaboration is
reflected in participation at various levels, “Even staff in
our factories sometimes come to check the quality of water
filtered by the equipment to ensure the installation is func-
tioning well.” (MNC?2).

On the other hand, maintaining continuous learning
and innovation also helps balance the power asymmetries
between the MNCs and nonprofits. When MNC6 first
approached NPOG6 to implement the program of youth finan-
cial education, the original idea was to distribute finance
education books for free and offer some public lectures in
selected high schools. However, NPOG insisted that books
and lectures were too conventional to attract students’ inter-
est, and therefore suggested organizing debate competitions
on the topic through working with the District Educational
Bureau. The success of the competitions went far beyond
MNC6's expectation and laid good foundation for MNC6’s
long-term collaboration with NPO®6.

Collaborative Value Creation
Advocating with Various Stakeholders
Advocacy refers to mobilizing support for the creation

of an institution through direct and deliberate techniques
of social suasion to reach an agreement for reallocating
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material resources and social capital (Lawrence and Sud-
daby 2006). Government is a critical stakeholder that many
MNC:s in our sample intentionally co-opt through socially
innovative programs, often through the brokering role of
nonprofit partners. Take “Four-Party Co-creation Platform”
(SAS) for example: through the help of NPOS5, MNCS5 estab-
lished an innovative working mechanism integrating local
government (and party organization), businesses, commu-
nity and nonprofits for community conflict resolution and
policy advocacy. This mechanism, attracting wide applause
from industry peers and particularly local and provincial
government, was later diffused to other global and Chinese
mining companies, with value being extended beyond the
partnering organizations.

Engaging and leveraging other business partners through
social partnerships has also been reported by many case
partnerships, including SA2, 3, 4 and 6. For example, the
Asia Pacific Sustainability Leader of MNC3 shared the
experience of engaging business partners and stakeholders
in their CSR programs, “When we did this (CSR program)
the second time, we realized that we have a lot of Chinese
partners, customers and downstream suppliers who want
to undertake CSR but don’t know how to manage it even
though they have enough money.” Therefore, MNC3 often
invited their upstream and downstream business partners in
its sustainability initiatives through the mediation of their
nonprofit partner, “this is especially valuable when those
who joined us were mostly leaders of their teams,” added
the corporate affairs manager of MNC3.

Connecting with Societal-level Discourse

As part of the strategy to legitimate the social partnership,
the value-generating social partnerships (such as SA 1, 2, 3,
4, 5 and 6) tend to draw on broader discourses and associated
sets of institutions beyond the boundaries of any institutional
field, which are widely understood and broadly accepted in
a society (Lawrence and Phillips 2004). Specifically, they
tapped into policies and initiatives that are set as the prior-
ity of Chinese government to generate both business and
social value.

The experience of case partnership 1 “Women Micro
Loan Project” shows that the social and environmental
agenda they try to promote always seeks compatibility with
Chinese governmental agenda. One story was shared by the
Vice President of External Affairs of MNC1, “The govern-
ment officials usually think they have Jack Ma here (in Zheji-
ang), and that is enough. I had to explain to them repeatedly:
the international image of Chinese businessman should not
be equated or limited to Jack Ma, which may represent small
and copycat goods made in China. We teach them that the
Commerce Department should promote more about the posi-
tive image of foreign enterprises in China...Projecting such

an image at a higher level not only can help us but also the
government itself.” The value-generating potential of case
partnership 5 also lies in the importance of catering to the
“Harmonious Society” agenda of the government, “For gov-
ernment, implementing policy innovation is very difficult, so
the ‘Four-Party’ platform invented (by us) means a lot to the
government and counts as a major achievement for them,”
as the Director of NPOS5 admitted.

Filling Institutional Voids

The emerging country contexts are often described as ‘insti-
tutional voids’, with a relative lack of intermediary infra-
structures such as global skills and knowledge (Khanna and
Palepu 1997; Jamali and Karam 2017). In our case samples,
some social partnerships evolve to assume some state-like
roles to compensate the social governance gaps by contrib-
uting to self-regulation and providing public goods not yet
delivered by governments (Marquis and Raynard 2015). For
example, the creation of ‘Four-Party Co-Creation’ platform
in the case of SAS5 has been held up as a model for com-
munity conflict resolution not only by the headquarters
of MNCS5 but also by the local government and industry
association, “Not only did the government as well as the
media pay lots of attention to us, but in the gold and min-
ing industry, this kind of social innovation could be a big
plus for the other companies as well.” (Head of Community
Development, MNCS).

With respect to SA6 “Youth Financial Education Initia-
tive”, MNC6 not only sets itself as a pioneer in financial
education for Chinese youth through incubating NPO6, but
also initiates the practice of youth financial education as a
new social service sector by helping diffuse the financial
education template at a broader level together with NPO6.
In terms of SA3 “Our City Initiative”, one of its collabo-
rative creations—an introductory sustainability course for
primary schools—was included into the local curriculum by
the Beijing Municipal Commission of Education. The inclu-
sion not only signifies a milestone for MNC3 and NPO3 in
the context of their sustained efforts relating to sustainability
education but also has potential to make policy impact on
the Chinese education community.

Discussion

Our findings reveal that partners’ responses to multiple insti-
tutional logics vary by either strengthening or weakening
the compatibility between business and social institutional
logics through deploying practices, initiatives and activi-
ties as part of their daily work, which greatly influence the
value creation potential of each social partnership. How
these logics interact and weave in or conflict with larger
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Initial conditions

Governance and structure

Value creation

e Problem framing e Goal alignment

e Negotiating e Social bricolage

e Advocating with various Generative value
stakeholders

o Connecting with societal-

outcomes

interdependency * Adjusting to Power level discourse
Asymmetries e Filling institutional voids Limited value
outcomes
Partnership logic Substitution logic
(either/and mindset) (either/or mindset)

e Appreciate gaps and deficiencies e Problematize gaps and
o Interdependent interests deficiencies
e Pursue multiple goals as o Self-interests

compatible e Pursue multiple goals as
e Creative use of limited resources competitive
e Accommodate differences in e Restriction by limited resources

power e Resist differences in power
e Expand stakeholder influence e Limit stakeholder influence
e Connect with societal discourse e Disinterest in or dissociate from
e Compensate for institutional societal discourse

voids e Circumvent institutional voids

Fig. 1 A Process model of collaborative value creation through institutional work in social partnerships

institutional logics, such as state logic, also feeds in shaping
value creation or nonvalue creation outcomes. In Fig. 1 we
summarize our key findings and propose a process model
of collaborative value creation through institutional work in
social partnerships across the collaboration dimensions of
“initial conditions—governance and structure—value crea-
tion” (Bryson et al. 2006).

Partnership Logic Amplifying the Value Potential

Six of the nine partnerships (i.e., SA1~SA6) met or even
went beyond project expectations by generating value at
micro, meso and macro levels, such as women empower-
ment, improved employee engagement, expanded knowledge
about social needs in the market, government relationship
building, templates of social innovation, and new modes of
social governance. We propose that the social and business
value generated out of these partnerships were collaborative
and generative outcomes. We identify a partnership logic
(see Fig. 1) among the six value-creating partnerships where
partners take joint ownership of the social or environmental
issue and integrate it into their core activities and goals. In
social partnerships guided by the partnership logic, social
or environmental malfunctions are framed as an opportu-
nity instead of a negativity. Such practice of “problem fram-
ing” changed the MNC'’s position from an “outsider” to an
“insider” as well as an active “builder” in the CSR field
of China, laying the conceptual foundation for value crea-
tion at a later stage. Moreover, opposite goals are conceived
as complementary instead of competitive with attempts at

@ Springer

creating synergy in the context of a set of healthy tensions.
Even while the pursuit of self-interest is usually the start-
ing point of effective collaboration with minimal opportun-
ism, what is critical is how partners understand their goals
and self-interests to relate to each other (Wong et al. 2005).
When partners believe that their goals are incompatible or
competitive, they tend to pursue their self-interests oppor-
tunistically. Instead, with positively-related goals, they are
more likely to minimize the opportunism and maximize
value synergy.

It should be noted that harmony and tension always co-
exist in the same partnership for both input (means or activi-
ties) and output (ends or goals). However, with an “either/
and” mindset (“either” indicating the existence of tension,
tradeoff and conflict; “or” indicating the existence of har-
mony, synergy and complementarity), partners perceive each
other as a team, and are more committed to mutual benefit.
Meanwhile, they become more tolerant and sympathetic of
the divergent interests and unbalanced power relationships
between the two partners. Otherwise, partners may remain
too loyal to their own organization, see the partner as an out-
group, and be more attentive to serving their own interests,
even sometimes at the expense of their partner (Wong et al.
2005).

Guided by the shared vision and constantly realigned
goals, the partners are also more creative at making use of
resources by consciously and continuously accommodating
to environmental constraints and developing solutions to
offset limitations imposed by available resources in their
attempts to generate value. Particularly in an emerging
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country context such as China, a key insight from our
research findings is that: weaving the consideration for state
logic in the institutional work of actors, through expanding
stakeholder influence, connecting with societal discourse
and compensating for institutional voids, can help coordinate
the synergistic aspects between the market and civil society
logics, which further amplifies the value creation potential
of the social partnerships.

Substitution Logic Limiting the Value Potential

In comparison, in the less successful partnerships (i.e.,
SA7~SA9) where value creation is limited or minimal, the
social and environmental issue and project are usually kept
separate or distant from core business activities and goals.
This situation has been described as a substitution of log-
ics (see Fig. 1) where one of the logics gains dominance
over the other, with involved partners suggesting that they
feel insufficiently empowered to employ institutional work
to bridge the competing logics (Besharov and Smith 2014;
Reay and Hinings 2009; Townley 2002). Such substitution
indicates the conquest of the institutional logic of the more
powerful side; a full substitution of logics often implies a
heightened risk for mission drift, a reluctance to exploit
the constitutive aspects of different institutional logics, the
eradication of the logic of the other or even the eventual
disbandment of the partnership (Ashraf et al. 2017).

These partnerships usually originate from problematizing
gaps and deficiencies in the current Chinese civil society
sector. The limited value outcome primarily results from
an “either/or” realization (recognizing tradeoff but denying
synergy) that opposite goals are conflicting, with tradeoffs
conceived as unsustainable in the context of an unhealthy
tension. In this scenario, the business is likely to empha-
size the primacy of the business logic over any other logic,
on the premise that business brand, reputation, and their
own interests take dominance and priority over social goals,
beneficiary needs, and the preferences of the nonprofits in
the partnership. Meanwhile, the nonprofit may live with the
dominance of the competing logic mostly because it much
relies on the business partner’s resources to achieve an
objective, or it may refuse any compromise of its own logic
out of fear of “mission drift” (Ebrahim et al. 2014).

With this either/or mindset, partners perceive each other
as in a “vendor—buyer” relationship, not much different
from a traditional business partnership relationship. Busi-
nesses see their nonprofit partners as similar to their regular
business suppliers, probably expecting them to be similarly
efficient and professional and business-like, while the non-
profits treat the cross-sector collaboration as not very distinct
from a social project. By applying this strict distinction, both
partners pay too much attention to the differences and fail
to see the interdependent interests and synergistic effects

(Sharma and Bansal 2017). Therefore, instead of trying to
maintain a delicate balance of power relationship, the power
dynamics are tilting toward one party or the other (mostly
the business side in our cases), which further intensifies the
unfavorable effect of incompatible logics on partnership
value creation. In sum, innovative social solutions are con-
strained by the strict division between for-profit, non-for-
profit and sometimes state goals (Ocasio and Radoynovska
2016; Sharma and Bansal 2017). The either/or division of
logics eventually proves counterproductive to the blended
integrative value of social partnerships, with limited stake-
holder influence capacity, disconnection from societal dis-
course, and disengagement with institutional voids in the
societal system.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

Examining the coexistence of multiple potentially conflict-
ing logics in business—nonprofit social partnerships not
only represents an important intellectual endeavor but also
has significant implications for addressing some of the social
and environmental challenges neither private nor public
actors can tackle independently (George et al. 2016). Our
study presents the following theoretical contributions. First,
it contributes to the CSR literature by revealing the insti-
tutional embeddedness of cross-sector social partnerships
(Ashraf et al. 2017; Nicholls and Huybrechts 2016; Vurro
et al. 2010). While existing literature reveals a number of
factors that explain the success or failure of partnerships
between business and nonprofits (Jamali and Keshishian
2009; Parmigiani and Rivera-Santos 2011; Rein and Stott
2009), limited understanding has been achieved about the
specific reasons why social partnerships, featuring different
nature of the partners and with a primary focus on a social
and environmental rather than business issue, are able to
generate collaborative value (Austin and Seitanidi 2012a).

We further propose a multilevel model of institutional
embeddedness of social partnerships in China (Fig. 2), and
argue that a distinctive source of value creation in social
partnerships is the organization actors’ commitments to
particular combinations of field-level logics, which lead to
their engagement with the constitutive or substitutive aspects
of the partners’ cultural backgrounds, goals, and choices of
appropriate means to achieve these goals at the partnership
level (Ocasio and Radoynovska 2016; Pache and Santos
2010). We consider partners’ differentiated commitments
to subsets of available field-level logics as an essential factor
of their institutional work efforts.

According to Ocasio and Radoynovska (2016), organiza-
tions operating in pluralistic and complex environments are
subject to a multitude of institutional demands, hence their
strategic choices are evidenced by the particular combina-
tions of logics to which they choose to make a commitment.
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Field level State logic

Market logic

Civil society logic |€ - - - - - - - = -~

Inter-organizational
level

A 4

Partnership/substitution logic E

Organizational level

Clash of logics and practices |
within social partnerships

Institutional Y 5! Value
work creation

Fig.2 A multilevel model of institutional embeddedness of social partnerships in China

In the case of field transitions arising from institutional
conflict and innovation such as in the CSR field of China,
organizations may adopt particular interpretations of disa-
greement among logics to which they previously made a
commitment. In the case of social partnerships guided by a
partnership logic, there is a high mutual dependency and low
conflict between partners’ institutional logics. Even when
differences exist in beliefs, goals, interests and practices,
mutual dependency sustained by goal realignment, power
rebalance and creative use of limited resources compels
cross-sector partners to seek compromise in dealing with
competing logics despite healthy tensions. In the case of
social partnerships guided by a substitution logic, the tension
and conflict in the partnership is high, since both partners
tend to stick to their norms, values and practices, without an
open mindset and dynamic capability to adapt to alternative
institutional logics.

Second, we contribute to the institutional theory literature
by responding to calls for dialogue between institutional log-
ics and institutional work (Dahlmann and Grosvold 2017;
Deroy and Clegg 2015). Moving away from a focus on
field-level structures and processes as a lot of prior stud-
ies on institutional logics and institutional work have done
(Almandoz 2012; Battilana and Dorado 2010; Battilana et al.
2017), we offer greater nuances to key forms of institutional
work and explain processes at inter-organizational and cross-
sectoral levels that engage multiple institutional logics and
sustain the hybrid organizing of social partnerships. We
theorize that sector-spanning hybrid organizations such as
social partnerships may adopt a wide range of institutional
work forms as creative responses to institutional complexity
(Battilana et al. 2017; Jay 2013).

Ironically perhaps, one may argue that social partnership
as institutional work lies far beyond the reach of individual
companies and nonprofits operating in an emerging country
context; our research suggests that the value creation poten-
tial of social partnerships is moderated by a new synthesis in
which partners come to operate according to a set of values
that are substantively different from those that guide their
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respective behavior outside the specification of the collabo-
ration (Di Domenico et al. 2009). The partnership’s capacity
to bring out value at different levels depends on, for exam-
ple, whether relevant social and environmental issues can
be prioritized or marginalized. More importantly, there is a
need, as called for by Ashraf et al. (2017) and Sharma and
Bansal (2017), to move beyond an either/or conception of
competing institutional logics, to an either/and partnership
mindset of collaboration in which compatibility among insti-
tutional logics is being utilized as an opportunity to generate
business and social value in a collaborative way. Reconceiv-
ing cross-sector collaborations along these lines holds sig-
nificant promise in inducing positive institutional change and
development in emerging country contexts.

In regard to practice, our study expands the understanding
of both the importance and complexity of managing cross-
sector relationships, which parallel, if not exceed, the chal-
lenge of managing same-sector collaborations (e.g., inter-
firm collaborations or collaborations between nonprofits).
These findings are relevant for both multinational businesses
and nonprofits interested in entering or already involved in
social alliances that are characterized by the coexistence
of multiple institutional logics and emerging country con-
texts, since it provides a basis to assess the appropriateness
demands and to manage the legitimacy needs emanating
from both the external environment and from within the
partnership.

First, for multinational business actors who may be
increasingly expected to address grand challenges through
strategic partnerships with nonprofits, they may refer to the
“initial condition—structure and governance—value crea-
tion” framework in guiding their decision-making along
different dimensions of social partnerships. We provide a
structured understanding of how integration efforts of insti-
tutional work unfold over time, and further reveal that such
institutional work efforts are more likely to bring out gen-
erative value outcomes when being guided by a partnership
logic. Such inter-organizational level logics may serve as a
filter that helps ameliorate (or otherwise amplify) the clash
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and incompatibility among different field-level logics. Sub-
stitutive partnerships will often be rife with minimalist value
outcomes and solutions. Through comparisons of cases with
varying value outcomes, we reveal that the crux of limited
value creation boils down to the private sector partner who
is often seeking to outsource CSR initiatives to the nonprofit
partner through minimal engagement and in a nonstrategic
approach.

Second, the framework we develop can also serve as a
guide to help managers in the nonprofit sector to develop
a strategy for social alliances. For instance, it may be used
as a checklist to help nonprofit decision-makers predict and
preempt problems and risks common to social partnerships.
It may also encourage nonprofits to move beyond a con-
ventional mindset to search for interdependent interests,
realigned goals, creative use of limited resources, and rene-
gotiated power relationships when working with business
partners. Emphasizing these constitutive aspects should help
nonprofits be regarded on a more equal footing vis-a-vis
their business partners. Through advocating with various
stakeholders, bridging societal-level discourse, and fill-
ing in institutional voids in the emerging country contexts,
nonprofits are also expected to grow stronger and hence to
enhance their own sustainability.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has some limitations that warrant future inves-
tigation. The first limitation is with the generalizability of
findings and framework. This study concentrates on the
social partnerships between multinational companies and
nonprofits in the largest emerging country context of China,
and the representativeness of data collected from a small
sample of social partnerships may be challenged. However,
we aim at arriving at analytical and theoretical instead of
statistical generalization through identifying typical cases
and data triangulation. Likewise, the nine social partnerships
we studied are similar in design but vary in CSR focus, as
well as in terms of length and scale of collaboration. To test
the validity of our theorizing, we call for future research
to apply our theoretical framework across various cultural
contexts and in both developing and developed world.
Third, while we adopt an institutional lens by focusing on
the institutional embeddedness of social partnerships, we
have to acknowledge the possible interplay between exter-
nal institutional factors and internal organizational factors
that influence the effectiveness of collaborative activities.
We thus call for future research to integrate the institutional
perspective with consideration for intra-organizational value
commitment, goal aligning, learning and innovation. Finally,
limitation exists with the interpretation and presentation of
the empirical findings. Since the empirical findings are pri-
marily based on informants’ understanding of the partnering

organizations’ activities, as well as the authors’ observa-
tion and interpretations of the partnering processes, the list
of institutional work forms may not be exhaustive. Future
studies may extend and/or challenge the institutional work
responses as well as their engagement with institutional log-
ics identified in this study. Relatedly, even though we tried
to triangulate the interview data with secondary data, the
measurement of value generated out of the social partner-
ships is still subject to the interpretation of the respondents.
We thus also call for future research, both qualitative and
quantitative, which capture collaborative value generation
through valid empirical conceptualizations.
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Appendix

Appendix Interview Guide

1. How are the partnerships initiated?

2.  What are the criteria for selecting your nonprofit/busi-
ness partners? How do you evaluate the “fit” with your
partner before you agree to collaborate?

3. What are your goals for entering the partnership with
nonprofit/business partners? Do your company and
your nonprofit partners share similar goals and values?

4. Have you considered risks before and during the col-
laboration? What formal and informal risk assessment
processes have you undertaken?

5. What resources (e.g., financial, human, physical, tech-
nological) have you invested in the partnership? What
resources have your partners invested in the partner-
ship?
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6. How do you share information with your partner to
strengthen their operations and programs?

7. What have you done to monitor the progress of the
partnerships? Any formal or informal governance
mechanisms to control risks?

8. Have you made adaptations to the collaboration goals,
structure, design and operations along with your col-
laboration process? Why are these changes?

9. Is there any crisis situation that happened in the part-
nership implementation which had impact on your
relationship? Are you able to work through differ-
ences?

10. How do you evaluate the value outcomes of the part-
nerships?

11. Do you feel pulled between trying to meet both your
organization’s and the collaboration’s expectations?
What have you done to address potential “mission
drifts”?

12.  What is the yearly budget of your department/organiza-
tion? What about the budget for the collaboration?

13.  What is your most successful partnership with nonprof-
its and what is the least successful experience? What
makes for the differences?

14.  Would you mind recommending your colleagues, your
nonprofit partners and the other stakeholders of your
company who might be interested and willing to par-
ticipant in our interview? Thank you!
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