
Mind the gap! 

The future looks great for Corporate-NGO collaborations, but only the savviest 

players are likely to reap full rewards  

 

Prospects for the future of Corporate-NGO collaborations are very bright. This was a key 

finding in the annual Corporate-NGO Partnerships Barometer released by C&E Advisory this 

week. 

Based on a July poll of 120 leading companies and NGOs, as well as roundtable discussions 

with senior practitioners from both sectors, the report found much to cheer the spirit of those 

who advocate cross-sector collaboration as a route to addressing economic, social and 

environmental challenges.  

With the trend towards strategic, longer-term, higher-value collaborations intensifying, it 

appears that partnerships are really moving the dial. 93% of corporate and 79% of NGO 

respondents declare that partnerships have helped to enhance business understanding of 

social and environment issues; whilst significant numbers (46% of corporate and 40% of 

NGO respondents) say that cross-sector collaborations have helped to improve business 

practices for the better. Further, both NGOs (96%) and businesses (84%) are confident that 

partnerships between the two sectors will become more or much more important over the 

next three years. As a result, two-thirds of corporate respondents and as much as 86% of 

NGO respondents expect their organisations’ investment in cross-sector partnerships to 

increase or increase significantly over the next three years. 

Finally, in a finding that speaks to the growing maturity of the partnering agenda between 

companies and NGOs, innovation broke through this year as one of the leading reasons why 

business wants to partner with NGOs. 67% of businesses cited this factor – up a whopping 

20% on the previous year.  

So there really is much for proponents of cross-sector collaboration to cheer in this year’s 

Barometer report. But does all this mean that the path to future success is assured?  

Sadly not. Truly leveraging the future potential of cross-sector collaboration will require 

businesses and NGOs to work harder in order to address and overcome three key 

challenges thrown up by the Barometer: disparity between the two sectors on the importance 

of innovation; a dispute about the value of non-financial corporate support; and a gap 

insufficiently developed practices in terms of measuring and communicating the impact of 

partnerships.  

Take innovation and the welcome indications that businesses are increasingly wishing to co-

develop new and unexpected ways of addressing old issues and complex challenges. 

There’s a growing list of significant, competency-based Corporate-NGO collaborations that 

are successfully combining the unique assets of each player to deliver service or product 

solutions. In doing so, they simultaneously achieve business goals, as well as adding deep 

social or environmental value.  

But, although a majority (53%) of NGOs cited innovation as a reason for partnering with 

business, this figure was down by a massive 23% compared to last year’s study. This 

divergent emphasis between the sectors regarding innovation represents a potential bottle-



neck. Co-development of the shared value and purpose-led growth agendas which many 

see as important parts of inclusive growth and sustainable development may be under threat 

unless this emerging gap between the sectors is plugged. 

Similarly, in what was probably the greatest area of dissonance between the two sectors, the 

2013 Barometer revealed a big gap between NGO and corporate perceptions of the value of 

non-financial corporate support to the mission delivery objectives of the NGO partners. 69% 

of corporate respondents agree or strongly agree that harnessing their competencies and 

non-cash resources would make more of an impact on the fulfilment of their NGO partners’ 

objectives, than would purely cash-based relationships. Only 34% of NGOs agreed with a 

similar statement. Indeed, over a third (36%) of NGOs disagreed with this view. 

Whether it is Macmillan Cancer Support partnering with Boots in their joint quest to reach 

everyone in the UK touched by cancer with advice and support on the high street; 

Samaritans and Network Rail working to prevent suicide on the rail networks; or Save the 

Children and GlaxoSmithKline working to transform an antiseptic used in mouthwash into a 

life-saving product for new-borns whilst also rolling-out the powder form of an antibiotic in 

child-friendly doses to help fight pneumonia - one of the main killers of children under five; 

there is growing evidence of the value of mission-focused cross-sector collaborations.  

Participants in the roundtable events that informed the Barometer report emphasized that 

cash and non-cash based partnerships are not mutually exclusive. They often co-exist. 

NGOs need to keep the mission front of mind and senior leadership and championship is 

required on all sides if the full value of competency-leveraging partnerships is to be realized. 

In terms of measuring and communicating the impact of partnerships, there’s a great deal of 

room for improvement for NGO and corporate practitioners. 

41% of businesses and 61% of NGOs rate their performance at measuring the impact of 

partnerships as average or below average. Over a third of companies (36%) are self-rated 

as poor or below average at communicating the impact of partnerships internally, whilst as 

many as 41% of companies rate themselves as average or poor at customer engagement. 

Considering that both companies and NGOs cite brand and reputation-enhancement as 

important reasons for engaging in partnership, many are clearly failing to leverage the value 

of their investments through communication. 

So on the whole, this year’s Corporate-NGO partnerships Barometer has much good news 

for both sectors. And prospects for the future of cross-sector partnering remain very bright. 

Those partnerships and organisations acclaimed as ‘most admired’ by practitioners are 

clearly leading the way towards this exciting future. But it will require bold leadership, 

effective planning and a clear focus on delivering, measuring and communicating the 

economic, social and environmental impacts of cross-sector partnership if full potential is to 

be realized. 
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