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Abstract: The literature has highlighted that relationship learning constitutes a value creation pathway
in business and non-profit collaborations. However, this process has not been studied in detail.
The main objective of this study was to carry out an in-depth analysis of relationship learning by
examining the main factors that favor its development. For this, a research model was developed
based on the relevant literature in the field of Relationship Marketing and Inter-Organizational
Learning. The hypotheses were tested with data collected from 102 Spanish firms in collaboration
relationships with non-profit organizations. The results reveal the importance of four relational
variables in the direct and indirect explanation of relationship learning—values shared by the
partners, trust, commitment, and cooperation. First, shared values form a key antecedent of trust and
commitment, these in turn are fundamental precursors of the partners’ cooperation, and commitment
and cooperation showed themselves to be the main determinants of relationship learning between
firms and non-profit organizations. The proposed model could enrich the relevant literature and
provide better understanding of the relational aspects that businesses and non-profit organizations
should work on if they wish to improve their level of relationship learning.

Keywords: business-NPO collaborations; corporate social responsibility; relationship
learning; antecedents

1. Introduction

Recently, there has been growing awareness that important social and environmental challenges
should not be left for the public and non-profit sectors to deal with, but should also be seen as one of
the duties of the private sector [1]. A good example of this is found in the 2030 Global Agenda that was
approved in the United Nations General Assembly in September 2015, which recognizes the business
sector as being a fundamental agent for the achievement of the so-called Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG) [2].

In this sense, the Cross-Sector Social Partnerships, and in particular, the collaborative relationships
between corporations and non-profit organizations (NPOs) in the development of their Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) policies, have become widely accepted by both types of organizations
to work together [3–5] in order to confront difficult problems [6,7]. An example of a collaboration
agreement created to deal with this type of problem was the social cooperation between the business
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Unilever and World Wildlife Fund (WWF), aimed at the creation of an ecologically sensitive brand
with the objective of helping guarantee the sustainability and integrity of the marine ecosystem.
Another marked example of collaboration was the agreement between Starbucks Coffee Company and
Conservation International (CI) which had, as an objective, the development of a set of conservation
principles for coffee production in order to address more efficiently the sustainability problems existing
in developing countries.

The business-non-profit collaborations combine different forms of acting and thinking [8], in order
to create value in the relationship [9,10]. Such value is generated through a series of chronological
phases: formation, partner selection and implementation [9,11]. In this sense, the literature on
collaboration agreements between corporations and NPOs has shown that the implementation phase
of the collaborative relationship is the moment when this creation of value is greatest [11]. Among the
different factors that determine the generation of value in this phase, several authors highlighted the
importance of relationship learning (collective learning) [9,10,12]. This concept, defined as a process in
which the two partners work together, exchanging information and know-how as well as analyzing
and solving strategic problems [13]), directly improves the success of the collaborative relationships.
The reason for this is that the presence of relationship learning favors the creation of value via efficacy
(same costs, greater benefits), efficiency (same benefits, lower costs), and/or innovation (creation of
new results) [10,12]. However, despite the importance of this process, to the best of our knowledge the
literature on Cross-Sector Social Partnerships has not studied it in any depth. We found no previous
research that empirically analyzed its main antecedents or determinants, since until now the study of
cause-effect relationships in this context appears to have been avoided [14]. This fact may have been
influenced by the statistical methods that have been used in this research area, with a large number of
qualitative empirical works based mainly on case studies [15,16].

The main objective of the present study was to examine empirically, through quantitative data,
the main precursors of relationship learning in collaborative relationships between corporations and
NPOs. As branches of this main objective, we set the following specific objectives: first, to examine
the role of the values shared by the partners as a key antecedent of the trust and commitment in the
relationship; second, to analyze the importance of trust and commitment as fundamental precursors of
cooperation between the partners; and, third, to study the role of trust, commitment, and cooperation
as the main determinants of relationship learning between corporations and NPOs.

We hope, with this study, to contribute to the literature about Cross-Sector Social Partnerships
in two ways. First, based on the relational marketing literature and inter-organizational learning,
our research attempts to respond to calls for the development of new knowledge about collaborative
relationships between corporations and NPOs [11] by constructing a model of relationship learning
that identifies different variables and their inter-relationships. Second, our study tries to address
the urgency for generalizable results in the field of corporation-NPO collaborations [15] by applying
quantitative data to empirically corroborate the proposed structural model.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Firstly, we develop the conceptual framework and
formulate the research hypotheses. Secondly, we present the method used. Our sample comprised
Spanish corporations that have established collaborative relationships with NPOs in recent years. The
data collected were analyzed using the Partial Least Squares (PLS) statistical technique. Thirdly, we
report the main results of the empirical analysis. Fourthly, we discuss these results, and present the
main conclusions, including the theoretical and practical implications. Lastly, we set out the limitations
of the study and the main lines for future research.

2. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses

In this study, the key result of a collaborative relationship is relationship learning. According
to Knight [17] (p. 439), inter-organizational learning can be defined as “learning in a dyadic or
inter-organizational context, and where the learner can be an individual, a group, an organization, a
partner, or a network.” Inter-organizational learning is a process that can take place both in short-term
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relationships, which are limited, and largely oriented towards their own interests, as well as in
collaborative relationships, without a definite time limit, and oriented towards a common interest [12].
Relationship learning, on the other hand, is “characterized exclusively by collaborative relationships
between partners” [18] (p. 744). In order to provide a definition of this concept that allows it to
be differentiated from the more general construct of inter-organizational learning, we present the
definition proposed in Barroso-Méndez, Galera-Casquet, and Valero-Amaro [12] (p.174) in a study
of collaborative relationships between corporations and NPOs: “Relationship learning involves a
learning process by two organizations as a group within the context of their collaborative relationship.”
Therefore, relationship learning can take place across all learning contexts, with the members of the
collaborative relationship being the only learners [12]. Knight and Pye [19] state that relationship
learning involves the partners making changes at a relationship level. In other words, if, through
their collaborative relationship, two partner organizations change the behaviour of their relationship,
these organizations have managed to learn at a collective analysis level. Relationship learning, unlike
inter-organizational learning, is notable for the existence of a close relationship between the partner
organizations [6,20]. Relationship learning comprises three main sub-processes based on collaborative
relationships between the partners [21]:

• Exchange of information. The exchange of information between partners is a starting point and a
necessary element of relationship learning [21]. Both organizations must be willing to share data
and relevant information in order to plan their actions. This results in notable improvements in
their levels of organizational performance [22].

• Shared interpretation. The interpretation of the information exchanged between partners works
as a mechanism for sharing the link existing between information and meaning [18]. The dialogue
between the two partner organizations plays a key role in this sub-process of the relationship
learning [12]. Indeed, given that the partners may not understand the shared information in the
same way, during this step it is necessary for both partners to use mechanisms to form learning
fields between their organizations [23], for example, establishing frequent management meetings
between the different work teams [21].

• Integration of knowledge. According to Cheung, Myers and Mentzer [24], the integration
of knowledge takes place when the partner organizations elaborate specific memories of the
collaborative relationship in which the knowledge exchanged is collected. Among other aspects,
the memory of the relationship includes the values or performance routines [25]. Additionally, it
should be noted that the memory has a shared character. That is, it is external to each participating
organization, but internal to their collaborative relationship. This implies that the generation of
knowledge is not owned by either of the partners, but rather by the interaction relationship, and
therefore both can access it from any location [25,26]. In this sense, the memory of the relationship
interacts with the unique knowledge of each participating organization, which gives rise to more
innovative ideas [18].

The business-NPO partnership literature highlights that relationship learning can create numerous
benefits for NPOs and businesses. On the one hand, relationship learning can improve processes [6],
foster unique capabilities [27] and create opportunities for innovation [9,11,28] for NPOs, and, on the
other hand, it can favor new levels of innovation [9,11,29] and competitiveness [27] for businesses.
Moreover, relationship learning can contribute to improving the impact of such collaborations by
providing better solutions that are able to address complex social issues more effectively [10], as shown
in Table 1.
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Table 1. Examples of outcomes in Private-Non-Profit Partnerships that could be achieved through
relationship learning.

Subject Type of Outcome Outcomes

NPO

New Outcomes â Opportunities for innovation [9,11,28].

Better Outcomes
â Opportunities for improvement of processes [6].
â Development of unique capabilities and knowledge creation [27].

BUSINESS
New Outcomes

â Opportunities for innovation [29].
â Product & Process Innovation [9,11].

Better Outcomes â Competitiveness [27].

SOCIETY New Outcomes â Better innovations to address the needs of the beneficiaries [10].

Source: Adapted from Barroso-Méndez, et al. [12].

At this point, it is worthy to mention that, despite the numerous outcomes that relationship
learning could generate in collaborative relationships between businesses and NPOs, this literature
has not adequately addressed the study of their main antecedents.

Previous studies who have examined relationship learning in collaboration agreements between
corporations have mentioned that the capacity of a relationship to learn is intimately linked with
the relational context of this relationship [13,21,30–32]. In other words, achieving relationship
learning is linked to the presence of multiple behavioral and psychological aspects that influence
the relationship over time, and that find expression in different relational factors. Within this set of
relational factors, the literature on relationship marketing and inter-organizational learning between
corporations [21,31,33–36] notes that the learning capacity of a relationship is related to the level of trust,
commitment, and cooperation existing between the partners, aspects which, in turn, gain in strength in
relationships where both partners share a set of similar values or beliefs. The literature on collaboration
agreements between corporations and NPOs has not proposed and empirically corroborated the direct
or indirect influence these antecedents might have on relationship learning, an issue that we intend to
address in this study.

2.1. The Influence of Shared Values on Trust and Commitment

The construct shared values have been conceptualized by different authors. However, the
definition most often cited in the Relationship Marketing literature is that provided by Morgan and
Hunt [37] (p. 25) “the degree to which partners have common beliefs about whether behaviour,
objectives and policies are important or insignificant, appropriate or inappropriate, correct or wrong.”
Following this conceptualization, in our research we can define the construct of shared values as “the
level at which a corporation and an NPO share, within their collaboration relationship, a set of analogous
values on different aspects.” (For example, in terms of beliefs about the importance of different social
problems or issues, necessary ethical behaviour, etc.). According to different authors [33,36,37], the
presence of similar values is closely related to the existence of behaviour norms accepted by both
partners, since this type of norm prescribes behaviours of actions to maintain the relationship, making
behaviours directed exclusively towards the interests of an individual partner difficult, and constitutes
a guarantee against abuse in the relationship [33]. According to the relationship marketing literature,
when partners perceive that their counterpart has common beliefs about aspects that are mutually
important for both, they will be willing to increase their trust [33,36–38] and their commitment to the
relationship [35,37,39], since the presence of values that the partners share favors their advancing in
the relationship. Therefore, we formulate the following two research hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Shared values directly and positively affect trust in collaboration agreements between
corporations and NPOs.
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). Shared values directly and positively affect commitment in collaboration agreements
between corporations and NPOs.

2.2. The Influence of Trust on Commitment

Trust and commitment are two fundamental constructs in any relationship because they both favor
collaboration between partners. According to Moorman, Deshpandé and Zaltman [40] (p. 82), trust
can be conceptualized as “a willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has confidence.”
This definition is similar to that proposed by Morgan and Hunt [37] (p. 23), according to which, “trust
exists when one part is confident in the reliability and integrity of its counterpart.” According to Dwyer,
Schurr and Oh [41] (p. 19), commitment refers to “the implicit or explicit sign of the continuity of the
relationship between the parties in the exchange.” Anderson and Weitz [42] (p. 191) argue that the
essence of commitment is stability and sacrifice, and on this basis they define this construct as “the
desire to develop a stable relationship, a willingness to make short-term sacrifices to maintain the
relationship, and a confidence in the stability of the relationship.” Most of the relationship marketing
literature in a business-to-business context has shown that, in relation to the link between the two
constructs, trust is the main precursor of commitment [43–46], because, without trust, either of the
partners could consider it to be risky committing to the relationship [37,47]. A similar argument
can be found in the business-non-profit collaboration literature [48]. Indeed, qualitative research in
this context has shown that “when individuals develop a personal relationship of trust within the
collaboration then the level of embeddedness of the relationship becomes more evident” [49] (p. 422).
Therefore, in this study, we expected trust between corporations and NPOs to encourage a commitment
to the relationship, so that we formulated the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Trust directly and positively affects the commitment in collaboration agreements between
corporations and NPOs.

2.3. The Influence of Trust and Commitment on Cooperation

Cooperation has been conceptualized by many authors [50–52]. However, the definition which has
the most citations in the literature is the one proposed by Anderson and Narus [53] (p. 45), according
to which cooperation can be defined as “a set of coordinated actions performed by two corporations
in a relationship of interdependence to achieve mutual results.” Cooperation suggests, therefore, a
relationship where both partners work together to achieve a series of joint objectives, exceeding the
limits established in the association’s contracts.

Most of the research that has focused on the study of the cooperation construct, mainly in a
business-business context, has proposed that the existence of trust and/or commitment between partners
favors the development of cooperative behaviour between them. Numerous authors [43,51,54,55]
consider that trust is a key precursor of cooperation, because a partner will only risk carrying out joint
activities when having full confidence and assurance in the other [37,43]. Other authors [33,37,45,46,56]
indicate that commitment is also a clear facilitator of cooperation, because only when a partner
is committed to the relationship will they carry out joint activities with the other in order for the
relationship to work and for the proposed objectives to be achieved. Consequently, in this study, we
expected trust and commitment between corporations and NPOs to encourage cooperation in the
relationship. Thus we formulated the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Trust directly and positively affects cooperation in collaboration agreements between
corporations and NPOs.
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Hypothesis 5 (H5). Commitment directly and positively affects cooperation in collaboration agreements
between corporations and NPOs.

2.4. The Influence of Trust, Commitment, and Cooperation on Relationship Learning

Numerous authors have highlighted the importance of trust as a mechanism of governance
which promotes the creation of a relationship learning culture, both in business-business collaboration
agreements, and in those between corporations and other social actors [48,57,58]. Morgan and Hunt [37]
mention that when both partners believe that they will not be used by the other one, they tend to share
more information and know-how. Other authors [59,60] also point out that the presence of trust in a
relationship makes both partners more likely to exchange ideas, as well as to solve problems or conflicts
in a friendly way. Muthusamy and White [57] indicate that trust between partners can favor their
degree of openness and availability, as well as improve their level of transparency and mutual exchange
of knowledge. Finally, several authors [13,21] have proposed and empirically corroborated that trust
improves relationship learning in business-business collaboration agreements, since its presence favors
a situation in which the partners exchange useful and valuable information, establish a dialogue
aimed at interpreting the said information, and elaborate shared memories of the relationship in which
the knowledge generated is stored [21]. Similar arguments can be found in the business-non-profit
collaboration literature. Thus, for example, Barroso-Méndez, Galera-Casquet, and Valero-Amaro [12],
who presented a case study of the multi-year collaboration between Starbucks Coffee Company and
Conservation International (CI), highlighted the importance of an atmosphere of mutual trust between
the two partners with the objective of improving their conjoint relationship learning. Accordingly, we
expected that trust fosters relationship learning between corporations and NPOs. Thus, we formulated
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Trust directly and positively affects the relationship learning in collaboration agreements
between corporations and NPOs.

Some authors highlight the role of commitment in the emergence of relationship learning [21,31,48].
Selnes and Sallis [21] note that the partners’ commitment, linked to the objectives set out at the beginning
of the collaboration, improves their exchange of information and know-how. Other authors [61,62]
emphasize that commitment promotes the exchange and creation of new knowledge. In this line,
various authors [21,31] have postulated and empirically corroborated that commitment directly and
positively influences relationship learning in business-business agreements since its existence makes
both partners willing to share information that is of value for both, to engage in dialogue to give meaning
to the shared information, and to elaborate shared memories of the relationship [21]. Consequently, we
expected commitment between corporations and NPOs to have a positive influence on relationship
learning, and formulated the following research hypothesis:

Hypothesis 7 (H7). Commitment directly and positively affects relationship learning in collaboration agreements
between corporations and NPOs.

Several authors [13,21,31,57] highlight the importance of cooperation for the development of
relationship learning. Muthusamy and White [57] and others argue that the absence of cooperative
behaviour between partners hinders the achievement of relationship learning, since certain information,
especially the most sensitive, or the know-how of each participating organization cannot be easily
exchanged through simple interaction relationships. In this sense, we expected the cooperation between
corporations and NPOs to have a positive influence on relationship learning, and formulated the
following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 8 (H8). Cooperation directly and positively affects relationship learning in collaboration agreements
between corporations and NPOs.

Therefore, the structural model that we propose for the study of learning in collaboration
agreements between corporations and NPOs is the following (Figure 1):Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 19 
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Sample

In line with the growing importance of the role the private sector has in solving current social
and environmental challenges, we decided to restrict our study to the business environment and
define our sample as “those corporations based in Spain that have maintained some collaboration
agreement in the field of Corporate Social Responsibility—philanthropic donations, patronage of
events, programs of cooperative volunteers, etc., with one or more NPOs in recent years.” In order to
achieve an adequate sample on which to test our research hypotheses, we decided to look for a database
containing this information. However, despite making a broad search, none of the databases available
offered secondary data about our population. As a solution, we decided to create our own database,
using as a source of information the NPOs that belonged to the Spanish Fundraising Association. The
decision was made to select the Spanish Fundraising Association because, among other reasons, of its
ample national coverage, incorporating as associates a wide range of NPOs based in different parts
of Spain. Once we knew the associated NPOs, we reviewed their last three annual reports for the
collaborating firms mentioned in their Acknowledgements sections. This gave us a representative
sample of 657 firms based in Spain that had carried out some type of collaboration with the NPOs
during those years.

To collect information about each of these firms, a very elaborate search process was carried out
using both their own web pages, as well as other sources on the Internet. For each business, we tried to
collect information about: (1) name of the business; (2) name of the NPO(s) the business had had any
collaboration agreement with during the last years; (3) contact person responsible for managing the said
collaboration agreements, normally, the head of the Department of Social Cooperative Responsibility, of
the Department of Communication, or of the company’s Foundation; (4) e-mail address; (5) telephone
number; and (6) complementary information.

In our research, the fieldwork was carried out via e-mail over a period of 6 months in 2015. At the
end of this period, we decided to close the time window for questionnaire reception, having obtained a
total of 102 responses, which represents a response rate of 15.53% with respect to the total number of
corporations in the survey population. Table 2 shows the characteristics of the sample:
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Table 2. Sample characteristics.

Variables Number of Companies

N 102
Size (Number of Employees)

Small and medium-sized enterprises (<250 employees) 40%
Large (≥250 employees) 60%
Activity Sector (Major Standard Sector Classification)

Wholesale/Retail 21%
Professional Consultancy and Services 13%

Banking and Financial Services 12%

Industry 11%

Communications 10%

Construction 7%

Tourism and Hostelry 6%

Transports 4%

Agriculture, Livestock, and Fishing 2%

Others 14%

Regarding the collaboration processes of the participating firms with their respective NPO partners,
we collected several types of agreements, mainly philanthropic (based on donations of money and
produce) (see Table 3), and with different durations, ranging between 3 months and 42 years, although
most have remained in force for about 6 years (73 months) (see Table 4):

Table 3. Types of collaboration agreements.

Type Frequency

Donations in money or produce 92

Patronage of events 19

Marketing with cause (donation of a percentage of the sales of their
product to an NPO) 22

Cooperation volunteers 32

Strategic collaboration (wide range of activities, multiple and distinctive
interchangeable resources, and mutual value-creation 35

Other 5

Note: In the question referring to the type of agreement the business had with their partner (NPO), multiple
responses were permitted so as to collect the different formats of collaboration that one business may have had with
their NPO partner during their partnership. Hence, the total frequency of the number of responses in the Table is
greater than the sample size.

Table 4. Duration of the collaboration agreement (in months).

Duration of Collaboration

N
Valid 102
Lost 0

Median 73, 37
Mode 120

Stand. Dev. 71, 526
Minimum 3
Maximum 500
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3.2. Measurements

All the variables of our research model were measured by adapting pre-validated scales in the
existing literature, mainly in the context of collaboration agreements between corporations. The
indicators of each variable were measured on a Likert scale of 7 points (from total disagreement to
total agreement).

The construct shared values were measured by adapting the scale of MacMillan, Money, Money
and Downing [63]. In this way, this construct was modeled as a one-dimensional construct composed of
three reflective items, which represent manifestations of the construct being considered [64]. Trust was
measured by adapting the scale of Vázquez, Iglesias and Álvarez-González [65]. It was thus modeled
as a second-order construct comprising two dimensions: credibility and benevolence. Both of these
dimensions were modeled as first-order reflective constructs, with six items corresponding to each.
First-order reflective constructs are theoretical concepts inferred from their indicators. The changes
that occur in the constructs are manifested by their indicators [66]. The commitment and cooperation
constructs were measured by adapting the scales used by Wittmann, Hunt, and Arnett [46]. In this
way, both constructs were modeled as one-dimensional constructs, each composed of five reflective
items. Finally, relationship learning was measured by adapting the scale of Selnes and Sallis [21]. This
was thus modeled as a second-order construct comprising three dimensions: information exchange,
shared interpretation, and knowledge integration. All of these dimensions were modeled as first-order
reflective constructs, including seven, four, and six items, respectively.

3.3. PLS Analysis

In our study, we used the Partial Least Squares (PLS) statistical technique to test the proposed
research model. The choice of PLS was for the following reasons [67]: (i) the objective of our
study, oriented towards prediction; (ii) the complexity of the proposed structural model, both in
the number of variables and in their dimensionality; and (iii) the use of the latent variable scores in
subsequent analyses.

4. PLS Results

A PLS analysis involves a two-stage process [68]—first, evaluating the measurement model, and
second, evaluating the structural model.

4.1. Measurement Model

The literature notes that, in the case of constructs with reflective items, as is our case, their
reliability and validity must be evaluated [68]. Firstly, both the dimensions and the reflective indicators
met the reliability requirement, obtaining loadings greater than 0.7 [69] (see Table 5). To achieve this
result, we carried out an item trimming process, removing some weak items from the scales of trust
(C5 and C7), commitment (CP3), and cooperation (CC4 and CC5) (see Table A2). Secondly, all the
constructs (first- and second-order) satisfied the requirements of construct reliability and convergent
validity, obtaining composite reliabilities greater than 0.7 [70], and values of average variance extracted
(AVE) greater than 0.5 [71] (see Table 5). Thirdly, all the constructs achieved discriminant validity in
accordance with the criteria of Fornell and Larcker [71]. In Table 6, one observes that the square root
of the AVE of each construct (values in boldface along the diagonal) is greater than the correlation
between that construct and the rest of the constructs of the model.
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Table 5. Measurement model results after the item trimming process.

Construct/Dimension Loading CR AVE

Shared Values (reflective construct) - 0.859 0.670

VC1: The values and opinions of our partner are similar to ours 0.836 - -

VC2: We respect the values of our partner 0.761 - -

VC3: We maintain a set of values very similar to our partner’s 0.855 - -

Trust (SMC) - 0.911 0.836

Credibility (reflective dimension) 0.913 0.886 0.609

C1: Our partner keeps its promises 0.754 - -

C2: If our partner detects a problem, it reacts with understanding and tries to help 0.808 - -

C3: Our partner does not make false claims 0.736 - -

C4: Our partner is reliable and behaves as one would expect 0.839 - -

C6: Our partner is competent to fulfill its commitments 0.758 - -

Benevolence (reflective dimension) 0.916 0.898 0.638

C8: Our partner is concerned for our welfare, interests, and future successes 0.867 - -

C9: Our partner is willing to lend assistance and support when times are tough 0.757 - -

C10: We believe that our partner is on our side 0.868 - -

C11: Generally, our partner does not make decisions that are harmful to us 0.759 - -

C12: Our partner is honest and sincere in the relationship we have 0.733 - -

Commitment (reflective construct) - 0.936 0.786

CP1: We are committed to the relationship with our partner 0.911 - -

CP2: The relationship with our partner is very important for us 0.900 - -

CP4: We care about the relationship with our partner 0.902 - -

CP5: We believe that the relationship with our partner deserves our maximum efforts to
maintain it in the future 0.831 - -

Cooperation (reflective construct) - 0.926 0.806

CC1: As partners, we are both willing to cooperate 0.879 - -

CC2: As partners, we both work together to be successful 0.922 - -

CC3: As partners, we both try to adapt to each other when we make decisions that affect our
mutual goals 0.892 - -

Relationship Learning (SMC) - 0.941 0.842

Information exchange (reflective dimension) 0.907 0.941 0.696

A1: As partners, we both exchange information on successful and unsuccessful experiences in
implementing different social programs 0.837 - -

A2: As partners, we both exchange information regarding changes in the needs of the target
population of the programs that we develop together 0.886 - -

A3: As partners, we both exchange information regarding changes in the specific environment
of the programs that we develop together 0.857 - -

A4: As partners, we both exchange information regarding new techniques for implementing
our programs, new methods, or identification and intervention tools 0.807 - -

A5: As partners, we both exchange information as soon as possible on any unexpected problem 0.868 - -

A6: As partners, we both exchange information regarding changes in the strategies and policies
of our organizations 0.838 - -

A7: As partners, we both exchange information that is sensitive for us, such as financial
information, know-how, and new developments 0.740 - -

Shared interpretation (reflective dimension) 0.915 0.891 0.672

A8: In our relationship, it is common to set up joint teams to solve operational problems 0.829 - -

A9: In our relationship, it is common to set up joint teams to analyze and address strategic issues 0.822 - -

A10: In our relationship, the atmosphere stimulates productive discussion, covering a wide
range of opinions 0.830 - -
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Table 5. Cont.

Construct/Dimension Loading CR AVE

A11: In our relationship, it is common to set up face-to-face communications 0.797 - -

Integration of knowledge (reflective dimension) 0.932 0.925 0.675

A12: We often adapt our common understanding of the needs of the target population of the
programs that we develop together 0.848 - -

A13: We often adapt our common understanding of new techniques for implementing our
programs, new methods, or identification and intervention tools 0.872 - -

A14: We often evaluate and, if necessary, adapt the tasks related to the implementation of our
programs 0.913 - -

A15: We often evaluate and, if necessary, update the existing formal contracts in our relationship 0.775 - -

A16: We often meet face-to-face in order to refresh the personal networks existing in our
relationship 0.749 - -

A17: We often evaluate and, if necessary, update the information on our relationship stored in
our databases 0.757 - -

Note: CR: composite reliability; AVE: average variance extracted; SMC: superordinate multidimensional construct.

Table 6. Latent variables: means, standard deviations, and discriminant validity statistics.

Variables Shared Values Trust Commitment Cooperation Relationship
Learning

Shared values 0.818
Trust 0.603 0.914

Commitment 0.658 0.665 0.887
Cooperation 0.590 0.697 0.799 0.898

Relationship learning 0.434 0.585 0.698 0.666 0.918
Mean 6.350 6.934 6.226 6.246 5.226

Standard deviation 0.587 1.103 0.799 0.805 1.200

4.2. Structural Model

The literature notes that, in order to evaluate the structural model, it is necessary to (i) analyze its
predictive power, (ii) study the predictive relevance of the endogenous constructs, (iii) examine the
significance of the path coefficients, and (iv) analyze the model’s goodness-of-fit [67].

With regard to the evaluation of the predictive power, it should be emphasized that this is
performed by studying the R2 values of the endogenous constructs [72]. In this respect, Chin [72] notes
that R2 values of 0.67, 0.33, and 0.19 correspond to substantial, moderate, and weak predictive powers,
respectively. As can be seen in Table 7, in our model, trust, commitment, and relationship learning
reached a moderate level of predictive power (0.36, 0.54, and 0.53, respectively), and cooperation a
substantial predictive power (0.68).

With regard to the predictive relevance of the endogenous constructs with a reflective measurement
model, it should be noted that this study was performed using the Stone-Geisser test (Q2). As can be
seen in Table 7, all the endogenous constructs of our model have predictive relevance, with Q2 values
greater than 0 [73].

With regard to the significance of the path coefficients, we should mention that this study was
performed using a bootstrapping procedure, which provides the standard error and t-values of the
parameters. According to Hair, Ringle and Sarstedt [68], to perform this analysis, it is necessary to
bootstrap with 5000 subsamples, and use Student’s one-tailed t-distribution with (n-1) degrees of
freedom, where n is the number of subsamples. With the exception of one hypothesis, H6, positing
a relation between trust and relationship learning, we found empirical support for the rest in our
research, since the relationships that they posited between the different constructs considered were
statistically significant (see Table 8).
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Table 7. Effects on endogenous variables.

R2 Q2 Direct Effect Correlation Variance Explained

LEARNING 0.530 0.434 - - 53%

H8: Cooperation - - 0.232 0.666 15.45%
H7: Commitment - - 0.413 0.698 28.83%
H6: Trust - - 0.149 0.585 8.72%

COOPERATION 0.687 0.544 - - 68.7%

H5: Commitment - - 0.602 0.799 48.10%
H4: Trust - - 0.296 0.697 20.63%

COMMITMENT 0.546 0.416 - - 54.6%

H3: Trust - - 0.422 0.665 28.10%
H2: Shared values - - 0.403 0.658 26.51%

TRUST 0.366 0.296 - - 36.6%

H1: Shared values - - 0.603 0.603 36.36%

Note: The variance explained of each endogenous construct in terms of another latent variable is obtained by
multiplying the coefficient β (direct effect) by the correlation between the two variables.

Table 8. Results of the structural model.

Hypothesis Path Coefficient T-Value Support

H1: Shared values→ Trust 0.603 *** 8.781 Yes
H2: Shared values→ Commitment 0.403 *** 4.237 Yes
H3: Trust→ Commitment 0.422 *** 4.855 Yes
H4: Trust→ Cooperation 0.296 ** 2.922 Yes
H5: Commitment→ Cooperation 0.602 *** 6.122 Yes
H6: Trust→ Relationship learning 0.149 1.188 No
H7: Commitment→ Relationship learning 0.413 *** 3.598 Yes
H8: Cooperation→ Relationship learning 0.232 * 1.954 Yes
SRMR: 0.056

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Based on t (4999), one-tailed test; t (0.05, 4999) = 1.645; t (0.01, 4999) = 2.327; t
(0.001,4999) = 3092.

Lastly, with regard to the goodness-of-fit of the proposed research model, it should be noted
that this study was performed by analyzing the value of the SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual) measure, which represents the Euclidean distance between the empirical correlation matrix
and the correlation matrix implicit in the model [74]. Henseler et al. [75] suggest that the value of
this measure should not exceed a threshold of 0.08, above which the general fit of a model would be
unsatisfactory. As can be seen in Table 8, the value of SRMR (0.05) was less than the recommended
threshold, and therefore, the conclusion would be that the general fit of the proposed model was
very satisfactory.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Although the current literature highlights the importance of relationship learning as a way of
creating value in Cross-Sector Social Partnerships, little attention has been given to its study. Thus,
we believe that the present research constitutes an important step in this direction, proposing and
empirically validating an explanatory causal model of relationship learning in corporation-NPO
collaborative relationships.

It should be noted that the proposed model achieves a generally good fit on the basis of the data
collected, and supports seven of the eight research hypotheses formulated.

Hypotheses H1 and H2, which represent the possible influence of shared values on trust and
commitment, respectively, found empirical support, which is consistent with previous studies [33,36–38].
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Although shared values act as a good predictor for both of these constructs, we found its impact to be
greater on trust, explaining 36.3% of its variance. This result suggests that when partners perceive
that their counterpart has common beliefs about mutually important aspects for both of them, the
relationship will advance, and there will be notable improvement in the level of trust existing between
them. Therefore, both partners try always to keep their word, to comply with the obligations agreed on
at the beginning of the association, and not to carry out unexpected actions that might have a negative
impact on the other partner.

The relationship between trust and commitment, hypothesis H3, yielded statistically significant
results, in line with other research studies [43–46,48]. This reflects the importance of this relationship,
independently of the research context being analyzed, and therefore the need to establish an environment
of trust between corporations and NPOs that can serve as a basis for both partners to make every effort
to maintain their relationship in the future.

Hypotheses H4 and H5, which represent the possible influence of trust and commitment
on cooperation, respectively, found empirical support, again consistent with previous
research [33,34,46,47,52]. Although trust and commitment are good predictors of cooperation, explaining
68.7% of its variance, commitment has the greater impact (48.1%). Therefore, the mere existence of a
climate of trust in the relationship may not lead to a significant increase in the level of cooperation
between the partners. In contrast, when both partners are committed to the relationship, with this
collaborative relationship being mutually important to both, they are more motivated to work together,
trying to adapt to each other when they have to make decisions that affect the achievement of their
mutual goals.

Hypotheses H7 and H8, which concern the relations between commitment and learning and
between cooperation and learning, produced statistically significant results. These results were
consistent with suggestions made by various authors [21,31] according to which both of these relational
factors are fundamental determinants to improving relationship learning in relationships between
businesses. In the context of our paper, these results agree with the conclusions of different qualitative
studies [3,12,76,77]. Thus, for example, Jamali, Yianni, and Abdallah [76], in a comparative analysis of
six case studies of collaborative relationships between businesses and NPOs in the UK, observed that
the existence of strong ties between the partners in commitment and cooperation was an important
aspect favoring their conjoint learning. However, when going into greater depth in the study of
the variance explained, one can observe that, while commitment explains 28.8% of the variance of
relationship learning (53%), cooperation predicts 15.4% of the variance of that construct. Therefore, the
partners’ commitment to the relationship turns out to be fundamental for the emergence of relationship
learning, since its presence means that both partners will be willing to share information, to maintain
a dialogue aimed at giving meaning to that shared information, and to elaborate shared memories
of the relationship. Contrary to our expectations, we found no empirical support for hypothesis
H6, which represents the possible influence of trust on relationship learning. High levels of trust
might embed “hidden costs” that limit its effectiveness in the collaboration, and may induce a lack of
critical information exchange [30]. A high level of trust is usually accompanied by positive emotions
regarding the partner. In this context, there is the risk that critical information is not shared for fear of
endangering the relationship’s “good atmosphere” [21,30]. Our study, therefore, confirms the lack of
any direct connection between trust and relationship learning in the case of collaborative partnerships
between businesses and NPOs. This weak direct effect of trust had already been implicitly observed in
this context by Sanzo, Álvarez, Rey, and García [48], who found a lack of any direct relation between
trust and the development of innovation in social partnerships. However, this non-significant effect of
trust on relationship learning does not mean that this variable is not important since it is a driver of
commitment and cooperation, and constructs with a direct impact on relationship learning. On the one
hand, trust contributes to increasing mutual commitment, since when both partners believe that the
other one keeps their promises and is sincere and honest in the partnership, they try to look after this
relationship, putting maximum effort (financial and non-financial) into maintaining it for the future,
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thus increasing the possibility of relationship learning. On the other hand, greater trust between the
partners significantly improves cooperation, since when both partners believe that the other does not
lie, and is concerned about their well-being and interests, they are willing to work together to both be
successful, with the result being a cooperation between the partners that facilitates a process of deeper
mutual learning.

We believe that the results of our study are relevant for both academics and professionals. On the
one hand, our study makes several contributions to existing knowledge. First, it responds to calls for
the development of a new theory on Cross-Sector Social Partnerships [11], by constructing a model of
learning that seeks to identify the main relational factors that directly or indirectly favor the appearance
of relationship learning in collaboration agreements between corporations and NPOs. Second, our
study contributes to mitigating the scarcity of generalizable results in the field of corporation-NPO
collaborations [15] by corroborating empirically, through a large sample of companies, the proposed
learning model. On the other hand, our study generates various practical implications for business
managers who are responsible for the development of collaboration agreements with NPOs. We
recommend that managers who wish to enjoy a quality relationship in terms of trust and commitment
should pay especial attention to the phase of selecting their partners, and only establish collaboration
agreements with those NPOs that have similar values or beliefs as them in aspects that are important
for both—social causes, ethical behaviour, etc. We suggest that managers who wish to improve the level
of cooperation with their NPO partners should strengthen their trust and commitment, be credible and
benevolent in their everyday actions, and devote a maximum of resources to the relationship. Finally,
managers who wish to improve relationship learning must commit to the relationship, dedicating
time and effort to its maintenance, as well as be willing to cooperate with their NPO partner, working
together, and increasing their common understanding and empathy.

6. Limitations and Future Lines of Research

There are always certain limitations to any research that may condition the generalization of
its results. The main limitations of our study are: On the one hand, our research took, as a sample
population, a Spanish corporation which had maintained some collaboration agreement with one
or more NPOs in recent years. This circumstance restricts the generalization of the results beyond
this context. On the other hand, our study corroborated empirically the proposed causal model
contemplating only the perception of one of the parties involved in the collaborative relationship—
the business. However, it stands out that these limitations indicate paths for future research. First,
future studies can expand the sample population to corporations in other countries. Second, other
studies can test the proposed research model using the perceptions of NPOs. Third, future research can
expand the causal model that was developed by considering other relational factors as antecedents of
relationship learning, such as the partners’ opportunistic behaviour or the functional conflict existing
in the relationship, the presence of which may reduce or favor, respectively, the development of
relationship learning in associations between corporations and NPOs.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Initial loadings of the first-order construct indicators.

Construct/Dimension Loading

Shared values (reflective construct)

VC1: The values and opinions of our partner are similar to ours 0.835

VC2: We respect the values of our partner 0.763

VC3: We maintain a set of values very similar to our partner’s 0.854

Trust (SMC)

Credibility (reflective dimension)

C1: Our partner keeps its promises 0.737

C2: If our partner detects a problem, it reacts with understanding and tries to help 0.779

C3: Our partner does not make false claims 0.736

C4: Our partner is reliable and behaves as one would expect 0.846

C5: Our partner does not keep back critical information that may affect our decisions 0.586

C6: Our partner is competent to fulfill its commitments 0.753

Benevolence (reflective dimension)

C7: Our partner has made sacrifices for us in the past 0.527

C8: Our partner is concerned for our welfare, interests, and future successes 0.867

C9: Our partner is willing to lend assistance and support when times are tough 0.774

C10: We believe that our partner is on our side 0.869

C11: Generally, our partner does not make decisions that are harmful to us 0.748

C12: Our partner is honest and sincere in the relationship we have 0.706

Commitment (reflective construct)

CP1: We are committed to the relationship with our partner 0.896

CP2: The relationship with our partner is very important for us 0.881

CP3: We intend to maintain our relationship with our partner indefinitely 0.637

CP4: We care about the relationship with our partner 0.901

CP5: We believe that the relationship with our partner deserves our maximum efforts to
maintain it in the future 0.848

Cooperation (reflective construct)

CC1: As partners, we are both willing to cooperate 0.861

CC2: As partners, we both work together to be successful 0.888

CC3: As partners, we both try to adapt to each other when we make decisions that affect
our mutual goals 0.877

CC4: The personnel in our two organizations do not work well together 0.127

CC5: Both partners look for new opportunities to work together 0.689
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Table A2. Initial loadings of the first-order construct indicators.

Construct/Dimension Loading

Relationship learning (SMC)

Information exchange (reflective dimension)

A1: As partners, we both exchange information on successful and unsuccessful
experiences in implementing different social programs 0.837

A2: As partners, we both exchange information regarding changes in the needs of the
target population of the programs that we develop together 0.887

A3: As partners, we both exchange information regarding changes in the specific
environment of the programs that we develop together 0.857

A4: As partners, we both exchange information regarding new techniques for
implementing our programs, new methods, or identification and intervention tools 0.809

A5: As partners, we both exchange information as soon as possible on any
unexpected problem 0.868

A6: As partners, we both exchange information regarding changes in the strategies and
policies of our organizations 0.837

A7: As partners, we both exchange information that is sensitive for us, such as financial
information, know-how, and new developments 0.738

Shared interpretation (reflective dimension)

A8: In our relationship, it is common to set up joint teams to solve operational problems 0.829

A9: In our relationship, it is common to set up joint teams to analyse and address
strategic issues 0.821

A10: In our relationship, the atmosphere stimulates productive discussion, covering a
wide range of opinions 0.832

A11: In our relationship, it is common to set up face-to-face communications 0.795

Integration of knowledge (reflective dimension)

A12: We often adapt our common understanding of the needs of the target population of
the programs that we develop together 0.850

A13: We often adapt our common understanding of new techniques for implementing our
programs, new methods, or identification and intervention tools 0.875

A14: We often evaluate and, if necessary, adapt the tasks related to the implementation of
our programs 0.914

A15: We often evaluate and, if necessary, update the existing formal contracts in our
relationship 0.769

A16: We often meet face-to-face in order to refresh the personal networks existing in our
relationship 0.749

A17: We often evaluate and, if necessary, update the information on our relationship stored
in our databases 0.757
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