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Abstract: The growing alignment between Non-Profit Organizations (NPOs) and cooperation
development actors has contributed to creating new partnerships to be harnessed in addressing
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (e.g., SDG 17). This study aimed to map the key characteristics
of engagements between NPOs and other actors. An analytical framework was designed to map
the partnerships in terms of four main areas, namely, drivers, motivations, the partnership’s
characteristics, and outcomes. Charitable associations were selected as a representative type of
NPO. The study analyzed 459 partnerships established by charities in the Riyadh region during
2016–2018. The findings showed that the associations engaged in partnerships mainly to enhance
their financial stability. Cross-sector partnerships were observed in 63.4% of the cases, principally
with the private sector. The results also indicated that 89.7% of the partnerships could be called
“transactional partnerships” in cases of both philanthropic and social investment partnerships. It could
be concluded that the mapping framework provides useful information for policy-makers concerned
with how charitable associations engaged with the other actors, as well as the existing policy gaps to
be implemented for sustainability.
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1. Introduction

The concept of Sustainable Development gained enormous attention worldwide after the United
Nations adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 [1]. There are 17 SDGs, which address
the economic, social, and environmental aspects of sustainability issues [2]. Because of the scale
and complexity of these issues, the global sustainable development agenda—as formulated in
SDGs—emphasizes that the first 16 goals need to be covered by diverse cross-sector partners to
explore innovative solutions that effectively address these problems [3]. In other words, SDG 17,
‘Partnerships for the Goals’, underlines the importance of interactions between actors to foster sustainable
development [4]. The 2030 Agenda refers to two main types of partnerships for implementing the SDGs.
First, there is the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development, to be led by governments, which aims
to bring together the public sector, the private sector, civil society, the UN system, and other actors
to facilitate an intensive global engagement around implementation and mobilizing all available
resources [5]. Second, multi-stakeholder partnerships are a complement to the Global Partnership.
Multi-stakeholder partnerships “involve organisations from different societal sectors working together,
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sharing risks and combining their unique resources and competencies in ways that can generate
and maximize value towards shared partnership and individual partner objectives, often through more
innovative, more sustainable, more efficient and/ or more systemic approaches” [6] (p. 1). The aim of
these partnerships is to mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology, and financial resources to
support the implementation of the SDGs [7].

The United Nations and other international organizations have acknowledged the contribution
of Non-Profit Organizations (NPOs) in achieving the SDGs, through specific social, institutional,
and technological innovations and practices [8]. NPOs consist of commercial and noncommercial
organizations whose end goals are to improve a community’s wellbeing by providing goods and services
rather than maximizing the profits they make [9]. The core ideology of most NPOs is economic
philanthropy—to improve democratic citizenship, social cohesion, and fair trade and to establish
a better economy for all [10]. Nowadays, NPOs play a vital role at both the national and international
level in addressing social, economic, and environmental problems, and these organizations also
facilitate integration of sustainable development concerns into the decision-making process within
both the public and private sectors [11]. To tackle such problems, NPOs have deployed different
strategies by relying on multiple resource providers to pursue other activities furthering the common
good and to enable genuine progress in a community [3,10].

Since the 1980s, NPOs have undergone remarkable changes in promoting the adoption of
business-like approaches [12]. In this context, Dart [13] made a first step toward developing the area of
NPOs becoming more business-like. He proposes that NPOs can become business-like in any dimension
of the following: business-like organization of NPOs’ core, business-like goals, and business-like
rhetoric. The first dimension focuses on the concept of business-like at the core, with support processes
in NPOs reflecting the belief that organizations can and should be built on corporate management
knowledge and practice [14]. A number of different concepts highlight particular aspects of business-like
organizations. Firstly, corporatization refers to changes in the NPO’s governance structure [15,16].
Secondly, marketization focuses on NPOs’ market-type relationships with stakeholders or market-type
relationships gradually penetrating a country’s welfare system from a macro perspective [17,18].
Thirdly, social enterprises focus on undertaking the commercial activities and entrepreneurial behaviors
of NPOs that involve high degrees of pro-activeness, risk-taking, and innovation [19,20]. Fourthly,
the concept of professionalization is also used to describe business-like organizations. This term is
generally describing the selection method of personnel [21]. In other words, more staff with a business
management background may be antithetical to business-like practices [22]. Finally, philanthropy can
also be organized in more business-like ways. Venture philanthropy applies venture capitalist methods
to philanthropic funding, not just by investing money but also by providing business expertise [23].
In return, NPOs have high expectations regarding results and accountability [24]. The second dimension
deals with NPOs adopting business-like goals. This most directly refers to the concepts of conversion
and commercialization. The term conversion refers to changing of legal status from non-profit to
for-profit and shifting control of assets or responsibility for liabilities [25], whereas commercialization
captures NPOs’ increasing reliance on revenue from sales of goods and services [18]. The third
dimension encompasses a set of key concepts that deal with business-like rhetoric, emphasizing some
theoretical ideas such as communication, organizational identity, and value frames [26–29].

Collaboration in partnerships is one of the effective strategies in motivating businesses to source
sustainably so as to improve the community’s social or environmental conditions [30,31]. Partnerships
have become one of the main issues within business–society relations to achieve sustainability
governance [32,33]. Therefore, research on sustainability-oriented partnerships has received a
considerable amount of attention since the 1990s, both in the social [34,35] and the environmental
sustainability domains [36–39]. Partnerships between private, public, and NPOs are defined in
multiple ways. Nevidjon [40] defines partnerships as “pooling of joint resources (financial, natural,
and human), knowledge, skills to create added value”. However, a more holistic definition of
partnerships is “collaborative arrangements of joint resources and competencies in which two or
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more actors are involved in a non-hierarchical process through which these actors pursue common
goals” [41]. According to Ferraro et al. [42] and George et al. [43], partnerships have emerged as a new
paradigm for strategy across the different sectors to solve complex sustainability challenges through
collaboration. The five clusters of partnership characteristics are as follows: producing outcomes
that contribute to the creation of public value; sharing resources, practical knowledge, and cultural
values between partners; enhanced access to funding; attainment of common goals for mutual benefits;
contractual, structured binding agreements; organizational mission fulfillment [40,44]. Understanding
such characteristics in practice requires analyzing the framework of the partnership in terms of (1) form
and focus, (2) nature and types of partnerships involved, (3) organizing and acting, (4) governance
structure, and (5) sustaining outcomes [45].

In Saudi Arabia, NPOs were represented in four kinds of leading organizations: charities,
cooperatives, foundations, and endowments [46]. According to the Ministry of Labor and Social
Development [47], the number of NPOs rose by 131% from 2011 (1125) to 2018 (2598), including
their revenues (7.8%), expenses (8.3%), and assets (10.2%). Despite the increased number of NPOs,
their performance has been inadequate, and they tend to be weak and governed by traditional
management practices. This weakness results in the following: a less than 1% share of GDP; a lower
rate of outreach (1:43,000); a decline of volunteer involvement in their activities; a limited scale of
professionalism and effectiveness; focusing on “charity” instead of social development; and a lower
rate of employment contribution [48]. According to Altuwaijri [49], the majority of NPOs had been
faced with different challenges, including an aligning mission, methods, and resources; earning public
trust and creating awareness of the significance of NPOs; balancing individual interest and the common
good; moving beyond charity to systemic change; lack of funding; networking with the private sector;
institutionalizing the internal functions and structures. From 2010 to 2018, NPOs have adopted a large
number of partnerships with other sectors to promote economic growth, developing their internal
capabilities, capitalizing on new opportunities or addressing complex problems, and fostering local
ownership for sustainability [50].

Despite several studies examining different areas of partnerships between NPOs and other actors,
most research has focused on the company’s perspective and university–business partnerships. Limited
research has attempted to map and analyze the nature and impact of the partnerships implemented
and the various roles in collaborative settings, in particular, within a Saudi context. In the present
paper, we aim to provide a holistic understanding of this topic to try to cover this gap by mapping
and analyzing the partnerships implemented between charitable associations and other sectors.
The results gained from this study will support the fourth theme of the Saudi National Transformation
Program 2020 as part of its Vision 2030 (Social Empowerment and Non-Profit Sector Development)
and its strategic objectives: support NPOs growth, enable NPOs to achieve a more profound impact,
and empower social development work [51]. Furthermore, this study makes a unique contribution to
the literature by presenting the internal and external factors that create conditions for collaboration,
clarifying how public and private actors seek to engage with NPOs for sustainability, results gained,
and where policy gaps remain.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1. Drivers of Partnerships

Drivers are external factors that create the conditions for the partnership to occur [52]. They are
part of the broader context that promotes the formation of a partnership [53]. Partnerships are essential
to accelerating progress in the SDGs [54]. Generally, there are two main reasons partnerships are
critical for sustainable development. First, the complex character of sustainability problems demands
the active involvement of all partners to resolve them. Second, sustainable development stresses
the need for mutual attainment of environmental health, social equity, and economic wealth, for which
the responsibilities and resources are allocated to different partners [55]. The literature has identified a
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variety of sociopolitical factors that affect sustainability-oriented partnerships, including individual,
ecological, and organizational contexts [56]. In this sense, meeting the expectations of the stakeholders
and the urgent need to raise the societal perception of corporate responsibilities are among the drivers
that contribute to the formation of partnerships for sustainability [57]. Furthermore, the rise of
information communication technologies (ICTs) also encourages actors to engage in partnerships [58].
ICTs facilitate cooperative relationships to address stakeholder needs, share information, and mobilize
their demands beyond their traditional interactions [52]. Additionally, ICTs play a crucial role
in the transformation of organizations in today’s highly international business environment [59].
In the same vein, increasing pressure to compete in global markets has led the private sector to work
with NPOs. This engagement creates business partnerships with lower costs and fewer regulations,
particularly in developing countries [60]. Another critical driver of collaborative engagements is
the regulatory environment [61]. As noted by Kapelus [62], the absence of environmental regulations
drives partnership formation to influence or avert pending or imminent regulations. However, private
entities are now taking a role in meeting forms of regulation, including management standards,
certification schemes, codes of conduct, and eco-labels, by creating partnerships with NPOs and other
organizations [52,63]. Unsurprisingly, the almost universal decline in governmental efficacy is another
essential contextual driver of partnership [64]. Governments’ failure to meet sustainable development
challenges drives NPOs to gain the opportunity to replace the government and engage with other
actors collaboratively [65].

2.2. Motivations

Motivations are the specific conditions that stimulated the partners collectively to address an issue
or set of issues [53]. According to Gray and Stites [52], there are four types of motivation for forming
partnerships: competence-oriented, resource-oriented, legitimacy-oriented, and society-oriented
motivations. By “competencies”, we refer to the knowledge and skills shared during collective action
between partners [66]. These acquired competencies are an essential motivator because of the differences
in knowledge, skills, and capabilities between partners [67]. For businesses and other organizations,
motivators such as gaining expertise, leveraging unmatched knowledge, identifying issues and trends,
and growing awareness of complex social problems are incentives for partnerships [68,69], whereas
acquiring complementary capabilities, such as technical and managerial skills, is very important for
NPOs [70]. In terms of resource-oriented motivations, the term “resources” refers to an organization’s
assets, including social and financial capital [67]. Leveraging resources such as gaining access to
networks and to business and political leaders; capacity building; creating innovative products
and markets; securing monetary funds; and gaining goods, services, and volunteers motivate NPOs
and other sectors to collaborate [71,72]. Both partners can benefit from these complementary resources
to reduce the costs and share the risks of garnering these resources separately [52].

Regarding legitimacy, partners need to meet societal norms and expectations for obtaining
social acceptance [67]. Without legitimacy, partners will have difficulty in acquiring the resources
needed for partnership sustainability [73]. For NPOs, legitimacy is critical for different motivations,
including building a reputation, image, and branding; maximizing sphere of impact; garnering broader
support; becoming a more prominent actor; and responding to demands for accountability [74–76].
On the other hand, reasons such as saving face, building the social license to operate, avoiding
confrontation, and attracting and retaining employees are the most frequent justifications offered by
businesses and other organizations for partnership [67,77,78]. Finally, partners may also have broader
society-oriented motivations for collaboration. In this context, Kolk et al. [66] and Byiers et al. [78]
argued that the importance of partnerships for society represent the following motivations: risk sharing,
influencing policy development, responding to stakeholder problems, building public awareness of
issues, and influencing social and environmental change. These motivations promote the needed
changes to raise society’s capacity to deal with sustainability issues [52].
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2.3. Characteristics of Partnerships

The relationship between the partners should be properly managed in order to understand the set
of continuous interactions that take place within the collaboration [79]. In short, it is about knowing
those elements that characterize the relationship between the partners, this being essential to analyze
such relationship attributes as the commitment, the trust, or the mutual exchange of information [80].
Therefore, finding the right partner is a critical determinant for partnership sustainability [81]. This step
is essential to combine complementary skills and resources successfully to achieve the partners’
objectives [82]. Partner-selection criteria varied according to the types of partners that were best
suited to implement a partnership, the objectives of a partnership, partnership type, and nature of
activities [78]. However, Menden et al. [82] argued that finding a suitable partner is not an easy process
for both partners because of ideological differences. Therefore, many NPOs and private companies
struggle to identify the right counterpart and build trust-based collaboration [52].

There is a wide diversity of partnership types between NPOs and other organizations [83].
These are classified in the present study into three dimensions to enable discussion: number and types
of organizations engaged in a partnership, institutional agreement, and degree of business
versus social orientation. Partnership forms include intra-sector and cross-sector partnerships [78].
Intra-sector partnerships represent the collaboration between organizations within the same sector [84],
while cross-sector partnerships refer to collaborations between organizations that operate in different
sectors—in other words, universities, governments, businesses, and civil society [85].

Regarding institutional agreement, partnerships can be classified into three types: informal
partnerships, partnerships involving minimal work between two organizations, and formal contractual
arrangements with the exchange of funds [78,86]. However, the legal form of a partnership is the only
form of governance structure to provide direction, manage the evolution of the partnership, and resolve
internal conflicts [87]. In this regard, Afansa et al. [88] listed four formal arrangements between parties,
including Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs), written agreements between parties to clearly
establish expectations, goals, and roles and responsibilities; Letters of Association, written documents
defining the terms of a partnership; Terms of Reference (TOR); and contracts, agreements by two or
more parties, usually enforceable by law.

The continuum of partnership according to the size of investments and degree of business versus
social orientation includes two types: transactional partnerships and strategic partnerships [67,76,89].
In transactional partnerships, organizations only donate funds to NPOs but do not engage further [78,90].
Weihe [90] identified two forms of such partnerships: (1) philanthropic partnerships that involve
the one-way transfer of donated financial assets, services, products, workforce, or other resources
from a partner to other partners; and (2) partnerships of reciprocal exchange (social investments) that
involve more organizational resources and can be used more strategically by engaging in mutual
or reciprocal marketing and campaigning activities. In strategic partnerships, partners combine
complementary strengths to generate a more significant developmental effect [91]. Tennyson et al. [81]
distinguish two forms of strategic partnership: (1) partnerships of independent value creation
(new commercial initiatives), in which all partners collectively attempt to match each of their individual
goals—the partnership creates value for both partners but in different ways—and (2) integrative
partnerships (core-business partnerships), in which all partners work together strategically to develop a
new service or address a common problem in which they all achieve a mutual benefit.

2.4. Outcomes of Partnerships

The term “outcomes” refers to changes or effects resulting from the partnership [84]. Measuring
partnership outcomes is an essential step in the successful management of a partnership for
different reasons, including monitoring resources, concluding lessons learned, and supporting
the public accountability of a partnership [52,78,92]. A key outcome of a partnership for NPOs is
the acquisition of resources (including goods, services, volunteers, technical and managerial expertise,
and investments) to achieve organizational goals [52]. Other outcomes may include the development
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of human capital, environmental protection, organizational innovation, access to decision-makers,
better access to information, more effective services, and attention to sustainability [52,53,66,93].
Austin and Seitanidi [94] noted that partnership outcomes significantly differ according to each level
of analysis. At the meso level (organizational NPO), associational value is considered as highly
important in terms of credibility and visibility, increased public awareness, and increase in support for
organizational mission. At the micro level (individuals), the most important outcomes are represented
in instrumental value such as new managerial skills and associational value in terms of brand reputation,
legitimacy, increased stakeholder loyalty, and stakeholder communication. At the macro level (society),
some issues, intended and unintended, have high priority such as improved well-being, improved social
inclusion, awareness and disease prevention, and increased life expectancy. Despite the multiplicity of
potential benefits for partnering between organizations, the most significant risk for NPOs, as noted by
Sterne et al. [53], is a tarnished reputation should these organizations align with other partners who
fail to meet the level of commitment needed to achieve the desired social and environmental impact.

For the present study, as shown in Figure 1, four components were descriptively tested to illustrate
the current situation of sustainability-oriented partnerships in the study area. These components
are extrinsic drivers, intrinsic motivations, characteristics of the partnerships, and outcomes of
the partnerships.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study.

3. Methodology

3.1. Study Area

The present study was carried out in the Riyadh region, located in the center of Saudi Arabia.
It is the second-largest Saudi region, with an area of 404,420 km2. It also ranked second in terms of
population, with 8,216,284 inhabitants. Administratively, the region is divided into 19 governorates [95].

3.2. Survey Design

A qualitative survey was designed to map the partnerships established between NPOs and other
actors. According to Jansen [96], a qualitative survey is a systematic method for determining the diversity
of a specific phenomenon within a given population. In the context of this study, the phenomenon is
the way in which different actors engage with NPOs. The unit analysis in this survey is a partnership.
The present study highlights how the partnerships established differ across NPOs in terms of
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numbers, types of actors engaged, and characteristics of the partnerships. To conduct this study,
we selected charitable associations as representative organizations for NPOs. Furthermore, the selection
of partnerships was identified by two criteria: whether the partnerships were signed during 2016–2018
and the formality of the partnerships.

3.3. Sample

Given the focus of the present study on partnerships, the population of the present study included
all charities that are working in the study area. We focused only on organizations that have a common
interest or activity (charitable association), while organizations established by donations of funds
for future causes and that give grants to other organizations (foundation) were not included in
the population. For this purpose, the database of the Ministry of Labor and Social Development was
used [27]. All charities working in the different domains of sustainable social development were
selected. This resulted in a total of 192 associations. Each association was approached to collect data
on its engagement in partnerships with the other actors. It was observed that some associations did
not engage in formal partnerships during the period identified. Thus, in mapping the partnerships,
we were guided by a set of criteria: (a) whether at least one partnership was signed by the association,
(b) whether official documents of a partnership were provided, and (c) whether the partnership
cooperated with the study’s team and answered questions accurately. On this basis, we selected a
random sample of 81 associations. The number of partnerships signed during 2016–2018 is illustrated
in Table 1. In total, 459 partnerships were included in the sample, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Number of the partnerships signed between charitable associations and other actors during
2016–2018.

Year Number * %

2016 105 22.9
2017 136 29.6
2018 218 47.5
Total 459

* This number included the partnerships that signed before 2016 and were
still established during the investigation period.

3.4. Data Collection and Analysis

According to the conceptual framework of this study, four main dimensions were analyzed in each
partnership: drivers, motivations, characteristics, and outcomes. The data were collected and organized
through a framework analysis approach (Table 2). Framework analysis is often used in policy research
when issues have been identified a priori and/or the sample is predesigned [97]. This framework
shows how the specific and main questions relate to each other and to the four main dimensions.
This study used the content analysis method for analysis of the official documents of the partnership,
partnership agreements and annexes, and the association’s website to obtain the needed information
according to the analytical framework. In case of missing data, we arranged telephone calls with some
employees of the associations. The research was conducted between September and December 2019.
The information was then indexed, tabulated, and charted by using frequencies and percentages.
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Table 2. Framework for examining actors’ engagement with the charitable associations.

Dimensions Data Options

1. Extrinsic drivers * Copied from official documents and/or actors’ website

2. Intrinsic motivations * Copied from official documents and/or actors’ website

3. Characteristics of a partnership

3.1 Configuration

3.1.1 Partner-selection criteria *

Alignment with the partner’s mission and strategy
Partner’s commitment (dedicated to performing tasks)

Partner’s financial stability or size of financial resources acquired
Partner’s competencies (knowledge, skills, and abilities)

Contributed complementary resources
Personal relations

Previous experience with the partner
Quality of services offered (added value for stakeholders)

Partner’s reputation
Legal structure (roles, responsibilities, and legal form)

Organizational structure (governance model)
Strategic value for the future

3.1.2 Nationality of partners * Domestic National International All

3.1.3 Actor type *
University Private sector Banks Foundations

Endowments Government UN organizations Other

3.1.4 Institutional form Intra-sector Cross-sector

3.1.5 Legal form Memorandums of
Understanding (MoUs) Letter of Association Terms of Reference (TOR) Contract

3.1.6 Timescale Number of months Undetermined

3.1.7 Geographical coverage
District City Governorate Region

National International

3.2 Stakeholders * Copied from official documents and/or actors’ website

3.3 Objectives * Copied from official documents and/or actors’ website

3.4 Types
Philanthropic Social investments

New commercial initiatives Core-business

4. Outcomes

4.1 Benefits * Copied from official documents and/or actors’ website

4.2 Evaluation

4.2.1 Implementation Yes No

4.2.2 Evaluative party Association Partner Third-party

4.2.3 Methodology Copied from official documents and/or actors’ website

4.3 Maintenance of
a partnership

Completed and renewed annually Completed and all objectives accomplished

Completed and objectives partially accomplished Completed and objectives not accomplished

Termination of contract

* Each partnership could be included in more than one item.

4. Results

4.1. Extrinsic Drivers

The results of the sociopolitical factors that influence collaborations between the partners
are presented in Figure 2. The results show that the most crucial external factor that explains
why associations decided to engage in partnerships was that growth opportunities for collaboration
were provided by Saudi Vision 2030 (76.5%). This finding reflects the government’s encouragement of
cross-sector partnerships to overcome the challenges facing the Saudi sustainable development plan
for 2030. The results also revealed that increasing awareness of the importance of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) was another important driver, mentioned in 60.6% of the partnerships established.
This result shows the strong belief among companies that partnerships with associations would be an
opportunity to create value-added and a positive image about their role in society’s problem-solving.
The higher need for social innovation was another driver for partnerships, at 50.8%. This need is
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understandable because one partner is not able to solve complex issues alone. Hence, the partnerships
offer a greater opportunity to suggest and implement innovative solutions for intervention.

Figure 2. Extrinsic drivers of the partnerships.

4.2. Intrinsic Motivations

The distribution of the partnerships according to the reasons that motivate the associations to
partner is presented in Figure 3, where it can be observed that the associations mentioned various
reasons for each partnership. The findings showed that enhancing financial stability was the most
important motive in the vast majority of the partnerships (84.7%). This result indicates that financial
need is considered by the associations surveyed as their overarching motivation. The results also
highlighted the importance of leveraging resources as one of the main motivations in more than
two-thirds of the partnerships analyzed (66.9%). This finding reflects the fact that associations used
partnerships to better achieve their mission through maximizing the use of resources from other
partners. Furthermore, enhancing access to knowledge and expertise ranked third at 62.7%. This result
supports the previous results, in which financial and non-financial resources are among the most
important motivations for a partnership’s engagement.

Figure 3. Intrinsic motivations of the partnerships.
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4.3. Characteristics of the Partnerships

4.3.1. Configuration

The partner-selection criteria are presented in Table 3. The results reported that a partner’s
financial stability was the most frequent selection criterion in more than half of the partnerships
analyzed (58.4%). This supports the earlier findings obtained in Sections 4.1 and 4.2 and confirms
that associations considered financial resources as an important issue for achieving their mission.
Approximately 50% of the partnerships studied also indicated that a partner’s commitment was
another reason for selecting partners. This result shows that partners’ dedication to performing tasks as
planned in the partnerships has greater influence on the partner-selection process from the associations’
perspective. However, one noteworthy finding was that selecting a partner is based on personal
relations, as observed in 45.9% of the partnerships investigated. This finding shows that selecting or
attracting partners for collaboration with charities is not an easy process. Thus, the headquarters-based
members of associations use their relations with the private sector and other actors to illustrate
the strategic programs of the associations to meet the real needs of their stakeholders.

Table 3. The partner-selection criteria applied by the associations.

Criteria (n = 459) Frequency Percentage

Alignment with the association’s mission and strategy 146 31.8
Partner’s commitment 231 50.3

Partner’s financial stability or amount of financial resources acquired 268 58.4
Partner’s competencies (knowledge, skills, and abilities) 85 18.5

Contributed complementary resources 31 6.8
Personal relations 211 45.9

Previous experience with the partner 133 29.0
Quality of services offered (added value for stakeholders) 192 41.8

Partner’s reputation 189 41.2
Legal structure (roles, responsibilities, and legal form) 177 38.6

Organizational structure (governance model) 63 13.7
Strategic value for the future 56 12.2

As part of the analytical framework, partnerships were examined to identify areas of institutional
form as shown in Table 4. The results indicated that collaboration between organizations within
the same sector is observed in 36.6% of the total partnerships analyzed, while the remaining partnerships
(63.4%) are characterized as cross-sector partnerships. The results showed that the nationality of
the partners varied across partnerships, including domestic, national, and international partners
at 71%, 57.3%, and 4.8%, respectively. Moreover, the multiplicity and diversity of actors engaged
in the partnerships are also observed in our analysis. However, among the associations surveyed,
the private sector and foundations were involved in the majority of corporations.

Our analysis of the formal arrangements between partners showed that MoUs were the most
popular form in the majority of partnerships analyzed (Table 5). This result reflects the fact that
partners, in particular, private sector partners, often choose to use an MoU because it is a friendlier,
bipartisan expression of a working relationship than a formal contract. Obviously, the findings indicate
that the partners do not prefer to imply a legally enforceable agreement. The results also indicated
that the second legal form applied was a letter of association, as seen in 22.2% of the partnerships.
Furthermore, TOR and contracts were regarded as the least important forms considered in the legal
arrangements between the associations surveyed and other actors.
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Table 4. Type and nationality of actors engaged in the partnerships.

Number (n = 459) Number Percentage

Institutional form
Intra-sector 168 36.6
Cross-sector 291 63.4

Nationality of partners *
Domestic 326 71.0
National 263 57.3

International 22 4.8
Actor type *

University 48 10.5
Private sector 309 67.3

Banks 8 1.7
Foundations 205 44.7
Endowments 28 6.1
Government 19 4.1

UN organizations 6 1.3
Other 27 5.9

* Some partnerships included more than one actor.

Table 5. Distribution of the partnerships according to their legal form.

Variable (n = 459) Number Percentage

Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) 338 73.6

Letter of Association 102 22.2
Terms of Reference (TOR) 6 1.3

Contract 13 2.8

In terms of the timescale of the partnerships, as shown in Table 6, the findings indicated that
the duration of the cooperation varied across the partnerships investigated. It was observed that
among the timescales, one year was the most popular choice for the duration of the partnerships.
Fewer than half of the partnerships (44.2%) had continued for one year. The next most popular period
for the partnerships was less than one year. This duration was observed in 17.9% of the partnerships.
Besides that, the timescales of one-and-a-half years and two years were also observed in 13.1% and 8.1%
of the partnerships studied, respectively.

Table 6. Distribution of the partnerships according to their timescales.

Variable (n = 459) * Number Percentage

<One year 82 17.9
One year 203 44.2

One-and-a-half years 60 13.1
Two years 37 8.1

* Because of the extension of some partnerships to a certain period, the duration of a partnership
presented in this table is only calculated as mentioned in the partnership’s annex at the beginning
of the collaboration.

As part of the partnership configuration analysis, partnerships were examined to identify
their geographical coverage, as shown in Table 7. Approximately 40% of the partnerships cover
a geographically localized community within a larger city or town. This may be attributed to
the fact that the multiplicity of associations in the city and the limited financial resources make each
association focus on a specific area with the target people to show the added value of the partnership.
Furthermore, almost one-quarter of the partnerships cover various areas within a city. On the other
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hand, the percentage of partnerships that included activities conducted at the national level reached
only 8.7% of the total partnerships implemented.

Table 7. Distribution of the partnerships according to their geographical coverage.

Variable (n = 459) Number Percentage

A neighborhood or city block 184 40.1
City 115 25.1

Governorate 99 21.6
Region 21 4.6

National 40 8.7

4.3.2. Stakeholders

The distribution of the partnerships, according to their stakeholders, is presented in Figure 4, where it
can be concluded that some partnerships involved various targets. The results showed that the most
frequent beneficiaries were poor or low-income people and people with health problems—physical,
mental, and addiction-related. These categories were observed in more than half of the corporations,
at 55.6% and 50.3%, respectively. Moreover, the cases of women—widows, divorcees, and victims of
domestic violence—were addressed in 38.1% of the partnerships. In addition, the youth were also
targeted by more than one-third (36.2%) of the corporations. Finally, other stakeholders targeted by
the partnerships included those with disabilities, orphans, homeless persons, children, employees of
the associations, those with poor literacy, the elderly, and smokers.

Figure 4. Stakeholders of the partnerships.

4.3.3. Objectives

Figure 5 shows the purpose of the partnerships between charities and other actors. Among the three
most frequent objectives for corporations, direct funding and indirect funding ranked first and third
at 43.1% and 29%, respectively, whereas the need of sponsors for various events ranked second at
around 32% of the partnerships investigated. It was also observed that cultural and regional services,
entrepreneurship, and capacity building and training were among the issues that attracted actors to
engage in associations with the corporations.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7178 13 of 24

Figure 5. Objectives of the partnerships.

4.3.4. Types

The results that described the types of partnerships in terms of the degree of business versus
social orientation are illustrated in Figure 6. The findings reported that the overwhelming majority of
the partnerships (89.7%) could be called transactional partnerships in the cases of both philanthropic
and social investment partnerships. As philanthropy was the most common type between actors,
this reflects the fact that partnerships are motivated by the need for financial resources (grants or
gifts-in-kind) and the improvement of the partner’s image by doing something socially beneficial.
On the other hand, strategic partnerships that were believed to create mutual benefit for the strategic
activities of both parties were only occasionally observed in corporations. These corporations involved
the category of new commercial initiatives (7.2%) and core-business activities (3.1%).

Figure 6. Types of partnerships.
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4.4. Outcomes

4.4.1. Benefits

Figure 7 gives an overview of what both the associations and the partners gained. The results
indicated that increased access to financial capital was the most frequent benefit from the associations’
point of view. Furthermore, providing effective services was observed as an important benefit in
fewer than two-thirds of the partnerships (65.8%) examined. On the partners’ side, it was observed
that increased recognition of their role in social responsibility was the most beneficial in 45.1% of
the corporations. One of the interesting results in terms of benefits gained by the partners was reduced
tax rates, seen in 39% of the partnerships.

Figure 7. Benefits for both associations and partners (The benefits for the partners were determined
from the associations’ perspective in light of content analysis and telephone calls with
the associations’ employees).

4.4.2. Evaluation

As part of measuring the outcomes, the mapping framework showed that only 20.3% of
the partnerships analyzed were assessed (Figure 8) using the evaluation tools and frameworks
identified in Figure 9. Of these, 50.5% of the partnerships were evaluated by the partners, whereas
38.7% of them were assessed by a third party (Figure 10). The findings indicated that the evaluation
methodologies varied across the partnerships, as shown in Figure 9. Out of seven methodologies
used for evaluation, the most frequently used tool was the stakeholder satisfaction survey. This tool
included closed quantitative questions and open-ended questions for determining the partnership’s
performance from the stakeholder’s perspective [98]. In the same vein, the partnership self-assessment
tool was used in the case of 24.7% of the partnerships. This methodology focuses on different aspects
of the partnership. It was used by the members of a partnership who voluntarily participated in
self-evaluation to express their perceptions and opinions about partnership experiences. It was designed
to be used by members of a partnership [99]. Additionally, the tool of the logic model is also observed as
an important methodology for the evaluation of the partnerships, at 19.4%. A logic model is a useful tool
to describe the main elements of the partnership, including inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes
(short-term, intermediate, and long-term). This tool can be used to guide the development of evaluation
questions and demonstrate a link between the efforts of members of a partnership, a partnership’s
goals, and priorities of the stakeholders’ needs [100]. The other methodologies, including Partnership
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Effectiveness Continuum, Social Return on Investment (SROI), Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA), and Social
Network Analysis, were also used for evaluation of the partnerships.

Figure 8. Use of a methodology for evaluating the partnerships.

Figure 9. Types of methodologies used for the partnership evaluation.

Figure 10. Distribution of the partnerships according to the evaluative party.
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4.4.3. Continuum of the Partnership’s Maintenance

The situation of the partnerships analyzed after completion is highlighted in Figure 11.
The results confirmed that more than one-third of the corporations (38.3%) were successful in
achieving their objectives. Nevertheless, 27.7% of the partnerships failed to obtain the confidence
of the partners. Such partnerships did not accomplish the planned objectives or were terminated.
In terms of the sustainability of a partnership, it is noteworthy that around 8% of the partnerships
were renewed annually.

Figure 11. Sustainability continuum of the partnerships.

5. Discussion

The literature on the role of NPOs in sustainable development points to the increasing linkages
between development cooperation actors and NPOs. However, very few studies have systematically
examined how the roles of NPOs differ across various actors. Thus, our picture of NPOs involvement
in development is incomplete. The present study makes a unique contribution to the literature by
mapping engagement between NPOs and other actors for sustainable development. It builds on
the existing literature and analytical framework in order to conduct a systematic examination of
459 partnerships established between the charitable associations and the other actors in the study area.

Our results confirmed the role of the Saudi government through Vision 2030 in supporting
partnerships between NPOs and other actors. Developing a conducive environment for partnerships
can help in the implementation of policies and contribute toward the achievement of the sustainable
development agenda [101]. In the light of Saudi Vision 2030 and the objectives set by the National
Transformation Program 2020 [50], the government aims to empower NPOs in providing social services
through implementing development initiatives and to improve the contribution of NPOs in GDP from
less than 1% to 5%, by 2030. International success stories around this issue confirm that building
partnerships play a significant role in solving many constraints faced by NPOs. In other words,
the sum is greater than the individual parts [102].

The study’s findings showed that partnerships in the Saudi Arabian context aimed to target various
stakeholders, which, in turn, demonstrates the linkages between SDG 17—Partnerships for the Goals
and some of the other more specific SDGs. In this context, the results suggest that partnerships between
NPOs and other actors facilitate the design and implementation of programs that eradicate poverty
in rural and urban areas (SDG 1). Partnerships also facilitate access to markets, natural resources,
credit, information, and social protection by providing food for smallholders and ensuring sustainable
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livelihoods for all, including women, youth, and children (SDG 2). It was also noticed from the results
that health services attract the attention of potential partners to engage in collaborations. Full access to
affordable, quality health services and psychosocial support for all vulnerable populations have high
potential to accelerate progress for SDG 3—Good Health and Well-being. As mentioned in our findings,
the cases of women—widows, divorcees, and victims of domestic violence—were addressed in 38.1%
of the partnerships, and such collaborations have the potential to enable the mainstreaming of gender
equality and empowering of all women and girls (SDG 5). The successful implementation of SDG 5 is
also key to the 2030 Agenda, which aims to eradicate poverty and enhance prosperity, as well as promote
healthy ecosystems and peaceful societies [4]. The study’s findings also highlighted the importance
of improving the financial stability of NPOs, with leveraging resources being the most important
motives in most of the partnerships. Attracting private sector finance for infrastructure development
is critical for economic and social development, improving environmental sustainability, reducing
poverty and inequality, and ensuring decent work for all (SDG 9) [31]. Generally, it was concluded that
SDG 17—Partnerships for the Goals, should empower NPOs to implement the other SDGs through
collaboration with other actors, in order to create value for nature and society by sharing knowledge,
expertise, technology, and financial resources [103].

A relevant framework for identifying value creation in partnerships is offered by Austin
and Seitanidi [90]. Collaborative work between the actors is expected to create four different types
of value: associational value, transferred resource value, interaction value, and synergistic value.
Associational value is defined as “a derived benefit accruing to another partner simply from having
a collaborative relationship with the other organization” [90] (p. 730); transferred resource value as
a “benefit derived by a partner from the receipt of a resource from the other partner [90] (p. 731);
interaction value as “the intangibles that derive from the processes of partners working together” [90]
(p. 731); and synergistic value as “value that arises from the underlying premise of all collaborations
that combining partners’ resources enables them to accomplish more together than they could have
separately” [90] (p. 731).

The findings on the drivers of the partnerships confirmed that most associations recognized
the importance of CSR for corporation actors as a tool to enhance their reputation and legitimacy.
Smart organizations nowadays understand that CSR activities are oriented toward building
and renewing natural, social, and human capital as value-creation opportunities for sustainability [104].
As indicated by Poret [105], increasing the engagement of corporations with NPOs in CSR activities is
not only an altruistic strategy. These organizations have networks along with knowledge, experience,
skills, and resources in the societal issues that firms and other actors face. Therefore, for a more practical
purpose, selecting the right partner and establishing a coordination committee between partners before a
partnership engagement are absolutely critical steps to the success of a CSR strategy [31]. In this context,
Fontana [106] identified the urgent need for an informed view of charitable organizations’ expectations
before initiating collaboration. This view included determining whether charities’ resources allow
the partner to improve its CSR efforts at present and in the future, as well as whether collaboration
by charities has the potential to become long-term [105]. Undoubtedly, the extent to which charities
and other actors find compromise should be based on the balance between mission integrity and CSR
outcomes, which may require performing forecasting metrics [107].

The results reported that acquiring financial resources is one of the most crucial motives for
charitable associations to engage in partnering. Moreover, obtaining funds is considered as an exclusion
criterion for potential partners. In the literature, the charities are pro-socially motivated. In other words,
they are concentrated on their activities to produce a public good [108,109]. This orientation forces
these organizations to find new sources of funding to achieve their mission [110]. However, focusing
only on obtaining funds may produce a mismatch within the partnership and may lead to difficulties
in working together [32]. In fact, most actors, in particular, private sector actors, are mainly concerned
with strategic partnerships that could maximize long-term mutual benefit [78]. Hence, the charitable
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association should change its strategy from being donation-oriented toward leveraging complementary
resources in order to use a partnership as a source of competitive advantage [31].

The study’s findings also revealed significant private sector engagement in the majority of
the partnerships investigated. In recent years, governments worldwide have given special attention to
expanding the involvement of the private sector to achieve SDGs [111]. Such a trend goes beyond
the traditional impacts of the private sector in development, such as the provision of goods and services,
job creation, and economic growth [112]. This important shift changes the role of the private sector
into that of a key partner for using market-based approaches to generate sustainable change [30].
Nevertheless, the engagement between NPOs and private actors may have the potential to facilitate
joint problem solving and turn divergent interests into new sources of innovation [113].

Our results also showed that philanthropic partnerships are more common in the majority of
the partnerships. This conclusion is supported by our findings that higher numbers of engagements
involve transfers of financial resources rather than technical cooperation, capacity development,
and entrepreneurship. This result may explain why only 8% of the partnerships examined are
renewed after completion. Furthermore, not all partnerships are designed to be ‘sustained’ forever.
Many partnerships are purposefully designed to be short-term projects. Just because they are terminated,
it may not mean they were not successful, and the termination does not necessarily signal that “they did
not accomplish the planned objectives”. Therefore, determining the size and type of partnership is
an issue. As suggested by KPMG [91], it is important to analyze the partner’s motivation and to
identify the “sweet spot” between development goals and business opportunities. Understanding
such balance enables NPOs to combine both philanthropic and strategic approaches [78]; in other
words, implement some marketing-oriented activities to improve businesses’ public image and plan to
conduct core-business activities [113]. This transformation empowers NPOs to achieve their objectives
effectively and benefit from such investments as sustainable finance for their activities [52].

The results demonstrated that systematic evaluation is rarely conducted to measure the impacts
of the partnerships implemented. Moreover, among the evaluation tools used, a small number of
partnerships used tools for measuring the impacts such as logic model and SROI. On the basis of
the official documents analyzed, it was observed that associations only provide general information
on the number of partnerships or the expected results of their partnership initiatives, but it seems
that relatively little has been done to monitor and evaluate partnership processes and outcomes.
This may be attributed to a lack of employee skills and experience required to professionally conduct
such frameworks and to the weak awareness of the importance of conducting an evaluation for
the partnerships or how partners can benefit from the results of the assessment in the future. According
to Rieker [100], application of evaluation methodologies allows individuals and organizations to access
consolidated information that indicates a partnership’s progress, increased experience, and knowledge;
reveals mistakes; contributes to transparency and accountability; and offers paths for learning
and improvement. This information gap allows an assessment of whether cross-sector partnerships
are effective. However, the application of evaluation tools and frameworks would help generate
systematized evidence on the relationships between engagement of NPOs and improved outcomes [113].

Some limitations should be acknowledged. First, we collected data from the Riyadh region
in the center of Saudi Arabia, so we could not generalize the results to other regions or other
countries. In other words, these results are from the Saudi context only, and in other contexts,
the results would differ. Second, our analysis focuses only on charitable associations. This may lead
to an inability to present a full picture of the sustainability-oriented partnerships across different
kinds of NPOs. Third, the research was designed to collect data about organizations from only
the association perspective, without considering the view of other partners. Thus, this approach could
bias the results of the current situation of the partnerships investigated. Although our analytical
framework covers various areas regarding a partnership’s description, one critical point, such as
the area of governance structure, was not addressed. This could affect our understanding of how
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the governance model supports a partnership’s operation, including decision-making, accountability,
and regulatory compliance.

6. Conclusions

The present study investigated the partnerships established between charitable associations
and development cooperation actors in Saudi Arabia. As there has been limited literature on this
topic in the context of Saudi Arabia, this study contributes to the existing body of knowledge in
the field of sustainability-oriented partnerships, by highlighting four main areas: drivers, motivations,
characteristics of the partnerships, and outcomes achieved. The results suggest that partnerships
established by NPOs have the potential to play a key role in achieving the SDGs by optimizing
the use of mutual resources in ways that can, together, achieve more impact, greater sustainability,
and increased value to all partners. We found that, despite the impressive number of partnership
agreements signed during 2016–2018, only 10.3% of the engagements are characterized as strategic
partnerships. Moreover, only 8.1% of these partnerships were renewed after completion. The findings
also showed that financial stability was the key motivator for corporations. It was also found that
leveraging non-financial resources, and awareness of cultural issues, knowledge, and skills, attracted
actors to engage with charitable associations in partnerships. Limited evidence about the social
impacts of the partnerships was recognized because the evaluation tools and frameworks did not
apply to the majority of the partnerships. The findings provide useful directions and implications for
policy-makers. Private sector actors should establish organizational strategies for NPOs’ engagement,
informed by their needs and activities, to leverage resources and support in a more complementary
fashion. Furthermore, it is important to clearly articulate policy frameworks that guide development
cooperation actors with NPOs, including objectives, institutional and legal forms, and expected
outcomes. Such actions will help with demonstrating transparency in actors’ engagements, as well as
with ensuring accountability for outcomes. Additionally, entrepreneurship activities should be included
as important modalities for engaging NPOs in sustainable development. Therefore, strategic efforts to
encourage such activities might present new opportunities for maximizing outcomes. Finally, there is
an urgent need to improve the availability of monitoring and evaluation results on engagements with
NPOs. Efforts are needed to develop and implement more rigorous methodologies that systematically
assess the value of engagements. Implementing such methodologies can improve the accuracy of
information, build confidence that these partnerships can support positive development outcomes,
and encourage future collaborative efforts. A number of essential areas for future research arise from
this study. Further research could look at different types of NPOs. There is a need for detailed review of
actual partnerships to assess which NPOs are benefiting from engagement with other actors. In a related
vein, research on the effectiveness of the governance model adopted in cases of engagement between
NPOs and other actors is critical. Such studies generate a better understanding of the relationship
dynamics between actors and what constitutes successful engagement. Furthermore, investigating
context-specific obstacles for NPOs engagements should also be highlighted.
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