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Cross-sector dialogue for sustainability: To partner or not 

to partner? 

 

Abstract 

 

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to introduce the topic and review the contributions of 

the special issue papers on cross-sector dialogue for sustainability. The paper also presents 

avenues for further research.  

Design/methodology/approach – The paper is based on a review of the current literature on 

cross-sector partnership and dialogue. It explores the current issues in cross-sector 

partnerships through a discussion of the papers accepted for the special issue, their focus, 

findings, and key contributions. 

Findings – It highlights three main key research themes and learnings from the special issue 

papers: 1) a high level of ‘hybridity’ of collaboration forms, which involve important 

tensions; 2) a need to understand partnership in its context; 3) the importance of the 

individual level in cross-sector collaboration.  

Practical implications – The authors call for attention to be paid to two forms of myopia: a 

tendency to view partnerships primarily from a resource-based view (without much attempt 

to measure societal impact) and a reluctance to be explicitly critical (despite empirical 

evidence of some suboptimal aspects of partnerships). 

Social implications – The authors call for researchers to move away from a resource based 

approach to one that is situated in exploring the value derived from partnerships in the 

broader societal context. We suggest some avenues for further research to move the 

discussion beyond the partnership imperative. 

Originality/value – The paper outlines the need to critically revisit the very essence of what 

real partnership means and whether dialogue is really taking place.  
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The cross-sector partnership imperative 

As we – the UN, governments, businesses, NGOs, academics and others – work towards 

building a more sustainable world, a transformative approach calling for more partnerships is 

necessary (Horan, 2019; Sachs et al., 2019). In other words: we cannot work in isolation. 

Cross-sector coordination and collaborations (public, private, and nonprofit) are necessary to 

advance sustainability and implement the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Clarke & 

Crane, 2018; Murray et al., 2010; Vestergaard et al., 2020). It provides opportunities to 

overcome individual limitations by combining the competences, skills, and expertise of 

different types of actors, and thereby provides a mechanism to address some of the challenges 

related to regulation, participation, implementation, resources and learning (Kolk, 2014).  

The partnership imperative is at the core of SDG 17. This SDG focuses on strengthening and 

revitalizing partnerships for sustainable development. Target 17.16 calls for “mobiliz[ing] 

and shar[ing] knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources, to support the 

achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries” (UN, 2019, Target 17.16), 

while Target 17.17 encourages and promotes “effective public, public-private and civil 

society partnerships” that build upon partnership experience and resourcing strategies (UN, 

2019). This emphasis on partnership has stimulated an increasing interest from both research 

and practice (e.g. Clarke & Crane, 2018; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009; Seitanidi & Crane, 2014; 

Van Tulder et al., 2016).  

The term partnership (or cross-sector partnership, CSP) refers to forms of collaborations 

between actors from different sectors. Huxham and Vangen (2005) defines it as a “type of 

cooperative, interorganizational relationship” where people are “working across 

organizational boundaries towards some positive end” (p. 4). In the context of the SDG, the 

purpose of partnerships is to bring about sustainable changes and thereby contribute to 

societal betterment (Vestergaard et al., 2020). Although ‘partnership’ and ‘collaboration’ are 

often used interchangeably, it might be useful to distinguish them. ‘Partnership’ tends to be 

formal and situated at the institutional-level and synonymous with the structure of ‘working 

together’. It refers to arrangements between institutional actors. ‘Collaboration’ can be 

considered as a more active form of ‘working together’. It refers to the collection of 

knowledge, skills, values and motives applied by the actors to put into practice formal or less 



 

 

formal joint working arrangements. In other words, ‘partnership’ is the state of the 

relationship, at the organizational or group level, while ‘collaboration’ is an active process of 

partnership-in-action (Whittington, 2003).  

The notion of partnership has been of particular interest in business and society literature 

(Vestergaard et al., 2020). It has been defined as a voluntary form of collaboration “between 

actors from organizations in two or more economic sectors in a forum in which they 

cooperatively attempt to solve a problem or issue of mutual concern that is in some way 

identified with a public policy agenda item” (Waddock, 1991, pp. 481-482). Clarke and 

Crane (2018, p. 303) present partnerships as “relatively intensive, long-term interactions 

between organizations from at least two different stakeholders aimed at addressing a social 

and/or environmental problem”.  

Cross-sector partnerships can encompass two parties or multi-stakeholder, public-private-

civic endeavors involving multiple parties (including business, government, NGOs, and civil 

society) coming together to address single or multiple issues. The inclusion of multiple 

stakeholders is critical for any collaboration to be regarded as legitimate (Mena & Palazzo, 

2012) even if the principle of inclusiveness may be a source of tension (Henry et al., 2020). 

The level of engagement of the stakeholders is an important determinant to characterize the 

type of relationships. Austin (2000) proposes three main types--philanthropic, transactional 

and integrative—where at one end of the spectrum the nature of the partnership requires low 

commitments and is mainly based on charitable donor-recipient relationship, while at the 

other end partnerships are more integrative, involving higher levels of commitment, 

engagement and interaction.  

In general, partnerships have been presented as key instruments to address the complexity of 

the sustainability challenges (Murray et al., 2010). They are regarded as essential to access 

resources, share risk, increase efficiency and foster organizational learning (Huxham & 

Vangen, 2005; Murray et al., 2010). partnerships are increasingly being adopted to address 

sustainability issues in the areas of education, ecological diversity, economic development or 

climate change (Clarke & Ordonez-Ponce, 2017; Crane & Seitanidi, 2014). Moreover, such 

relationships are seen to be beneficial in tackling the important societal issues that cannot be 

dealt with alone (Murray et al., 2010; Waddock, 1989). Therefore some have described 

partnerships as a “magic formula” (Rundall, 2000, p. 1501) to fight global problems. As Van 

Huijstee et al. (2007) wrote: “the complex character of sustainability problems demands the 



 

 

active involvement of all societal spheres to resolve them” (p.76). As of January 27th, 2021, 

the Partnerships for SDG platform contained 5,331 partnerships and voluntary initiatives for 

SDGs, registered by different stakeholders.1  

This is not to say that partnerships should be seen in all cases as the universal panacea 

implied by SDG17. Glasbergen (2011, p. 6) notes that “potential partners will only 

collaborate structurally if each of them is convinced it stands to gain from the partnership”. 

Certainly not all sustainability challenges can be effectively addressed through an approach 

that includes among its premises the possibility for all involved actors to gain from 

collaborative work. Many sustainability challenges are framed as ‘wicked problems’ and 

therefore no ‘solution’ for those can be found that does not involve some of their stakeholders 

being impacted negatively (see e.g. Head, 2008). This means that the actors partnering in 

attempting to tackle wicked problems will be those who can benefit from the proposed 

solutions, and that those who stand to be affected negatively will typically be excluded – or 

exclude themselves – from the partnerships, thereby further marginalized. Evidence for such 

detrimental effects of partnerships can be found in studies of multi-stakeholder initiatives 

(Cheyns, 2014; Fougère & Solitander, 2020; Schouten et al., 2012), for example. Thus, 

depending on the sustainability challenge we are attempting to address, it is relevant to ask 

whether partnering is likely to be an effective approach, or whether other types of approaches 

to dialogue might be desirable instead. 

With this introductory article, we wish to push the discussion beyond the focus on 

understanding the characteristics contributing to successful partnerships. After reviewing the 

critical factors that lead to positive outcomes, we question the nature of the partnership form 

and whether this form is always the most desirable avenue for sustainable development. In its 

critique, the introductory article also explores the link between dialogue and partnership as 

well as pointing to how incorporating concepts of dissent and resistance within these forms 

would attune business research to the political and social complexity of cross-sector 

interactions. 

 

                                                 

1 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnerships/, Accessed on the 27/01/2021 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnerships/


 

 

What makes a successful partnership? 

Normatively speaking, partnerships are generally meant to be non-hierarchical and voluntary 

(Selsky & Parker, 2005), although they may not always be so in practice. They are pluralist in 

form with each partner contributing their resources and strengths (Crane & Seitanidi, 2014), 

whilst providing a platform for negotiating between stakeholders (Lotia & Hardy, 2008). 

Partnerships typically aim to create public value that cannot otherwise be achieved by 

individual actors (Bryson et al., 2006). The partnership form also provides voice to new 

stakeholder groups who are often under-represented in more traditional business-led 

sustainability initiatives (Pedersen et al., 2020). Acknowledging that multi-stakeholder 

partnerships are comprised of multiple stakes with multiple goals and multiple forms of value 

creation is an important stepping-stone to developing and managing organizations working 

towards shared purposes (Pedersen et al., 2020). Even so, potential partners will only 

collaborate if each is convinced it stands to gain from the partnership (Glasbergen, 2011). 

Such collaborative models also face the challenge of aligning differing perceptions of time 

with temporal tensions that occur between different stakeholders, all of which need to be 

considered and managed (Pedersen et al., 2020). 

According to Clarke and Fuller (2010), adopting business-type paradigms, the partnering 

process begins with (1) formation phase, or understanding the context, (2) identifying partner 

organizations and required resources, and (3) developing a collaborative strategic plan. 

Implementation follows where the plan is implemented cooperatively and independently by 

each partner, with each partner monitoring and appraising. As a result, outcomes are 

produced for the partners, other stakeholders, and society / the environment. 

Ordonez-Ponce and Clarke (2020) in their study of structures and sustainability partnerships 

found that for businesses and public organizations, the most relevant contributors to 

outcomes were formal structures such as having a budget, a new department and 

infrastructure, generating new revenue, and having a sustainability position. On the other 

hand, for civil society organisations, informal structures were key. It was not just that 

structures were important but the type of structures the partners used were influential 

(Ordonez-Ponce and Clarke (2020). 

Gray and Stites (2013) have defined three critical areas to consider for a successful 

partnership: selection of the right type of partnership, selection of the right type of partner, 



 

 

and careful management of the partnership process. Research uncovering the processes 

partnerships use has been an important stimulus to the literature over the past few decades, 

moving from the focus on antecedents of collaboration, partnership life formation and partner 

relationships (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012; MacDonald et al., 2019). Understanding mechanisms 

of coordination, collaboration processes and organizational design aspects are important 

contributions (Albers et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2019). Cooperation and consultation 

processes involved in such partnerships can result in new ideas and creative solutions, 

efficiency and effectiveness improvements and shared accountability (Fadeeva, 2005). 

MacDonald et al. (2019) studied sustainability partnerships and collaborative decision-

making and found that such decision-making has a positive impact on partnership capacity 

through sharing of information, coordination of partner interactions, and facilitation of 

ongoing learning. In the design of decision-making processes, internal mechanisms that 

coordinate and monitor collaboration are key.  

McDonald and Young (2012) highlight that for partnerships key success factors are 

leadership, effective communication and trust. In addition, for the partnership to move 

towards more complex arrangements requires government and employee support, interaction 

and engagement, and evaluation and monitoring indicators. They also cautioned NGOs of the 

risks of  co-option , that is, co-option of NGOs by corporations where the corporations exert 

their power to focus the partnership on their goals rather than a win-win outcome. Such risks 

can be lessened with the use of open communication, power sharing and interdependencies 

between the parties (McDonald and Young (2012).  

Other studies have examined the performance or effectiveness of partnerships (Clarke & 

Fuller, 2010; Clarke & Macdonald, 2019; Seitanidi et al., 2010; Tulder et al., 2016) exploring 

the development of metrics, questioning the meaning of performance, identifying the key 

success factors and investigating the challenges of aligning sometimes conflicting goals. 

Even though there inevitably has to be some common interests, the parties may not share 

values or goals, interests and objectives (Murray et al., 2010). Each party is beholden to their 

own hierarchies and market mechanisms and stakeholders. Compared to alliances within 

sectors, cross sector alliances are more difficult to form and maintain due to divergent 

mission and purpose which can create unexpected inter-organizational conflict (Rondinelli & 

London, 2003). Rondinelli and London (2003) contend that inherent distrust and lack of 



 

 

experience with the other sector(s) lead to the alliances being often unsuccessful. Developing 

and maintaining trust through collaboration processes is key.  

 

Critical voices about partnerships 

The previous section revealed the depth of research in and around partnerships. Those studies 

have provided important insights contributing to a better understanding of the success factors 

of effective partnerships. The spread and seductiveness of the partnership form is such, that it 

is difficult today to find a policy or an academic document that does not have partnership in 

its recommendations or even as a central element of its strategy for the delivery of the SDGs. 

The pressure to collaborate and join in partnerships is overwhelming. However, despite the 

popularity of partnerships, or perhaps because of the unanimous support for them, some 

critical voices have started to rise. The need to work collaboratively in the context of complex 

problems, uncertainties and long-term issues appears to be obvious. Yet if potential partners 

only collaborate if they stand to gain from partnerships (Glasbergen (2011, p. 6), those who 

might be affected negatively by the proposed solutions often end up further marginalized 

(Cheyns, 2014; Fougère & Solitander, 2020; Schouten et al., 2012). Thus, the 

overwhelmingly positive view of partnerships as the best way to address complex problems 

could become a problematic bias.  

Besides this general concern, researchers have discussed a number of pitfalls of partnerships. 

Clarke and Crane (2018) argue that research remains partial and fragmented and the type of 

transformational change expected from and achieved by partnerships is far from being clear. 

Beyond the challenges of forming, managing, and maintaining collaborations and 

partnerships (Gupta et al., 2018; Rondinelli & London, 2003), we still know very little about 

the value of partnerships, that is “the transitory and enduring benefits relative to the costs that 

are generated due to the interaction of the collaborators and that accrue to organizations, 

individuals, and society” (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012, p. 945).  

Some scholars have highlighted the lack of comprehensive studies on the societal outcomes 

of partnerships (Clarke & Crane, 2018; Pattberg & Widerberg, 2016; Vestergaard et al., 

2020). As Austin and Seitanidi (2012) put it, “there is a tendency to assume societal 

betterment rather than provide the necessary evidence” (p.957). In their qualitative study of 



 

 

an NGO-business partnership in Ghana aiming at poverty alleviation, Vestergaard et al. 

(2020) found that the partnership resulted in what they call ‘competences without agency’. 

Focusing on the outputs for the beneficiaries, the authors show that the partnership provided 

basic needs to the beneficiaries however its potential to create a transformational impact 

failed. The competences which the beneficiaries acquired through the partnership actually 

were “fenced in the partnership to protect commercial interest of the business partner” 

(Vestergaard et al., 2020, p. 1372). Beneficiaries had little control over the resources and 

competences they acquired which limited their ability to use them for their own purpose. The 

study points to the fact that partnerships tend to take a company’s perspective, overlooking 

the impact and the consequences of partnerships for the beneficiaries and the grand 

challenges they are supposed to tackle.  

Research has also questioned the myth of inclusiveness in partnership (Baur & Schmitz, 

2012; Nelson & Tallontire, 2014). Indeed, partnerships face the challenge of overcoming 

unequal power relations among actors (Bitzer & Glasbergen, 2015). Moreover, partnerships 

tend to embody a constructive approach to market-based approaches in development, where 

businesses have been attributed active role in addressing societal challenges (Blowfield & 

Dolan, 2014). Those have been criticised for not being able to address the root structural 

causes of the problems (Arora & Romijn, 2011; Banks & Hulme, 2014).  

 

A broken dialogue with missing voices   

The criticisms on partnerships and the lack of understanding of their societal impacts directly 

question whether ‘partnership’ is always the most suitable strategy and organizing form to 

address the SDGs. It outlines the need to critically revisit the very essence of what the 

partnership form entails and whether a real or authentic dialogue is taking place in 

partnerships. Roberts (2002) defines authentic dialogue as “a process of mutual 

understanding that emerges when participants treat each other with equality, not coercion, 

and when they listen empathically to one another’s concerns in order to probe their 

fundamental assumptions and world views” (2002, 660). Dialogue can therefore be 

understood as a social interaction through which stakeholders build relationships, expand 

their knowledge and transform their worldviews. Expressed in terms of Bakhtin’s notion of 



 

 

polyphony (see e.g., Belova et al., 2008), dialogue results from the expression of multiple 

voices. 

Dialogue is an indispensable aspect of collaboration and true partnership (Burchell & Cook, 

2013; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009; Van Tulder et al., 2016), however partnerships do not always 

involve dialogue going beyond a one-way communication (monologue) or the traditional 

conflictual or instrumental process of communication (Brand et al., 2020; Crane & Livesey, 

2003). We argue that acting for sustainability requires dialogue that involves co-creative 

processes and cooperative efforts to understand the multidimensional challenges.  

The importance of aiming for an inclusive dialogue becomes more salient for less powerful 

civil society actors who might be excluded from those formal forms of dialogue and 

collaboration that are partnerships. Indeed, partnerships and corporate social responsibility 

more generally tend to be designed by the partners or stakeholders who are the most 

important and powerful while marginalized actors are often unheard or silenced (Banerjee, 

2011; Jamali & Sidani, 2011; Lauwo, 2018). Although the inclusion of multiple stakeholders 

is critical in dialogue (Boström, 2006; Mena & Palazzo, 2012), inclusiveness is sometimes 

perceived as conflicting with the principles of efficiency that dominate partnerships (Henry et 

al., 2020; Hong, 2015). As Henry et al. (2020) put it, “any perception of inefficiency in terms 

of wasted time and effort may jeopardize participants’ willingness and ability to continue 

participating in a partnership, risking reducing the inclusiveness of the partnership and 

potentially even undermining its purpose altogether”. This directly questions the capacity of 

partnerships to deliver the kind of dialogue that can lead to societal betterment.  

Meanwhile, the multi-stakeholder partnerships promoted by SDG 17 are also characterized 

by the persistence of conflicts where certain communities are bound to be ‘losers’ (e.g., of 

land rights and livelihoods). The risk with multi-stakeholder partnerships is that the voices of 

these communities become suppressed by the guise of broad representation and consensus. 

This sheds light on the desirability of various expressions of dissensus and agonistic dialogue 

(Brown & Tregidga, 2017; Dillard & Brown, 2015; Fougère & Solitander, 2020). Thus, 

imagining different types of institutional arrangements – moving away from consensus-

driven partnerships – that could give a space for a democratic expression of these tensions 

through dialogue is important. 

To us, the literature seems to have missed an essential aspect of partnership: this very concept 

of dialogue. Etymologically, dialogue comes from the Greek dialogos: dia [διά] ‘across’, 



 

 

‘between’, ‘passing through’ and legein [λόγος] ‘to speak’ (Jenlink & Banathy, 2005). It 

means a speech across, between, through two or more people, and involves a flow of meaning 

as a collective out of which may emerge new understanding. In a true dialogue, there is no 

talking without listening and the in-between is more important than the being. As Buber 

(1965) argued, dialogue is above all relational in the sense that “meaning is to be found 

neither in one of the two partners nor in both together, but only in their dialogue itself, in the 

‘between’ which they live together”. Dialogue is therefore both a conversation in which 

people think together in relationships and an acknowledgement and integration of the ‘other’ 

(Gear et al., 2003). Cheney and Christensen (2001) characterize genuine dialogue as “a 

dialogue in which questions of interest and representation are constantly negotiated” (p. 260). 

Genuine dialogue is geared toward mutual education, joint problem solving and relationship 

building. It can also be described as a high quality form of engagement (Crane & Livesey, 

2003). A partnership without genuine dialogue cannot be transformative, and for this special 

issue we called for a deeper understanding of the relationship between partnerships and 

dialogue.  

 

Articles included in this special issue 

Inspired by the above arguments, this special issue aims at providing readers with a 

theoretical understanding of partnership and cross-sector dialogue among civil society 

organizations, businesses and their associated supply chains. This understanding may take 

partnership as a starting point for good dialogue, but may also problematize the partnership 

imperative implied by SDG 17 and suggest alternative paths for effective dialogue conducive 

to sustainable development.  

Even though we called for such tensions to be the focus of the contribution of this special 

issue, we have found that most of the submitted papers tended to accept, normatively and 

unquestionably, the place of cross-sector partnerships in addressing the SDGs and more 

broadly their use in seeking social responsibility outcomes. While we would have wished for 

more explicit problematization of the potential pitfalls of a partnership imperative by which 

the only path to sustainability is partnership, the articles of this special issue provide 

insightful contributions to the literature on partnerships. They illuminate various forms of 

partnerships that are being used in international contexts, across different industries and 



 

 

within and across sectors. They also demonstrate the variety of factors or contingencies that 

lead to their formation, enable their development and produce outcomes across micro-, meso- 

and macro- levels.  

Fontana et al. (2021) study a case involving multiple organizations operating locally in the 

apparel industry of Bangladesh, looking into how the cross-sector collaboration process can 

help improve the conditions of female workers. They examine the influence of what they call 

‘nonprofit boundary work’ during that process. Their analysis suggests that such nonprofit 

boundary work consists of (1) scaffolding work (where development agency workers set up 

boundaries) and (2) sensitization work (where NGO workers blur and expand these 

boundaries). This boundary work particularly leverages the social capital of ‘sustainability 

envoys’ to support the female workers in the factories and in their communities. 

Kumar et al. (2021) investigate a range of Australian public and private sector co-opetitive 

strategies, used to bring together competing firms as collaborators, to improve performance 

across economic, social and environmental sustainability. In acknowledging the risk and 

tensions inherent in competitive relationships, the study investigates similar and different 

motives and drivers of co-opetitive strategies, as well as outcomes from the co-opetitive 

initiatives. It moves the discussion from the oft-used dichotomous approach to co-opetition, 

as being either competitive or collaborative, to present a typology that depicts the interplay 

between the two concepts. It concludes that competition-dominated co-opetition may lead to 

improved economic performance whilst cooperation-dominated co-opetition leads to 

improved social-environmental performance. To bring about improvements across all three 

dimensions of economic, social and environmental performance, the authors argue that there 

is a need for a balanced-strong coopetition approach with a focus on both value creation and 

value appropriation. The paper also brings to the fore key success factors for co-opetitive 

relationships in CSR and sustainability, namely CSR and sustainability governance, CSR and 

sustainability public-policy, and relationship principles. In highlighting further research the 

paper points to the need to add national context to include cultural and legal contextual 

factors.  

Ordonez-Ponce et al. (2021) examine how four large local partnerships enable businesses to 

contribute to the achievement of the SDGs, with specific focus on Local Agenda 21 plans in 

partnership with other organizations situated in their city. They investigate why firms partner 

and what outcomes they obtain from partnering, notably from a resource-based view 



 

 

perspective. Their findings suggest that from the latter perspective, these local sustainability 

partnerships are valuable for the businesses, and that their framings in terms of SDG targets 

are overall well aligned with the reasons why the firms join the partnerships. Their study 

shows that firms of all sizes can enhance both local and global sustainability objectives by 

engaging in such local partnerships. 

Ryan and Hauser (2021) explore partnerships among business schools, a type of institution 

that had not yet been considered by the partnerships literature. The Principles of Responsible 

Management Education (PRME), with more than 850 signatories, strongly encourages 

universities and business school partnerships and dialogue (principle 5 and 6). Building from 

the partnerships literature, the authors build a three-dimensional framework of partnerships 

and use it to analyze the partnership activities of 13 leading PRME business schools. The 

findings show a great variety of partnership activities ranging from informal one-off events to 

more long-standing projects revealing the plasticity of the term partnership. The study 

highlights the pluriform nature of partnerships. The authors suggest taking a portfolio lens to 

analyze partnership activities to ‘allow business schools to reflect on the partnership activity 

holistically while reflecting on the balance between the beneficiaries of these activities’ (p. to 

be added by the publisher). The framework offered in this paper can help business schools and 

other organizations to map the various partnership activities they are involved in and work 

towards a “blend of partnerships” to create wider societal benefits.   

Yin (2021) studies Chinese social partnerships between MNCs and non-profits in terms of 

value creation for sustainability. Being focused on cross-sector social partnerships, it adopts a 

collaborative approach to bring about economic, social and environmental performance. 

Specifically, the authors highlight the challenges for MNCs operating in China with 

institutional voids, difficulties in bridging formal and informal institutions, and lack of 

knowledge of local markets; thus pointing to the importance of forming relationships with 

local non-profit organisations. Adopting a comparative case study method, the paper 

investigates 12 social partnerships addressing sustainability in China. Drawing on Austin’s 

(2000) and Austin and Seitanidi’s (2012a) collaboration continuum model as an analytical 

tool, it aims to highlight the characteristics, factors, and contingencies that enable or impede 

the value creation potential of social partnerships in China. In adopting a resource based 

approach, for both partners, collaboration is discussed as a means to gain complementary 

social resources and improve stakeholder relationships, provide organisational legitimacy, 



 

 

reputation, social capital, networks and organisational learning; as well as better ethical and 

responsible practices. The difficulties however are also acknowledged in terms of different 

backgrounds and experiences of the partners. The importance of multi-directional resource 

and information exchange is highlighted in order to optimise the potential of each partner’s 

social expertise. The paper concludes that collaborative value has been found to mainly occur 

at the micro or meso levels whereas transformational outcomes achieved over the long term 

are minimal. Many partnerships studied were philanthropic and transactional, oriented 

towards ‘satisficing’ rather than ‘optimising’, with a few classified as integrative or 

transformational. To bring about the latter, the authors highlight the need for high resource 

complementarity, centrality to mission, trust building, multi-faceted accountability, learning 

and knowledge sharing, high synergist value and innovation, and a focus on external system 

change.  

Carr et al. (2021) focus their attention on social enterprises in Vietnam. They explore whether 

and to what extent differences in the social impacts of those enterprises may be explained by 

the psychological characteristics of the entrepreneurs and the cross-sector ecosystem 

partnerships in training, networking, consultation and funding. The notion of ecosystem 

enables the authors to take a wider perspective on partnership and consider complex 

dynamics between the social enterprise and its stakeholders. The study shows that ecosystem 

partnership had both direct and moderating links to social impacts of social enterprises in 

Vietnam, highlighting the importance of those relationships.  

 

Key learnings 

We would like to highlight five main key learnings that emerged from the different articles 

from this special issue: 

1. High level of hybridity of the partnership form; 

2. Importance of context;  

3. Importance of individuals and their social networks; 

4. Tendency to analyse the partnership form through resource theories; and 

5. Reluctance to adopt a critical lens 



 

 

A first key takeaway from the special issue as a whole relates to the high level of ‘hybridity’ 

of collaboration forms that are labelled as ‘partnership’ (Ryan & Hauser, 2021). In several of 

the articles and in line with previous studies (Henry et al., 2020; Sharma & Bansal, 2017; 

Stadtler, 2018), it is alluded that these hybrid forms of collaboration involve important 

tensions. Kumar et al. (2021) note that co-opetition implies competitive tensions, which need 

to be managed. Ryan and Hauser (2021) reflect on the plasticity of the notion of partnership 

in the university context, and observe that this makes it possible to add the label of 

‘partnerships’ in different forms of cooperation, some of which may not be very well aligned 

or very friendly. In the completely different context of cross-sector partnerships in China, Yin 

(2021) suggests that the goal for individuals of building their guanxi networks might not be 

fully aligned with the explicitly stated goals of the partnerships.  

A second important learning concerns the context specificity of insights about partnerships. 

In order to understand collaboration patterns, the contributions of this special issue highlight 

how important it is to learn more about the specific roles of community leaders in Bangladesh 

(Fontana et al., 2021), but also the translations of Local Agenda 21 (LA21) in different local 

contexts (Ordonez-Ponce et al., 2021), the particular Chinese conditions whereby social 

partnerships serve as an indirect way to navigate stakeholder relationships (Yin, 2021), and 

the idiosyncrasies of Vietnamese social enterprises (Carr et al., 2021). In other words, those 

studies point to the need to understand partnerships in the context in which they occur as 

Vurro and Dacin (2014) have also highlighted and therefore to study their embeddedness.  

A third theme that runs through several of the articles emphasizes the importance of the 

individuals and their personal social networks in cross-sector collaboration. Indeed, 

individuals and their networks tend to have a decisive influence on various aspects that might 

determine the success of partnerships. Fontana et al. (2021) underline the role of 

‘sustainability envoys’ involved in boundary work, and from whom much of the value of the 

partnerships is made possible. Ryan and Hauser (2021) make a distinction between university 

partnerships whose commitment is largely institution-based and those that are largely based 

on individual commitments, pointing to the fact that the latter are often those with higher 

motivation and more meaningful impact from the perspective of the individuals involved. Yin 

(2021) also lifts up the importance of individual guanxi networks in patterns of collaboration 

in China. 

Fourth, there are also takeaways that we believe can be drawn from what is generally 

assumed to be the established way to write about partnerships, which might lead to forms of 



 

 

myopia. We highlight two trends that we find striking in this regard and that point to avenues 

for further research. There is a trend to tie the discussion of partnerships to questions of 

resources and resource complementarity, sometimes in explicit reference to the ‘resource-

based view’ of strategy. This trend is particularly visible in relation to co-opetition (Kumar et 

al., 2021), the LA21-related partnerships (Ordonez-Ponce et al., 2021), and the central issue 

of resource complementarity in the Chinese partnerships (Yin, 2021). We would suggest that 

especially in relation to partnerships that aim for sustainability outcomes, it would be 

important to go beyond the resource-based view, and beyond cost-benefit analyses, and 

instead to think of the value derived from partnerships as something that would be more de-

centred from the partners, and clearly aimed FOR sustainability. 

The last trend which we find striking in the articles relates to the reluctance to be explicitly 

critical when discussing partnerships, and perhaps the acceptance that partnerships have to be 

seen in a good light, as a part of the solution, because SDG 17 says so, as it were. This is by 

no means a new observation – within business and society research at least, the narrative that 

NGOs have decided to move from adversarial relations to partnerships as an implicitly more 

valuable form of engagement was established long ago and has since then been reproduced 

(see Laasonen et al., 2012). What is problematic in this belief in the virtue of cross-sector 

partnerships is the potential myopia it entails – and the possible consequent inability to select 

modes of engagement that might be more effective than partnerships in relation to particular 

sustainability goals. Thus, in our suggestions for further research below, we suggest some 

avenues that may go beyond the partnership imperative. 

 

Further research: three key tensions to be explored 

Based on both previous literature and the articles included in this special issue, we conclude 

that the tensions between ‘partnerships’ and ‘dialogue’ need to be given more attention by 

business and society scholars. Many scholars have questioned the quality of dialogue in 

partnerships and normatively promoted more relational practices in partnerships (Lambrechts 

et al., 2009), positive institutional collaborations (Nilsson, 2015), and rebalancing the relation 

among societies, businesses, and their associated supply chains, and governments (Azevedo 

& Gates, 2019; Mintzberg, 2015). We need more empirical examples where dialogue and 

relational practices are put in place as we believe those are indispensable for the learning to 

take place and to reach transformational change.  



 

 

In addition, in business and society literature and more generally in discussions that engage 

with SDG 17, there is a strong, dominant tendency to treat partnerships unproblematically as 

the desirable approach to address sustainability challenges. Comparatively, there still are only 

few studies that look into other forms of dialogue than partnership, particularly in the space 

between ‘adversarial’ and ‘partnership’ (Burchell & Cook, 2013; Laasonen et al., 2012). In 

our view, it is important to call for more studies that engage with the nuances and intricacies 

of empirical forms of dialogue that do not fall neatly in the category ‘partnership’. These 

types of dialogue, often based on organizations that take watchdog roles, resist the language 

of partnerships as they feel they cannot make a difference if from the outset their engagement 

with corporations is framed in only collaborative ways, without acknowledging the inherent 

tensions. One reason why business and society literature does not emphasize these 

approaches more lies in an imbalance, in that literature, between on the one hand, an 

emphasis on business strategies and, on the other hand, a comparative lack of consideration 

for the strategic interests and pragmatic approaches of NGOs or CSOs. In these times of 

partnership imperative, because of both the SDGs and changes in development aid policies 

incentivizing partnerships across the board (Bull & Miklian, 2019; Menashy & Shields, 2017; 

Rozbicka & Szent-Iványi, 2020), the number of dialogue-oriented organizations deliberately 

rejecting the partnership form is intriguing and suggests that partnerships as such might 

suppress true dialogue. This warrants more empirical studies focused on these types of 

organizations. 

Recently, many studies have been published on ‘agonistic dialogue’ and the question of 

‘dissent’ in business and society (e.g. Barthold & Bloom, 2020; Brand et al., 2020; Couch & 

Bernacchio, 2020; Dawkins, 2019; Fougère & Solitander, 2020; Rhodes et al., 2020; Sorsa & 

Fougère, 2020). They suggest that there is resistance to the ‘one way fits all’ SDG 17 

narrative. Empirical studies focused on dissent and resistance within partnerships and other 

cross-sector collaborative efforts would make business and society research better attuned to 

the political and social complexity of cross-sector interactions that happen under the friction-

less sounding term ‘partnership’.   
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