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Forewords

Bart Romijn 
Director,  

PARTOS

Spot on! NGO and company partnership for inclusive 

business is exactly what we need. If we’re serious 

about breaking the cycle of poverty, exclusion, and 

inequality, and if we want to make a solid impact on 

the Sustainable Development Goals, then we need 

to act smarter. That means moving from opportunis-

tic projects to strategic (i.e. pursuing long-term im-

pact) opportunities. It also entails a shift away from 

articulating differences and towards bridging barri-

ers and seeking synergies driven by complementary 

competencies and resources. And it requires internal 

changes. This practitioner’s guide explains, inspires 

and guides NGOs and companies to do so through 

lessons learned, case studies and insightful advice.

The mission of Partos and our innovation platform, 

The Spindle, is to generate development coopera-

tion with impact: working together for an inclusive, 

peaceful, just and sustainable society, with a focus 

on the poorest and most vulnerable people and re-

gions. Under the motto of Trickle-Up!, we advocate 

more direct investments in efforts targeting eco-

nomic self-reliance and resilience among the poor 

and vulnerable. This is where inclusive business 

partnerships can and must play an instrumental 

role. To whom it concerns, and it concerns us all, we 

recommend this practitioners guide on NGO – com-

pany partnerships for inclusive business as a very 

rich, instructive and inspirational must-read.



Forewords

Dr. Christian Jahn 
Executive Director,  

Inclusive Business Action Network (iBAN)

Partnerships are key to the work of iBAN. Formed in 

2014 to effectively connect the Inclusive Business 

ecosystem, iBAN has a legacy of bringing together 

diverse stakeholders. Since 2018, iBAN has provided 

a focused Capacity Development Programme that 

brings together selected companies and policymak-

ers to help scale inclusive business globally. Our ex-

perience in working collaboratively with partners is 

also crucial for our work on the global knowledge – 

sharing space inclusivebusiness.net, which we ad-

minister. This online space highlights the voices 

of partners, including NGOs, that are dedicated to 

strengthening inclusive business models. We there-

fore gladly support the effort Endeva is taking to 

identify and outline key aspects of effective ways 

NGOs and companies can engage with each other. 

We believe that connecting these two groups more 

can help upscale inclusive business models, which 

would result in improved lives of the poor. Ultimate-

ly, these and other partnerships are crucial to help 

achieve the United Nations Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals.

Sinead Duffy 
Head of NGO Engagement,  

Bayer

‘No man is an island’, according to the English poet 

John Donne and his words ring true today. Transfor-

mative change requires us to work together, across 

sectors and across different types of experience. 

This publication is a culmination of insights and 

expertise of many dynamic and creative organisa-

tions and individuals who are seeking to create new 

conversations and find new solutions to address the 

challenges we face in the world today.

The guidebook has so many practical examples and 

real life stories on how NGO’s and business can 

work better together to find new and different so-

lutions. The complexity of the difficulties we face in 

building a sustainable future requires unusual alli-

ances to work together to understand and address 

the challenges. It is only by listening to each other 

and collaborating across sectors in new and fresh 

ways that we can make progress.

I hope this publication goes towards new conversa-

tions and approaches as we work together towards 

sustainable solutions.
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Introduction

How can one read this guide?

The guide uses the key aspects of the partnering 

process as an organisational framework, enabling 

easy navigation for practitioners. Each of the five 

chapters is structured on the basis of several key 

lessons learned; these in turn were drawn from 

desk research, interviews with practitioners, 

and case studies. j Chapters also cross-reference 

content through “scribbles”, which are intended 

to help readers scan and navigate the guide 

more effectively. The deep-dive case studies are 

standalone documents that provide in-depth 

insights into the lessons learned by a specific 

selected partnership. The support directory offers a 

non-exhaustive overview of practical tools as well 

as recommendations for further reading.

Why this guide?

Many NGOs and companies are interested in 

engaging in such partnerships, but often struggle 

with the “how”. This is primarily because of the 

dual purpose underlying such relationships, which 

seek to combine social impact with a business 

case. At the same time, NGOs and companies are 

frequently very different from one another. Making 

a well-balanced collaboration work requires that all 

participants understand one another’s motivations, 

organisational cultures, and structures.

Our main motivation in writing this guide has been 

our hope of unlocking IB partnerships’ immense 

potential for helping to achieve the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) more effectively. To this 

end, our guide aims to give NGOs and companies 

guidance in conducting more productive IB 

partnerships as equal partners. We hope these 

pages will create a better understanding for what 

IB partnerships actually are, provide inspiration in 

the form of real partnership examples, and offer a 

way forward by documenting the lessons learned 

by practitioners in the field.

Who should read this guide?

This guide is primarily aimed at internationally 

operating NGOs (INGOs). Our secondary audience 

includes companies of all sizes. Although these 

target groups are very different from one another, 

they often face very similar challenges – ranging 

from creating internal buy-in to dealing with 

existing internal organisational structures 

which are not always conducive for setting up IB 

partnerships. The guide captures these similarities, 

although viewed from different perspectives. In 

addition, the guide may be useful for international 

and bilateral donors and foundations aiming 

to support collaboration between NGOs and 

companies.

Inclusive business partnerships (IB partnerships) between NGOs and companies 

have a very specific form: They start from a concrete opportunity to improve the 

lives of low-income and marginalised people, and then address this opportunity 

with a financially viable business model that helps ensure sustainable impact. 

  j
See box on p. 7
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How was this guide developed?

the idea for the guide was developed during a peer-
to-peer dialogue on inclusive business held with 
20 representatives from a number of international 
NGOs. during the event, NGOs shared the difficul-
ties they had experienced when establishing, imple-
menting, or scaling ib partnerships with companies. 
Working together, the participants subsequently de-
veloped ideas for how to cope with these challenges. 
Our insights are based on this intense interaction 
with NGOs. 

in addition, we at endeva conducted desk research, 
consulting over 90 reports to identify instances of 
ib partnerships as well as lessons learned. focusing 
on the cases thus identified, we conducted 24 inter-
views j with NGO and company representatives. all 
interviewees have led or played a key role in an ib 

partnership. in addition, we interviewed selected ex-
perts from academia. 

findings from the desk research and interview process 
were condensed into four in-depth case studies, j  
and additionally included in numerous smaller case 
studies which serve as examples throughout the 
guide. a cross-case analysis also informs the struc-
ture and key arguments presented in this guide.

the guide has further benefitted from the invaluable 
contributions and advice provided by our partner 
organisations: the Spindle, the innovation platform 
of partos – especially their group of NGOs active in 
the leave No One behind (lNOb) platform – the NGO 
engagement office at bayer aG, the social-business 
team at bcG, and the inclusive business action Net-
work team.

  j
See list of 
interviewees 
on p. 105

  j
See case 
studies on 
p. 79
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 Executive summary
Inclusive business partnerships between NGOs and companies can make a 

strong impact with regard to improving livelihoods within low-income and 

marginalised communities in a sustainable way. Because they are built around 

an inclusive business model that contains both a business and social-impact 

case, such partnerships have the potential to be more effective than traditional 

philanthropy-oriented partnerships between NGOs and companies.

are created as separate legal entities in the form of 

a social enterprise. Before engaging in an inclusive 

business partnership, NGOs and companies should 

carefully assess which type of partnership is most 

relevant to their needs and resonates best with their 

internal capacities. 

This guide uses insights from existing IB partner-

ships to guide NGOs and companies through the 

process of engaging in IB partnerships. It starts 

with a look at how to find the right partner, and 

continues by examining ways to set up the part-

nership so as to facilitate success and effectively 

manage risks. The guide also describes how NGOs 

and companies can generate internal buy-in for IB 

partnerships, and how they must change internal-

ly in order to enable successful collaboration. It 

advises partners to develop a clear vision regard-

ing how they plan to develop and scale the part-

nership, and to be honest with themselves about 

when it is time to move on. Finally, the guide de-

scribes possible scaling and exit options, and 

shows how NGOs and companies can think about 

these issues at an early date. 

Inclusive business partnerships, or IB partner-

ships, can help NGOs and companies carry out 

their strategies effectively by combining the part-

ners’ complementary skills and resources. For 

their part, NGOs can increase social impact for 

their beneficiaries by developing sustainable, scal-

able solutions. In parallel, companies can invest in 

the markets of the future, develop new products 

and services and reduce risks in their value chains. 

This also enables IB partnerships to become a sig-

nificant factor in fulfilling the Sustainable Devel-

opment Goals (SDGs), which call for impactful and 

transformational partnerships to solve the key de-

velopment challenges of our time.

Concrete examples of inclusive business partner-

ships indicate that they can differ widely with re-

gard to partner motivations, objectives, scope, the 

roles played by the individual partners, and their 

specific legal forms or governance structures. While 

some are centred on a company’s specific value 

chain, others also aim at improving the broader mar-

ket ecosystem. Some are implemented as part of 

a company’s ongoing core activities, while others 
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Finding the right partner is critical for IB partnerships, because partners need to 
combine complementary skills and resources

To successfully combine complementary skills and 

resources, NGOs and companies first need to know 

what their own specific skills are (that is, what 

they have to offer) and what they are looking for 

in a partner (that is, what they need). This is easier 

said than done. Many NGOs struggle to define and 

communicate their value proposition to companies 

clearly. Similarly, companies often find it difficult 

to determine precisely what NGOs can contribute. 

Resolving these questions will make it easier to 

identify the right counterpart and build a trusting 

relationship throughout the partnership.

1. To identify the right partner, organisations 
need to know what they can contribute.

 3 Before looking for a suitable partner, NGOs and 

companies should take an outside-in perspective 

to identifying and validating their own organ-

isational strengths and the added value they can 

contribute by working with a partner. Tools and 

checklists can help NGOs understand company 

needs and identify complementary assets and 

capabilities. 

 3 Once an organisation has identified its own as-

sets and is confident that it understands its part-

ners’ needs, it should outline the specific value 

it adds as a partner in the form of a clear value 

proposition. This guide offers tips on how to use 

the “right language” in a value proposition of 

this kind; doing so will help ensure the organisa-

tion’s assets are well understood by the prospec-

tive partner.

2. There are no perfect partners, just good 
matches.

 3 To understand who could be a good match for 

an IB partnership, companies, and NGOs should 

look at the full spectrum of potential partners. 

Since partnerships tend to be driven by individu-

als, finding the right counterpart within a part-

ner is important. Partnership managers are the 

key contact point both externally and internally. 

The latter is particularly important since various 

departments are often involved in the IB part-

nership. 

 3 If core partners lack specific resources, skills, 

or capacities, it can make sense to involve ad-

ditional partners. Such partners can range from 

local NGOs or companies to donors, government 

departments, or business associations. The IB 

partnership examples provided in this guide 

demonstrate that involving such additional enti-

ties can help all participating partners to align 

their visions and objectives, but also introduces 

additional dynamics and complexities that need 

to be navigated carefully.

3. There are no shortcuts in building 
relationships.

 3 Building strong relationships is critical for the 

success of IB partnerships, requires open and 

honest communication and an appreciation for 

the fact that relationships are built over time. 

Potential partners can meet at fora or events, 

or build relationships through participation in 

cross-sectoral platforms, networks, or associa-

tions. In addition, staff exchange programmes 

such as corporate volunteering or secondments 

can help to build relationships on a bottom-up 

basis. However, examples of IB partnerships 

show that they often build on existing relation-

ships between NGOs and companies.
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2. The roles played by different partners need 
to be clear and, when needed, adaptable.

 3 A well-defined division of roles is desirable be-

cause it helps create clarity and allows each 

partner’s strengths to be best used. Yet examples 

show that roles may also evolve over time. We 

typically see six primary roles in IB partnerships: 

the partnership manager, the facilitator, the ad-

visor, the capacity builder, the ecosystem build-

er, and the funder. NGOs and companies should 

carefully assess which roles they can play. In 

practice, they often combine certain roles or 

even share a role. 

 3 Funding is critical for IB partnerships. However, 

NGOs and companies alike often lack access to 

the resources needed to support such new en-

deavours. A reality check helps partners iden-

tify potential solutions to this problem, ranging 

from the contribution of in-kind resources to 

third-party funding. 

3. A solid governance structure will help steer 
the IB partnership, keep partners on track, 
and defuse conflicts. 

 3 An active steering committee can set the strate-

gic direction for an IB partnership. Ideally, this 

body will consist of members with complemen-

tary skills who also have a deep understanding 

of the relevant local context. A multi-level gov-

ernance structure can help to involve the people 

most concerned in decision-making processes, 

while keeping the partnership agile. This is es-

pecially important for large, multi-stakeholder 

partnerships, but can also help smaller partner-

ships involve informed local stakeholders in de-

cisions, thus increasing their commitment. 

Creating new opportunities and effectively managing risks is critical in ensuring 
that IB partnerships have impact

IB partnerships can have greater impact than pure-

ly philanthropic relationships between NGOs and 

companies. But to realise this potential, partners 

must successfully build on each other’s strengths, 

create new opportunities from the partnership, and 

manage risks effectively. This is especially relevant 

in IB partnerships, because partners often have dif-

ferent motivations, employ very different process-

es and procedures, and contribute unique skills that 

qualify them to take the lead in different areas of 

the partnership. Such diversity needs to be coordi-

nated and managed effectively if it is to add value. 

1. Partners should align on partnership 
elements as early as possible.

 3 Conducting a joint problem analysis can help 

NGO and company partners align on a joint vi-

sion and mission for the partnership early on. 

However, partners first need to respect and ac-

knowledge the fact that they have different mo-

tivations for their engagement. For NGOs, this 

also means respecting that the company will 

likely be driven by a long-term business goal. 

At the same time, NGOs and companies should 

make it clear which areas they regard as non-

negotiable, and communicate this information 

early in the process. 

 3 As with any partnership, the venture’s vision, 

goals, roles, and risks should be described in a 

memorandum of understanding (MoU). For an IB 

partnership, this document should include ele-

ments clarifying how the partnership’s benefits 

and risks will be shared among partners, includ-

ing local communities. For example, if the goal is 

to co-create a new product, this document should 

describe how the resulting intellectual property 

rights will be dealt with. Jointly selected key per-

formance indicators (KPIs) and monitoring and 

evaluation (M&E) systems can then determine if 

partners are truly aligned. 
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For IB partnerships to be successful, both NGOs 

and companies need to secure internal buy-

in. Partnership managers need to demonstrate 

that IB partnerships can create value for their 

organisations, whether by delivering value for 

beneficiaries, developing new products or services 

or by creating access to new markets or key 

resources. Entering the unchartered waters of 

inclusive business thus leads inevitably to internal 

change – for instance through the development of 

new skills, the creation of new positions, or even 

the establishment of new legal structures.

1. Internal buy-in is critical in sustaining a 
partnership. 

 3 IB partnerships are often driven by “intrapre-

neurs” who push the idea internally and exter-

nally, and who need to navigate their organ-

isation well in order to identify allies and win 

support. 

 3 Buy-in from top management is equally impor-

tant as buy-in from employees. While the pitch 

for top management needs to show how the IB 

partnership will deliver on the organisation’s 

strategy, buy-in from employees can often be 

facilitated through staff training sessions, expo-

sure visits, or simply through transparent inter-

nal communications containing insights derived 

from the partnership. 

2. Partners need to be willing to change 
internally.

 3 Inclusive business models differ from compa-

nies’ and NGOs’ normal practices. They require 

the development of new skills, competencies, 

and incentive structures; changes to customary 

budget allocations; and in some cases even de-

mand internal cultural and legal changes. Build-

ing the necessary assets and introducing new 

structures and processes is an important part of 

making an IB partnership successful. 

 3 The lack of a shared vocabulary and the reality of 

different mindsets often make it more difficult 

for NGOs and businesses to develop a successful 

partnership. Creating a dedicated partnership 

team can help bridge these cultural barriers. 

In addition, IB partnerships often require close 

coordination and alignment between multiple 

departments in each participating NGO and com-

pany, as the venture’s activities impact each or-

ganisation across several domains. 

Staying open to internal change helps NGOs and  
companies partner successfully

When participating NGOs and companies are able to 

fulfil their missions and objectives, IB partnerships 

can run for years or even as long as a decade. They 

can then be scaled up or replicated in other regions 

or for other value chains, ultimately increasing the 

number of people benefitting from them.

However, not all partners need to stay involved 

throughout the course of a partnership. In fact, 

planning for a partner’s exit can be a critical success 

factor. Particularly for NGOs, a clear exit strategy 

helps ensure that private-sector partners have an 

incentive to develop the capacities and resources to 

run the inclusive business model on their own. 

NGOs and companies aspire to scale or replicate their IB partnerships –  
but not at any cost

Of course, partnerships can also end prematurely. 

The reasons for this are manifold; most commonly, 

partners drop out if it becomes clear that the 

venture’s social or economic objectives are not 

being met, or perhaps even that these aims 

conflict with each other. Internal changes such as 

a new strategy, team, or structure can be another 

reason for ending a partnership. In such cases, it 

is important that the partners analyse the lessons 

learned from the experience and share them, thus 

helping others avoid similar mistakes and create 

successful partnerships.
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When to choose 
inclusive 
business 
partnerships 
Inclusive business partnerships can make a strong impact 

with regard to improving livelihoods within low-income and 

marginalised communities in a sustainable way. They can help 

NGOs and companies carry out their strategies more effectively 

by combining complementary skills and resources. 

There are many opportunities for inclusive business partnerships. 

Concrete examples of such partnerships between NGOs and 

companies indicate that they can differ both in scope and form. 

While some might focus on specific stages of a company’s value 

chain, such as sourcing or distribution, others might address 

an entire value chain, or even aim at improving the broader 

market ecosystem. Some are implemented as part of a company’s 

ongoing core activities, while others result in the creation of a 

separate legal entity. Before engaging in an inclusive business 

partnership, NGOs and companies should carefully assess which 

type of partnership is most relevant to their needs and resonates 

best with their internal capacities.
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1.1. IB partnerships have a business and social-
impact case 
Inclusive business models are commercially viable business models that integrate 

people with low-income into value chains in various capacities, whether as con-

sumers, producers, suppliers, employees, or entrepreneurs, with the aim of creat-

ing mutual benefit.1 This is not charity. Inclusive businesses create a strong foun-

dation for profit and long-term growth by bringing people who were previously 

excluded– such as groups that have been marginalised or discriminated against – 

into the marketplace.2 

Inclusive business partnerships have the potential 

to produce greater impact than traditional 

philanthropy-oriented partnerships between NGOs 

and companies because they combine partners’ 

complementary skills and assets to achieve more 

sustainable results (see Box 1). This makes them 

a relevant means of achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), which directly call for 

impactful and transformational partnerships to 

solve the key development challenges of our time. 

Inclusive business partnerships between NGOs 

and companies are built around an inclusive busi-

ness model. This means that the partnership needs 

a business and a social-impact case. The business 

case should contribute to the company’s core busi-

ness activities in order to ensure the partnership 

remains sustainable, uses company core expertise 

and has the ability to scale its impact. Moreover, the 

core target group of NGOs, individuals with low-in-

come or marginalised populations needs to benefit 

from the partnership, either through increased or 

more secure income opportunities, or through ac-

cess to more affordable products and services that 

positively affect their livelihoods and well-being. 

One important related strategy is that of shared val-

ue, which involves business opportunities associat-

ed with the solution of social problems.3 

Box 1

Success factors for IB partnerships

inclusive business partnerships require companies 
and NGOs to work closely together. distinctive fea-
tures of successful ib partnerships include the fol-
lowing:

 3 Co-creation on equal terms: ib partnerships re-
quire partners to collaborate on equal terms to 
jointly develop (or “co-create”) new solutions. this 
also requires partners to deal with uncertainty 
and risks, since innovative solutions may need 
to go through various iterations to be successful. 
however, co-creative approaches offer partners 
the opportunity to learn from each other and build 
on each other’s complementary assets, bridging 
the barriers that traditionally exist between NGOs 
and companies. 

 3 Complementary partner contributions: each 
participant in an ib partnership contributes core 
assets and unique skills to the functioning of a 
business model intended to have social impact. in 
doing so, they ideally produce results that neither 
the NGO nor the company would have been able 
to achieve alone. 

 3 working towards systemic change by influencing 
the broader market system: j inclusive business 
models typically function in environments that 
present manifold challenges, from a lack of stan-
dards to a lack of incentives. by working jointly, 
NGOs and companies can better address such 
challenges by combining their networks, or by 
making use of their convening power and ability 
to influence other stakeholders. 



  j
See deep dive 
on p. 24
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Box 2 

From philanthropy to inclusive business: The potential for greater impact

compared to philanthropic and opportunistic part-
nerships, ib partnerships have the potential to pro-
duce greater impact, because they are strategic or 
systemic in nature. at the same time, they are often 
more complex to set up and manage. Why is that the 
case? 

in philanthropic and opportunistic partnerships, 
companies often provide financial or in-kind re-
sources to NGOs, supporting their programmatic de-
velopment work. alternatively, companies may work 
with NGOs to meet specific social or environmental 
goals that are related but not central to their core 
business. in many of these cases, both partners do 
what they normally do: NGOs pursue their program-
matic work, and companies their normal business. 
hence, such partnerships are often relatively easy 
to develop. however, they are not financially sus-
tainable. their impact is thus limited to the amount 
of philanthropic funding deployed and cannot be 
scaled.

inclusive business partnerships, in contrast, are 
centred on a commercially viable inclusive business 
model that allows the partners to scale the venture 
if it proves successful. this offers the potential for 
greater and more sustainable impact. however, such 
partnerships require participants to align strategies, 
leverage their core skills and resources, and co-cre-
ate new solutions.  

Source: Inspired by The Partnering Initiative (2017): Better together. Unleashing 

the Power of the Private Sector to Tackle Non-Communicable Diseases

Philanthropic 
partnerships

corporate-charity 
model, in which 
company provides 
financial resources 
to NGOs

Strategic  
partnerships

partners combine 
complementary skills 
and resources around 
core business of 
company

Systemic  
partnerships

multi-actor approach 
aimed at tackling 
complex challenges 
through system trans-
formation

opportunistic 
partnerships

company provides 
financial or in-kind 
support to meet social 
or environmental 
objectives
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 “A clear trend – and from my 
perspective the only one that has 

the potential to drive true systemic 
change – are co-created partnerships 
based on complementary assets and 

skills. This is true for any partnership, 
[whether] private-public [or] private-

private… Seeking complementarity 
and true value-added is one of our 
guiding principles when selecting 

NGOs for our inclusive business 
partnerships”. 

Katja Freiwald, Director of Global Partnerships, 
Unilever
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1.2. IB partnerships help NGOs and companies 
achieve their strategic objectives
By working together, NGOs and companies can achieve results that neither of the 

parties would be able to achieve on their own. For example, NGOs can increase 

social impact for their beneficiaries by developing sustainable, scalable solutions. 

Companies can invest in the markets of the future or reduce risks within their 

value chains. 

nexus. If NGOs want to empower women who are 

marginalised, for example, they may advocate for 

changes in policies and practices that help secure 

property rights for women. But it also makes 

sense to engage simultaneously with employers, 

encouraging them to pay their female employees’ 

salaries or wages directly into a bank account 

separated from that of their spouse’s, or to develop 

programmes helping women create savings. 

For these reasons, many NGOs consider inclusive 

business partnerships to be an innovative way of 

contributing to sustainable development, and a way 

of complementing their grant-based programme 

work. By pursuing this model, NGOs can help their 

target groups secure reliable incomes, obtain access 

to high-quality products and services that serve 

their basic needs, or become more productive. 

NGOs engage in IB partnerships 
to increase impact and develop 
sustainable, scalable solutions

NGOs are increasingly recognising that market-

based solutions can complement their usual 

approaches to tackling development challenges. 

Moreover, if successful, such approaches can be 

both sustainable and scalable. In the past, some 

NGOs have experimented with acting directly as 

market entities themselves. However, engaging 

with existing businesses and social entrepreneurs 

to create joint solutions has proven to be a more 

cost- effective and sustainable approach. 

At the same time, NGOs are realising that the 

increasing complexity of social problems demands 

solutions that go beyond the NGO-government 

Box 3

Be clear on the opportunities and limits of IB partnerships for NGos

for NGOs, inclusive business partnerships offer a 
path to achieving their development goals that can 
complement more traditional approaches. however, 
NGOs also need to think critically about the benefits 
and limitations associated with a partnership of 
this kind. for instance, an organisation considering 
this path should ask whether the inclusive business 
approach fits with its theory of change and other 
sectoral intervention strategies. it should consider 
whether there might be certain contexts in which 
the approach is not realistic, or whether the inclu-
sive business solution might be viable for certain 
target groups but not others. for example, in fragile, 
politically unstable regions, developing inclusive 
business solutions will likely be difficult. the risk 
entailed in such an environment may dissuade new 
companies from entering the market, while enter-
prises already present may prefer to focus solely on 
their existing operations. Similarly, for NGOs target-
ing people in extreme poverty, market-based solu-
tions may be impractical.

however, in other circumstances, NGOs could ben-
efit by reviewing their existing programmes and con-
sidering whether market-based approaches might 
offer new or greater potential. for instance, could 
products and services today being offered for free 
be commercialised? are grants currently being pro-
vided for local (NGO-supported) activities, products, 
and services distorting the market and preventing 
the creation of inclusive businesses?

NGOs should also be realistic about what to expect 
from ib partnerships, both in terms of development 
impact and the potential financial benefits for their 
own organisation. all too often, NGOs begin looking 
into market-based approaches with the objective of 
diversifying the streams of income used to support 
programmes and organisational costs. While finan-
cial considerations can be one reason to engage in a 
partnership, this should not be the primary motive. 
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Inclusive business partnerships can help NGOs 

increase their impact because solutions are centred 

on the participating company's core business or 

involve separate social enterprises with the goal 

of establishing financial sustainability. This makes 

scaling or replication easier, helping NGOs to have 

a positive impact on more people. In addition, 

companies are often equally interested in improving 

the broader market ecosystem in which such models 

are embedded. Due to their advocacy activities, NGOs 

are a natural partner for such efforts.

Companies form IB partnerships to 
realise business strategies that have a 
social impact

Companies are starting to realise the strategic 

growth potential represented by future markets 

and recognise that inclusive business partnerships 

can give them an opportunity to access these mar-

kets. Inclusive business partnerships can help com-

panies grow or expand into new markets; gain ac-

cess to talent; build trust-based relationships with 

business partners; reduce costs or risks; develop in-

novative products, services or business models; and 

strengthen supply chains.4 

 “The inclusive business partnership makes long-term business sense for us, since 
we are interested in building future clients in low- and middle-income markets. 

At the same time, the partnership motivates our employees, who have the 
opportunity to get engaged in improving malnutrition”.

Charlotte Sørensen, Senior Project Manager, Arla Foods Ingredients

Companies are increasingly expected to deliver so-

cial impact, with their activities closely scrutinised 

by stakeholders. Governments, customers and com-

petitors expect for-profit companies to act responsi-

bly and to make an active contribution to achieving 

the SDGs. Inclusive business partnerships can help 

companies maintain their licence to operate, re-

spond to consumer trends, and align with the stra-

tegic priorities of key business partners that are al-

ready following responsible business practices. 

In addition to these direct business-related effects, 

companies seen to be pursuing socially sustainable 

outcomes can increase their own employees’ loy-

alty and trust. IB partnerships help motivate em-

ployees, attract new and diverse talent, and achieve 

higher retention rates, especially among younger, 

purpose-driven employees. 

In fact, there is growing recognition that inclusive 

business could become the “new normal”. As a Mars 

executive responsible for sourcing and sustainabil-

ity strategy put it: “You have to treat [sustainability 

goals] like normal business. Profits, greenhouse gas, 

cash, human-rights issues – these are all just busi-

ness goals”.5
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1.3. IB partnerships differ in form and scope 

challenges in the value chain, for example, they can 

fill market gaps and enhance local value creation, 

by developing last-mile distribution channels, or 

supporting local-level processing or packaging. 

Often, separate entities are also formed to devel-

op new products or services, or test new business 

models, which have the potential to strengthen the 

company’s long-run business case. The NGO’s target 

group benefits from new opportunities for employ-

ment or entrepreneurship, and from access to new 

products and services delivered by the social enter-

prise.

In such a case, the social enterprise is an indepen-

dent entity that aims to reach a point of financial 

sustainability. The separate structure allows it to 

act more freely than might be possible under rigid 

corporate and NGO structures, and thus offers more 

room for innovation and learning. However, estab-

lishment of such an entity requires considerable 

resources. In the beginning, partners are often di-

rectly involved, for example by paying for staff, sec-

onding volunteers as employees, or contributing ex-

pertise and financial resources. Over time, they tend 

to retreat to a higher-level role, mostly being in-

volved on a strategic level as board members. Ques-

tions of ownership may create tension between the 

partners if not resolved at an early date.

IB partnerships can be set up directly 
with a company, or result in the 
creation of a separate social enterprise 

In many cases, IB partnerships are designed to 

solve specific challenges within value chains. 

Such partnerships can be set up directly with the 

company, thereby strengthening the company’s 

activities by making them more inclusive. While the 

NGO is a strategic partner, the support it provides 

can be very specific. For example, when a company 

wants to source from smallholder farmers, an NGO 

may help the company organise them and engage 

with them.

IB partnerships which aim at making the company’s 

business more inclusive have the ability to build 

on and leverage existing corporate structures and 

resources. They can benefit from support functions 

provided by the company, such as legal advice 

or logistics expertise. Hence, such partnerships 

also have greater scaling potential. However, such 

partnerships are also highly dependent on securing 

corporate buy-in, and may come to an end when 

internal priorities shift or solutions fail to deliver 

expected benefits in the short term.

NGOs and companies may also decide to create a 

separate legal entity in the form of a social enter-

prise. These social enterprises can tackle specific 

CASE IN PoINT 1 

IB partnership directly with a company: ICCo and olvea Burkina Faso

the partnership between iccO cooperation (a dutch 
NGO) and Olvea burkina faso (Olvea bf; a subsidiary 
of the france based Olvea vegetable Oils) is intend-
ed to develop a sustainable supply chain for high-
quality shea nuts as a cosmetic-industry ingredient 
in burkina faso and mali. the partnership is directly 
centred on Olvea bf’s supply chain. inefficiencies in 
the supply chain are addressed by supporting (to 

date) more than 35,000 female nut collectors and 
their cooperatives, helping them supply Olvea bf 
with consistent-quality nuts that are both organic/
fair-trade and fair-for-life certified. to achieve this, 
iccO provides technical assistance both to Olvea bf 
and to the cooperatives.

j See case study on p. 86



CASE IN PoINT 2 

IB partnership as separate legal entity: CArE, Barclays, and GSK

care, the barclays bank, and pharmaceutical com-
pany GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) founded the live Well 
social enterprise to explore an innovative last-mile 
distribution model. in this case, the Zambia-based 

enterprise recruits and trains local health workers 
who earn income by selling healthcare products in 
rural and peri-urban areas. 

j See case study on p. 98
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Box 4

Setting up IB partnerships within NGos – a viable option?

Some NGOs have considered establishing inclusive 
businesses as part of their own structure, with a com-
pany as a partner. for example, an NGO that helps 
smallholders obtain access to better inputs could try 
to turn their programme into a financially viable busi-
ness. a corporate partner could provide technical ex-
pertise or inputs, or even invest in the venture.

a number of benefits are possible from this model. 
for example, the NGO could in theory ensure that the 
business activity remains mission-driven. in addition, 
links between the NGO’s programme work and its 
more market-oriented activities could be established 
and maintained. NGOs often additionally hope to de-

velop internal (business) skills and capabilities. 

however, many NGOs struggle with setting up busi-
ness activities internally, since they are not used to 
operating as a business – and often are not even le-
gally allowed to do so. to be successful, NGOs need 
people with the right entrepreneurial spirit, as well 
as an internal business culture, an organisational 
structure with the capacity to take business-orient-
ed decisions, and effective governance mechanisms. 
Often, it is easier to create such skills and structures 
in a separate legal entity than to face constant fric-
tions within an existing organisational culture that 
has a different way of working.



Table 1: differences between setting up IB partnerships with a company and as external entities

Structure direct partnership between NGO and company Separate, external entity 

NGo motivation 
(examples)

• make existing value chains more inclusive 

• improve broader market ecosystem

• fill gaps in the value chain (e.g. local processing), 
enhancing local value creation

• provide beneficiaries with access to income oppor-
tunities, and new products and services that meet 
basic needs

Company motivation 
(examples)

• improve quality of products and services

• reduce supply-chain risks

• Secure licence to operate 

• venture into new / future markets 

• test new business models

• (co-)develop new products and services

Governance • partnership is structured as direct relationship 
with company as an existing legal entity.

• NGOs (and other partners) can be involved in 
strategic decision-making

• all partners can take the lead on separate work 
streams 

• partnership is structured as a separate legal entity, 
most often a social enterprise 

• the new enterprise’s management can be domi-
nated by either the NGO or the company, or both 
equally, but control is often transferred to indepen-
dent staff at later stages

• Key partners are represented on the board and 
involved in strategic decision-making 

Possible benefits • ability to build on existing corporate structures 
and resources

• Sustainability and potential to scale 

• Stronger internal awareness of inclusive busi-
ness activities, potentially enhancing buy-in

• more freedom to act outside rigid corporate and 
NGO structures 

• increased implementation speed due to indepen-
dent decision-making and lean structure

• Opportunity for equal involvement of both partners

Possible challenges • NGOs may lack influence

• lack of autonomous decision-making power; 
partnership can be ended due to changing inter-
nal priorities

• resources needed to create separate entity and 
build new team

• Question of ownership / allocation of shares be-
tween NGO and company

• can be difficult for partners to withdraw from so-
cial enterprise’s day-to-day management and allow 
it a “life of its own”

The scope of IB partnerships can 
be narrow, focusing on specific 
steps of the value chain, or broad, 
encompassing the entire value chain 

Some IB partnerships focus only on specific as-

pects of the value chain, such as sourcing or dis-

tribution. This type of partnership is used when 

specific challenges have been identified at these 

stages or when there is an opportunity to improve 

the inclusion of low-income populations. 

IB partnerships that focus on entire value chains 

are often more complex, because they intervene 

on several levels – and are more likely to create 

systemic impact. In such partnerships, NGOs and 

companies tend to work together more close-

ly, and often involve additional stakeholders. To 

strengthen their IB partnership, partners may also 

look beyond the direct value chain and aim to im-

prove the broader business ecosystem.6 
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Targeting specific stages of  

a value chain 1

Opportunities for inclusive business partnerships are 

numerous. Such activities may target specific stages 

of a value chain, such as sourcing or distribution, or 

expand their focus to account for an entire value 

chain.

1. Creating an inclusive supply chain: ib partnerships 

are especially relevant within agro-food-sector sup-

ply chains, where members of low-income commu-

nities are often active as smallholder producers or 

suppliers, processors, or workers on plantations or 

in packing stations. here, ib partnerships can be of 

help with organising and professionalising small-

holder farmers, supporting the inclusion of women 

or developing innovative solutions to ensure ade-

quate working conditions.7 they often result in sup-

porting smallholders and workers to increase their 

earnings and establish more stable incomes, while 

creating more reliable supply chains and improving 

product quality for companies. the ib partnership 

between Symrise, unilever, Save the children, and 

GiZ j in madagascar’s vanilla sector, for example, 

shows how improving working conditions and 

helping smallholders expand their capacities can 

help companies reduce supply-chain risks.

2. Employing people who are disadvantaged: ib part-

nerships focusing on employment issues enable 

groups that have been marginalised or subject to 

discrimination, such as women with low incomes, 

youth, or people with disabilities to obtain formal, 

decent jobs in companies or improve their working 

conditions.8 partnerships may help women workers 

win access to certain health or financial services, 

or promote gender diversity at senior manage-

ment levels. companies may benefit as a result of 

improved access to qualified labour, and in some 

cases even from lower costs thanks to lower absen-

teeism and staff turnover rates. the light for the 

World NGO advises companies on how to accom-

modate people with particular disabilities, and on 

how to accomplish the minimal adaptation of work 

processes and/or infrastructure required for this. 

3. developing new products and services: ib partner-

ships can also focus on co-developing new products 

or services targeted to the needs and living condi-

tions of populations with low incomes. companies 

contribute their technological know-how, while 

NGOs bring a deep understanding of the aspira-

tions and habits of low-income groups. this co-cre-

ation may also involve other stakeholders, such as 

local partners or the target group itself. companies 

can access new markets, boost brand awareness, or 

build customer relationships that might also help 

them increase sales within other product lines. the 

GaiN access to better dairy partnership j in ethio-

pia, for example, which involved collaboration be-

tween complementary partners and the co-devel-

opment of a fortified yogurt, has helped arla foods 

ingredients venture into a new growth market. 

4. Bridging the last mile: ib partnership models focus-

ing on last-mile distribution are often used in the 

food, healthcare, energy, and water sectors (e.g. for 

low-cost medicines, health and hygiene products, or 

solar systems). they increase access to products or 

services that address basic needs, and often include 

low-income populations as retailers or sales agents. 

companies provide the products or services, while 

NGOs offer capacity-building and training serves 

to retailers and sales agents, including in the areas 

of financial skills, marketing, and market creation. 

in this case, companies can derive benefits in the 

form of increased sales, access to new markets, and 

expanded brand awareness. the live Well social en-

terprise is a good example of an ib partnership that 

developed a new distribution model for healthcare 

products in Zambia, bridging last-mile challenges. 

Focusing on entire value chains 2

Some partnerships also focus on entire value chains. 

the GaiN access to better dairy partnership, for ex-

ample, is intended to provide children and mothers 

in ethiopia with a healthier diet, while also improving 

the livelihoods of smallholder farmers, by introduc-

ing an innovative, locally produced, safe, and fortified 

dairy product to the market. the partnership engages 

the entire value chain, from smallholder farmers, dairy 

processors, and distributors to consumers. it works 

closely with local processors to build local production 

capacities, while also seeking to involve people with 

low incomes in the distribution process. 

but the GaiN partnership goes even beyond the value 

chain, since the partners also work on improving the 

business ecosystem by promoting better enabling 

conditions for the local dairy sector.

Scope of IB partnerships: from focusing on specific steps of the value chain 
to encompassing the entire ecosystem

DEEP DIVE

  j
see case study 
on p.92

  j
see case in 
point 11 on 
p.43
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Systemic market interventions are often 

separate from IB partnerships – but 

synergies still exist 

Systemic market challenges are often too complex 

to address in the context of an inclusive business 

partnership as defined in this guide. to influence the 

broader market system by producing policy changes, 

encouraging standards to be set, or facilitating be-

havioural changes, stakeholders across sectors often 

join forces and organise for platform-based activities. 

in this case, effecting system-level change becomes 

the sole purpose of the partnership. unlike ib part-

nerships, such alliances either don’t have a business 

case, or have one that materialises only over the lon-

ger term. they are often co-financed by third parties 

such as donors and development partners. platform 

approaches can strengthen ib partnerships’ business 

cases, because they improve the broader market sys-

tem within which an ib partnership operates. ib part-

nerships in return generate market insights that can 

inform the platforms’ strategies. therefore, platforms 

can be used in combination with ib partnerships, with 

each reinforcing the other.

Beyond the value chain: improving the 

business ecosystem 3

business models in low-income markets do not work 

in isolation. rather, they are part of a system that of-

ten presents manifold challenges. for example, target 

consumers may lack the information or education 

needed to understand the value of a product such as 

a fortified yogurt. there may be no labour standards 

for smallholders, and little financial and legal support. 

there may be no government incentives in place for 

the employment of marginalised people. it is clear 

that without tackling these challenges, business mod-

els seeking to operate in such environments may not 

live up to their full potential, or may even fail to func-

tion altogether. 

this is why partners often seek to improve surround-

ing ecosystems as a means of strengthening their ib 

partnerships. Working jointly, NGOs and companies 

are often better able to address these market chal-

lenges than would be possible alone; for instance, 

they can combine their networks, and make use of 

their convening power and ability to influence other 

stakeholders. additionally, they often join forces 

with other partners such as international or bilateral 

donors, government departments, business associa-

tions, or research centres. 

CASE IN PoINT 3 

Cultivating a healthy business 

ecosystem

the Simavi NGO partnered with a local entre-
preneur in Ghana to develop a business offering 
hygienic products and health-related services to 
low-income households. together they success-
fully lobbied the Ghanaian government to lower 
the educational requirements for women to be-
come sales representatives for such products. this 
enabled low-income women to become micro- 
entrepreneurs. even though the focus was on one 
specific value chain, the partners also addressed 
aspects of the broader ecosystem.



CASE IN PoINT 4 

Systemic market interventions

iccO joined the Global Shea alliance, a multi-
stakeholder alliance that aims to contribute to 
the development of a more inclusive shea sector 
by lobbying for global standards and policies. 
iccO is also involved in an ib partnership with veg-
etable oil producer Olvea j to develop inclusive 
value chains for organically produced, fair-trade 
shea nuts. these activities are synergistic, since 
iccO contributes insights gathered through the 
ib partnership to the alliance, and vice versa. the 
NGO also promotes the ib partnership model to 
donors, encouraging replication.
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Focusing on entire value chains
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  j
see case study 
on p.86
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Finding  
the right 
partner 

In an IB partnership, NGOs and companies combine complementary 

assets to achieve a common goal. Thus, NGOs and companies that 

want to work on equal terms need to know what their own specific 

skills are – that is, what they have to offer. Similarly, they must 

understand what they are looking for in a partner – that is, what 

they need. This is easier said than done. Many NGOs struggle to 

define and communicate their value proposition to companies 

clearly. Similarly, companies often find it difficult to determine 

precisely what NGOs can contribute. Resolving these questions will 

make it easier to identify the right counterpart and build a trusting 

relationship throughout the partnership.
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2.2. Know your added value in order to 
identify the right partner
For any NGO seeking to engage in an IB partnership, identifying and validating the 

added value it can bring to a potential partner company is a crucial first step. As a 

part of this process, the NGO should develop an organisational profile and descrip-

tion of its track record. 

A leading NGO, for example, hired the Boston Con-

sulting Group (BCG) to help it define its profile be-

fore approaching potential corporate partners. This 

helped the NGO clearly define its capabilities, its po-

tential contribution to an IB partnership, and its role 

in a potential partnership. Royal DSM, on the other 

hand, invited ICCO, an NGO, to provide an external 

viewpoint when it wanted to explore inclusive-busi-

ness opportunities (see Case in Point 5). This helped 

trigger the development of inclusive-business initia-

tives in multiple business units. 

Tools can help NGOs identify company 
needs and translate them into a value 
proposition 

NGOs seeking to develop a value proposition for a 

specific partner must understand that company’s 

needs. As Marieke de Wal, managing director of the 

Partnerships Resource Centre, says: “NGOs should 

try to really understand why companies are there 

and what their raison d'être is, and respect the role 

of business in society as they expect others to ap-

preciate their role as a NGO. Mutual understanding 

of each other’s positions and responsibilities is a 

prerequisite for a successful collaboration”. 

Having a good understanding of a potential part-

ner’s needs is a prerequisite for developing a value 

proposition that appeals to that partner. Moreover, 

having a clearly defined value proposition is crucial 

when approaching potential partners. The so-called 

Value Proposition Canvas j is another tool that can 

help organisations develop a value proposition 

aimed at specific potential partners.9 

The value proposition for the proposed partner 

should emphasise the competencies that are 

most complementary to those of the company. To 

identify those assets, NGOs first need to develop a 

clear understanding of the company’s needs. Using 

the “right language” in this value-proposition 

document will help ensure that the NGO’s assets 

are well understood by the partner. For their 

part, companies should also take an “outside-in” 

perspective to help them understand what NGOs 

look for; this will help them use the right language 

when engaging with the NGOs.

An outside-in perspective can help an 
organisation identify and validate its 
assets

Both NGOs and companies have assets relevant for 

inclusive business. However, each organisation 

must identity its own strengths. In defining an or-

ganisation’s assets, it is often helpful to adopt an 

outside-in perspective(see case in point 5). This in-

volves obtaining third-party opinions provided by 

independent organisations, which can highlight 

strengths and weaknesses, help refine the organisa-

tional profile, and identify areas holding strong po-

tential for inclusive business models.

CASE IN PoINT 5 

dSM takes an outside-in perspective

in 2006, royal dSm organised an internal chal-
lenge designed to explore inclusive-business 
opportunities. the iccO NGO served on the jury. 
While employees’ initial ideas focused on bring-
ing existing products to new markets, the inter-
action with iccO helped them understand the 
greater breadth of opportunities associated with 
going back to the technology underlying existing 
products and innovating further from that point. 


  j

see box 7 on 
p.30
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Helping NGOs and companies speak the 
same language 

NGOs often struggle to clearly articulate the value 

they can bring to a potential company partner. Com-

panies need to see a strong rationale for the part-

nership, but think in business terms. Using busi-

ness language instead of development jargon, and 

repackaging NGO assets into tangible products or 

services, makes the issues easier for companies to 

understand. In this regard, the way in which NGOs 

present themselves and their work is important. For 

example, some organisations have produced flyers 

or PowerPoint pitch decks, or placed company testi-

monials on their websites. Similarly, SNV developed 

an “inclusive business capability statement” to posi-

tion itself and communicate its strengths to compa-

ny partners.10 

Box 6

The Inclusive Business Checklist helps NGos understand company needs11

the partnering for inclusive business checklist was 
developed by the partnering initiative and the busi-
ness innovation facility. it primarily addresses com-
panies and is based on the experiences of firms that 
have pursued inclusive business models. if a com-
pany answers any of the below questions in the af-
firmative, a partnership with an NGO might help to 
address the issue. however, NGOs can also use the 
checklist. taking the perspective of the company, 
NGOs can use the checklist as a means of identifying 
where companies might need support in creating ib 
models. 

does the (planned) inclusive business…

 3 Sit in a new geography with which you are not fa-
miliar, or where you do not yet have the neces-
sary networks and connections?

 3 rely on a supply chain (e.g. smallholder farmers 
or micro-enterprises) that needs development to 
ensure quality and reliability?

 3 create a new product or service that must be 
properly adapted to the needs of the poor?

 3 rely on access to, the goodwill of, or the engage-
ment of local communities?

 3 Need skilled workers that are not readily avail-
able?

 3 require some customers to have access to credit 
to pay for your products?

 3 rely on non-traditional distribution models (such 
as village entrepreneurs / micro-enterprises)?

Box 5

Mismatch between an NGo 

proposal and a prospective 

partner’s needs

a dutch NGO approached a multinational cor-
poration to explore opportunities for helping 
people with disabilities who have low-income be-
come micro-enterprise distributors of consumer 
products. however, it became clear that their of-
fer did not fit the company’s needs. as one anony-
mous interview stated, “after three months of ne-
gotiation rounds, we realised that the company 
serves mainly middle-class customers, while the 
entrepreneurs we work with are located in differ-
ent localities. it became clear our proposition did 
not fit, so the discussion did not continue”. the 
NGO learned that it had not properly understood 
the company’s product-market combination, a 
prerequisite for being able to add value. 



292  —  F I N d I N G  T H E  r I G H T  PA r T N E r



Box 7

The Value Proposition Canvas lets NGos develop value propositions for  

potential partners

the value proposition canvas (vpc) was developed 
by alexander Osterwalder, the author of “business 
model Generation”. the vpc tool was originally de-
signed to help companies develop value proposi-
tions for their customers. however, ib partnerships 
too should start from the basis of a concrete op-
portunity to create value for their customers who, 
in many cases, are the beneficiaries or low-income 
people.

in addition, the vpc can be helpful in defining the 
added value an NGO can bring to a potential partner, 
or a company to an NGO. the tool helps to identify 
pains (e.g. business or value-chain risks) and gains 
(e.g. cost savings, social benefits or positive emo-
tions). understanding these can help an organisa-
tion develop product or services offers that might be 
“pain relievers” or “gain creators” for the company. 
pioneering NGOs have learned that their strengths 

and assets should be indispensable in achieving 
their potential partner’s goals, not something that is 
simply nice to have.

two examples: philips realised the sensitivity of 
working in the healthcare field in africa as a for-
profit entity. “(…) Working with NGOs helps us to gain 
legitimacy and a ‘licence to operate’”.12 hence, the 
cooperation is viewed as a “pain reliever”. the case 
of the GaiN access to better dairy partnership shows 
that an ib partnership can also be a “gain creator”. 
here, by engaging corporate employees and inter-
nally communicating the social impact of the part-
nership, arla foods ingredients increased employee 
retention rates, especially among younger, purpose-
driven employees.

Source: Strategyzer (2018)



“The value addition of each partner needs to be very clearly articulated right from 
the start. Value does not equal money. Some organisations still see the biggest 
role of the private sector as the contribution of money, while complementary 
assets and skills can often have a much bigger impact. The ‘give’ and take’ needs to 
be clearly articulated to drive a successful partnership”. 

Katja Freiwald, Director of Global Partnerships, Unilever

CuSToMEr ProFIlEVAluE ProPoSITIoN

Products & 
services

Customer 
jobs

Gain 
creators

Pain 
relievers

Gains

Pains
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what NGos can offer companies in IB partnerships

 3 Knowledge of marginalised groups, 
their needs and potential: most NGOs 
have a deep local footprint in rural, ur-
ban or semi-urban settings, and under-
stand their particular development is-
sues and power dynamics. they have a 
good understanding of local and margin-
alised groups’ habits, norms, needs, and 
potential. NGOs also have the tools to 
identify specific groups such as entrepre-
neurial women, or to assure the inclusive 
placement of people with disabilities. 
for a company, this type of knowledge is 
critical in identifying and understanding 
opportunities. 

 3 Trust-based working relationships with 
local communities: many NGOs have 
built trust-based working relationships 
with low-income communities over 
years of engagement. When a company 
wants to enter an area, either for sourc-
ing purposes or to offer a product or ser-
vice, potential suppliers or customers 
may be sceptical of the value of a busi-
ness relationship, or may alternately be 
unrealistic in their expectations. NGOs 
can use their standing in the commu-
nity to bridge the gap between the two 
parties. 

 3 Networks of local, national, and inter-
national actors: NGOs that partner with 
local NGOs have access to a vast network 

of local, national, and sectoral stake-
holders such as extension services, gov-
ernment bodies, media organisations, 
specialised agencies, universities, and 
associations. 

 3 Capacity-development expertise: NGOs 
often have deep capacity-development 
expertise and experience with providing 
training for low-income populations, for 
instance in basic business and financial 
skills. this skill set is especially relevant 
since inclusive business partnerships 
mainly centre on professionalising local 
suppliers or processors in order to inte-
grate them more deeply into the market. 

 3 local infrastructure: most international 
NGOs have country or regional offices 
from which they support or (co-)imple-
ment local development programmes. 
this physical infrastructure, which typi-
cally entails knowledgeable staff, local 
and legal recognition, and a local net-
work, can offer an invaluable and low-
cost entry point for companies exploring 
an inclusive business opportunity. 

 3 Influence on the broader market sys-
tem: NGOs are well aware of the inter-
connectedness of development issues, 
and often have the know-how to engage 
in advocacy activities that influence and 
shape the broader business environ-

ment. for example, they are likely to be 
aware of underlying national and legal 
issues that could prevent an inclusive 
business model from coming to full frui-
tion. 

 3 Access to donor funding and high-risk 
capital: most NGOs have long-standing 
relationships with donors and are famil-
iar with specific funding and reporting 
requirements that are often completely 
new to companies. NGOs also have inter-
nal systems and procedures for manag-
ing donor funding. Some NGOs can ac-
cess impact investing funds or even have 
recourse to internal unrestricted innova-
tion funds that allow them to engage in 
pre-financing scoping missions exploring 
the potential for inclusive business part-
nerships.

 3 Credibility and visibility: as not-for- 
profit actors, NGOs can generate 
credibility for partner companies and 
inclusive business partnerships. a 
credible and qualified NGO partner 
can help attract additional partners 
and funders for the partnership, 
and generate trust on the part of 
various stakeholders, including media 
organisations.

what companies can offer NGos in inclusive business partnerships

 3 Access to business and value chains: 
companies play a central role in inclu-
sive business partnerships, because such 
partnerships are centred on the core ac-
tivities of the company partner. compa-
nies can provide people with low-income 
with access to their businesses or value 
chains either by sourcing products or 
services from such individuals, employ-
ing them in their company, integrating 
them into distribution processes, or de-
veloping products and services that are 
targeted towards them. 

 3 Innovative products and services: many 
companies have r&d and innovation 
facilities or access to state-of-the-art 
technology that can be leveraged for 
inclusive business. their existing prod-
ucts and services can add value in low-
income markets. in addition, companies 
often have the technological knowledge 
and production capacities needed to 
adapt or redesign products or services to 
the specific needs of inclusive business 
markets.

 3

 3 Technical knowledge and specialised 
business expertise: most companies 
have highly specialised technical skills 
and general business skills, such as deep 
expertise in food supply chains or state-
of-the-art skills with technology-driven 
data-management systems. companies 
also have expertise in the area of finan-
cial and business modelling; in develop-
ing, improving, supplying, marketing, 
and selling products or services; and in 
organising logistics. this knowledge and 
the related skill sets are extremely rel-
evant when designing an inclusive busi-
ness model as part of the partnership. 

 3 Business mindset and results-oriented 
action: companies have a business mind-
set that can aid partners in focusing on 
efficiency, cost savings, continuity, and 
growth. this will help the partnership 
stay focused on results, and on achieving 
sustainable long-term impact.

 3 Networks and influence through nation-
al and international partners: because 
of their ongoing business operations, 
large companies normally have strong 
networks of national or international 
business partners, including suppliers 
and distributors, regulators, and busi-
ness associations. if needed, they may 
be able to tap their connections to these 
partners to obtain skills, products, or ser-
vices that neither the NGO nor the com-
pany itself can provide. 

 3 Financial and in-kind resources: last-
ly, companies can invest in and act as 
funder or co-funder of the inclusive busi-
ness partnership’s activities. a convinc-
ing business case can persuade the pri-
vate-sector partner to mobilise internal 
resources to provide critical seed financ-
ing for the partnership. in the early stag-
es of a high-risk partnership, companies 
might offer in-kind contributions, which 
can include staff time or physical as-
sets such as research-lab access, factory 
space, or transportation. 

DEEP DIVE
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2.2. There are no perfect partners,  
just good matches
How can the right partner for an IB partnership be identified? NGOs and compa-

nies can explore the spectrum of potential partners to understand which partner is 

complementary. Most organisations then use proper due diligence tools or partner 

selection processes. If two partners lack certain skills, capacity or resources, it can 

make sense to look for additional partners and form a consortium. Also, it is worth 

noting that partner selection is not only about selecting the right organisation, but 

also about selecting the right counterpart within that organisation. 

Social enterprises, for example, tend to be small in 

size, with a strong social mission that resembles 

that of an NGO. By contrast, corporations’ larger size 

and scale of operation can be an asset, as can their 

ability to attract additional partners. A growing 

number of large companies are also beginning to 

identify social impact and a “licence to operate” as 

an explicit goal of their business case. 

For their part, NGOs differ in terms of their ability to 

work with the private sector, their implementation 

capacities, their size, and their breadth of focus. 

Highly specialised NGOs may have relatively more 

The spectrum of possible company and 
NGO partners is broad

Identifying and selecting the right partner is 

critical for the success of any inclusive business 

partnership. NGOs that are unfamiliar with the 

private sector and lack collaboration experience 

may assume that all companies are the same. In fact, 

the spectrum of companies is very heterogeneous. 

Companies differ in size, geography, and the sectors 

they work in. The type and quantity of resources 

they can access vary, as do their social objectives. 

CASE IN PoINT 6 

Selecting and working with different company partners: Interview with 

welthungerhilfe

Interview with Christian Stark, Corporate 
Partnerships Advisor, welthungerhilfe

Q: how do you select your partners? do you use spe-
cific criteria or processes?

Christian Stark: What we look for in a company part-
ner always depends on the project or type of coop-
eration. there is a process for due diligence. but in 
the first step there’s no specific process. We look for 
potential starting points, which can be the industry 
(e.g. food) or a social commitment or a product.

Q: What experiences have you had with different 
types of partners. for example, what are some of the 
strengths and weaknesses of working with social en-
terprises, Smes, or corporations?

Christian Stark: With corporations, decisions take 
longer, but their engagement is more strategic. With 
family-owned Smes, you might get quick decisions, 
but you are dependent on the personal opinions of 
the owners. Start-ups are often very committed but 
lack resources. however, there are also always ex-

ceptions to these rules.

Q: Which characteristics proved to be helpful among 
your existing company partners? What character-
istics would you look for when selecting new part-
ners?

Christian Stark: We look for commitment in the dNa 
of the company. this makes us less dependent on 
personnel changes, and we can expect the engage-
ment to be more serious. What we have learned is 
not to select a company because of its financial po-
tential.

Q: has your experience led you to develop hard se-
lection criteria for company partners?

Christian Stark: We do have a due diligence process 
to sort out companies that we don’t want to work 
with, but principally we’re still open to work with all 
kinds of companies, as the requirements on the part-
ners depends a lot on the joint project and the kind 
of cooperation.



N G O  a N d  c O m pa N y  pa r t N e r S h i p S  f O r  i N c l u S i v e  b u S i N e S S32



in-depth knowledge about a particular issue, but 

broad-based ones may be better able to contribute 

other thematic expertise and tap a wider range of 

contacts for the purpose of the IB partnership.

Due-diligence processes can help in 
selecting the right partner 

NGOs and companies alike have developed due-

diligence or selection tools and processes that help 

them to identify, screen, and select the right partners. 

Such tools or processes can take different forms 

but always aim for the same thing: the selection of 

partners that have a clear interest in partnering, as 

well as complementary assets and skills. 

NGOs apply both positive and negative selection 

criteria, respectively helping them define entities 

Box 8

what should an organisation look for in a company or NGo partner?

NGOs and companies looking for ib partners should 
carefully consider what type of partner organisation 
might best fit their internal strategy and their geo-
graphical and sectoral priorities, and would be most 
likely to contribute complementary assets. 

Before engaging in an IB partnership with a compa-
ny, NGos should ask themselves: 

 3 Geographical overlap: is the company present in, 
or does it want to venture into, a region in which 
we have a strong local footprint?

 3 Global presence: does the company operate in 
multiple regions, and does it have the potential to 
scale an ib model? 

 3 Inclusion potential: could the company source 
from or employ people with low-income, or in-
volve them in distribution processes? 

 3 Innovation: does the company develop new 
technological solutions that have the potential 
to drive social development (e.g. drones to reach 
remote areas, digital medical devices to improve 
healthcare)? 

 3 Networks: does the company have strong net-
works and the ability to influence stakeholders or 
attract additional partners?

 3 Social mission: does the company's mission in-
clude social objectives? What is the company’s 
reputation with regard to responsible business 
conduct?

 3 Access to resources: does the company have the 
ability to contribute financial or in-kind resources?

Before engaging in an IB partnership with an NGo, 
companies should ask themselves: 

 3 Geographical overlap: does the NGO have local of-
fices in the countries and regions we work in? is it 
involved in the same areas of work in those geog-
raphies?

 3 Private-sector engagement strategy: has the NGO 
collaborated with companies before, and does 
it have a good understanding of private-sector 
needs? is private-sector engagement part of its 
strategy?

 3 Track record: does the NGO specialise in market-
based development approaches or other topics 
relevant to the proposed ib model (e.g. female en-
trepreneurship, skills training, farmer organisa-
tion)? does it have a track record of working with 
companies on ib models?

 3 Target group: are the NGO's intended beneficia-
ries a potential target group for our business ac-
tivities?

 3 Implementation capacity: does the NGO have the 
implementation capacity needed, or does it have 
a network of local NGO partners that can support 
implementation?

 3 Networks: does the NGO have a network that 
gives it the capacity to influence the broader busi-
ness ecosystem? 

 3 Access to resources: does the NGO have a track re-
cord of accessing private and public funding suc-
cessfully? does the NGO have the ability to con-
tribute its own resources to the partnership?



that might be valuable partners, and those that 

would not. Positive selection criteria are used to 

identify whether the partner's strategic objectives 

are aligned with the NGO's mission, and can help 

assess the company's previous track record of 

collaboration. For example, Christian Aid and ICCO 

both prefer to work with SMEs, as such firms tend 

to target similar groups as the NGOs, with a similar 

sectoral focus. By contrast, the use of negative 

selection criteria is a valuable tool for minimising 

reputational risks to an NGO. These help exclude 

certain sectors such as the tobacco industry from 

the outset, and to screen out potential partners that 

have not shown responsible business conduct. 

The Mercy Corps NGO has developed a so-called 

Identification Toolkit. This comprehensive tool as-

sesses potential company partners along several 
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“ICCO does due diligence for any 
partner we want to work with, not 
only for companies. There is no perfect 
company, but ICCO is interested in 
working with companies to influence 
their behaviour”. 

Ataoulaye Bah, Programme Officer Economic 
Development Programmes, ICCO West Africa 

dimensions. It includes positive selection criteria 

such as organisational strength and leadership, the 

presence of pro-poor programmes, and the commit-

ment to inclusive business practices, as well as neg-

ative selection criteria such as harmful company 

behaviour (see Case in Point 7). 

CASE IN PoINT 7 

Mercy Corps’ toolkit for identifying 

possible private-sector partners

mercy corps regards its identification toolkit not 
as a selection checklist, but as a starting point for 
the networking required to find the best private-
sector partner and build a productive relation-
ship. this implies that the identification process 
plays out over time. to analyse whether a com-
pany is a suitable partner, mercy corps looks at: 

organisational strengths 

 3 is the company an innovator in the industry? 
does the company influence other firms?

 3 does the company have sufficient financial 
strength and resources to make business in-
vestments?

 3 is the company willing to engage in activities 
that show results only over the long term?

Pro-poor programme analysis

 3 does mercy corps have past programme expe-
rience with the company?

 3 has the company demonstrated a commit-
ment to engaging in inclusive business, or has 
this been a result of legal and/or contractual 
requirements? 

relationship analysis

 3 does mercy corps have existing relationships 
with the company?

 3 is there a good connection that can be lev-
eraged for the partnership, or which can be 
used to bring in other partners?

Background check

 3 What is the company's reputation among sup-
pliers and customers?

 3 has the company engaged in any harmful be-
haviour? does it have a negative public image?

Source: mercy corps (2018) www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/
private-sector-engagement-tool-kit



CASE IN PoINT 8 

unilever has clear selection 

processes in place to identify the 

right partners

as one of the largest consumer goods companies 
worldwide, unilever’s purpose-led brands are 
creating their own sustainable living opportuni-
ties in the effort to achieve the SdGs. based on 
this brand purpose, individual teams define if 
and what kind of partnerships are required to 
create tangible programmes with impact. 

the selection of the right partners is done in 
close collaboration with unilever’s chief Sustain-
ability Office, which features strong partnership 
and advocacy capabilities that enable a business 
to develop transformational and systemic ap-
proaches. the process starts with identifying a 
list of needs before reaching out to suitable NGO 
partners. these partners can be involved in a va-
riety of ways ranging from strategic research to 
implementation to advocacy. 

creating new partnerships involves an estab-
lished and clear selection process that draws on 
strong criteria used to identify the right partners 
for a deeper co-creation process involving one 
or multiple partners such as NGOs, donors and 
researchers. most partnerships are subject to a 
trial period; unilever uses so-called lean evalua-
tion systems to improve processes within such 
partnership programmes on an ongoing basis.

Often, partnerships build on existing relation-
ships with NGO partners. partnership managers 
will reach out to new partners only if no suitable 
NGO within a network is found. in dedicated 
meetings, partnership managers then determine 
if the NGOs can contribute to what the brand 
team is looking for. after shortlisting suitable 
partners, the brand team starts the co-creation 
process with 2 or 3 potential NGOs in a crystal-
lisation phase. at the end of the trial phase, they 
often see which partner adds most value to the 
initiative.
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Finding the right counterpart within a 
partner organisation is key

When partnering with large companies or 

NGOs, it is important to select not only the right 

organisation, but also the right counterpart within 

that organisation. When reaching out to an NGO, 

the first contact point for many companies is 

the organisation's corporate partnerships team. 

However, it may also be useful for companies 

to engage with the group's technical experts or 

country-office employees. 

For NGOs seeking an inclusive business partnership 

involving a company's core business activities, it can 

be useful to reach out to the firm's R&D, business de-

velopment, strategy, supply-chain management, or 

customer relations departments. A sustainability 

department or corporate foundation may ultimate-

ly also be involved, but core business departments 

should be included at least in the process of joint-

ly creating the partnership, to make sure it reflects 

genuine business needs. Mercy Corps’ Identification 

Toolkit (see case in point 7) advises NGO employees 

to assess whether the department they interact with 

has influence over business decisions, or whether it 

operates solely as a philanthropic office.

Making sure the right staff members are involved is 

equally crucial for success. Participating company 

and NGO representatives should have enough deci-

sion-making power and sufficient internal standing 

to defend the partnership against competing priori-

ties, and to be able to mobilise needed financial or 

non-financial resources. SNV, an NGO, has found that 

partnerships started by a very driven individual can 

abruptly fall apart if that person leaves the compa-

ny. The organisation now seeks to involve multiple 

people from the company in the partnership activi-

ties, so as to ensure continuity. For its part, ICCO re-

quests that the person who might ultimately make 

decisions regarding an inclusive business initia-

tive's future upscaling be involved even in the part-

nership's design phase. 

Additional partners can be essential to 
ensuring a good starting position 

Bringing additional entities into partnerships can 

be useful if they can contribute assets and skills that 

none of the core partners have. An expansion of this 

kind can also help address complex challenges that 

require partners to focus their efforts on different 

value-chain stages or on the broader market 

ecosystem. 

For this reason, many inclusive business 

partnerships involve more than two partners. 

Beyond the company and NGO that typically serve 

as founding partners, additional partners can 

range from local NGOs or local company partners 

to donors, government departments, or business 

associations. They can be involved in a variety of 

ways, carrying out governance or implementation 

tasks, or serving as additional funders. 

Many IB partnerships partner with external do-

nors or foundations. The value of such entities often 

goes beyond their ability to provide funding. For 

example, they can help partners bring separate vi-

sions into alignment, address specific topics, or im-

prove their measurement systems.13 

When a partnership focuses on ecosystem issues, it 

may be important to work directly with local gov-

ernment agencies. Donors too may demand the in-

volvement of such third parties.14 However, this in 

turn introduces new dynamics and complexities to 

the partnership constellation, as the partnership 

between ICCO and Olvea j has shown.15 

A number of international NGOs work with local 

NGOs as on-the-ground implementing partners. Lo-

cal NGOs can contribute skill sets that reflect specif-

ic market needs, help strengthen the partnership’s 

credibility and legitimacy, and address any poten-

tial local resistance to engaging with the business. 

“The more different and 
complementary partners there are, 
the easier it is to come together as 

partners and find solutions”.

Gitte dyrhagen Husager, DanChurchAid

“Partnerships are based on people and 
there is no substitute to investing the 

time to get to know the organisation 
and its people to deliver sustainable 

approaches”. 

Ataoulaye Bah, Programme Officer Economic 
Development Programmes, ICCO West Africa 

  j
see case study 
on p.86
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How international NGos can make local NGos “fit for partnering”

international NGOs that work with 
local NGOs must determine how 
to integrate them into the internal 
change process j needed to sup-
port inclusive business partner-
ships. 

local NGos play a critical role 
in IB partnerships. involving 
local NGOs as on-the-ground 
implementing partners is key in 
strengthening the ib partnership’s 
credibility and legitimacy within 
local communities. local NGOs can 
also play an important role at the 
ecosystem level thanks to strong 
networks that include local and 
national government bodies and 
media organisations. moreover, 
they can often contribute specific 
local knowledge and expertise 
that international NGOs lack. in 
the GaiN Nordic partnership, for 
example, a local NGO was identi-
fied as implementation partner 
because of its expertise with local 
value chains. in the partnership 
between Save the children, Sym-
rise, and unilever in madagascar, a 
local NGO was selected as imple-
mentation partner because Save 
the children had not previously 
operated in the country. 

local NGos often lack the ca-
pacity and skills needed for IB 
partnerships. Not all local NGOs 
with which an international NGO 
might partner are well-equipped to 
engage in ib partnerships. in many 
countries, there is a large institu-
tional distance between local NGOs 
and the business community. this 
makes it harder for local NGOs to 
make informed decisions regarding 
potential engagement strategies. 
moreover, local organisations often 
lack the mindset, skill sets, and 
organisational capacity needed to 
work effectively within an inclusive 
business model and partner with 
the private sector. 

International NGos can help 
local partners become strong 
actors in IB partnerships. Just 
as international NGOs develop 
their own organisation and staff 
capacities in order to facilitate 
change at the global, national, and 
local levels, it is also important 
to help local NGOs become fit for 

ib partnerships. for example, the 
iccO-associated fair and Sustain-
able consulting firm worked with 
the bop innovation center (bop 
inc) to develop and facilitate a 
training programme on partnering 
for inclusive business, specifically 
targeting iccO’s local NGO part-
ners in bangladesh. the training 
programme helped the NGOs 
build the skills needed to carry 
out inclusive business models, 

and showed them how to develop 
value-proposition statements for 
potential private-sector partners. 
international NGOs can also edu-
cate their local partners simply 
by involving them in discussions 
about market-based approaches 
to new programmes, sharing 
concerns about a fully grant-based 
approach, or by applying jointly 
for external funding on the topic.

International NGos can engage 
local partners for specific selected 
tasks. even if local NGO partners 
lack the skills or capacity to act as 
an overall implementation partner, 
international NGOs can engage 
their local partners to carry out spe-
cific individual tasks. for example, 
when iccO started the prOOfS 
market-development programme in 
bangladesh along with internation-
al development enterprises (ide) 
and bop inc., they involved several 
local NGOs that could offer strong 
local-community organising skills 
and the ability to network with 
local public authorities. for other 
activities, such as business-skills 
training programmes, they looked 
for new partners. 

International NGos can look for 
new local partners with skills for 
IB partnerships. in some cases, 
international NGOs may need to 
identify new partners with needed 
skills. this can be done by ap-
pealing to local NGOs or service 
providers through an open call, or 
by carrying out an active scouting 
process. however, such strategies 
can produce situations in which a 
few highly capable NGOs or con-
sultancy organisations experience 
increasing competition for their 
services. 

“Our local partner 
NGOs often do not 
have the right skill 
set. They are too 
much producer and 
production focused, 
instead of looking 
at things in a more 
systemic way”. 

Martin Schmid, HEKS/EPER 

“Our partners tend 
to overpromise to 
companies when 
they introduce our 
joint partnership 
proposition. They need 
to learn how to better 
manage expectations 
and speak the right 
language”.

Zinayida olshanska,  
Light for the World 

DEEP DIVE

  j
see chapter 
on “changing 
internally” on 
p.59
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2.3. There are no shortcuts in building 
relationships

Organisations that have pursued IB partnerships say it takes time and patience to 

align partner interests and develop collaboration procedures. However, this criti-

cal relationship-building process is often underestimated by NGOs and companies 

alike. 

Staff exchange programmes can build 
relationships from the bottom up 

When companies and NGOs engage in staff 

exchange or corporate-volunteering programmes, 

this can help develop a common language and joint 

processes for partnership activities. While staff 

exchanges allow knowledge, technical skills, and 

processes to be transferred from one organisation 

to another, they also allow seconded staff members 

to serve as ambassadors for the partner once they 

return to their own organisations. 

The example of a staff secondment programme pur-

sued by GSK and Save the Children j shows how 

such activities can help both partners to align their 

language and working processes.

Staff exchange can also take the form of a one-

week immersion programme in which company 

employees are familiarised with the on-the-ground 

realities of people with low incomes. For example, 

staff members of the Dutch retailer Albert Heijn 

and its NGO partner, ICCO, travelled together to 

visit areas where the company sourced its products, 

interacting closely with local cooperatives 

and workers at packing stations. This gave the 

company’s employees a deeper understanding 

of local conditions and improved the firm’s 

partnership relationship with ICCO. 

There are several ways NGOs and companies 

can go about building their relationships. Many 

IB partnerships have evolved from existing ties 

or previous collaboration experiences. Some 

organisations have designed staff exchange 

programmes to facilitate closer alignment on 

language and working processes. Other partners 

have met at multi-stakeholder events, or 

formalised their relationships through networks 

or associations. However, relationship building 

necessarily continues throughout the partnership 

process, as the participants work continuously to 

align their objectives and procedures. 

Build inclusive business partnerships 
on existing relationships

Inclusive business partnerships are often formed 

after NGOs and companies have already under-

gone long periods of engagement and relation-

ship building, thus enhancing trust. For example, 

World Vision International and Save the Children 

formed their inclusive business partnerships with 

companies they had previously worked with for 

years. Although the first cooperation between the 

NGOs and their company partners was more phil-

anthropic in nature, it helped to build a working 

relationship and formed a basis for more strate-

gic cooperation. on philanthropic matters. A 50-

year partnership between Cargill and CARE simi-

larly evolved into a collaboration with profound 

impact.16 

The Live Well partnership offers another example of 

previous collaboration, in this case between CARE, 

GSK, and Barclays, the social enterprise’s three main 

shareholders. In 2008, the CEOs of Barclays and GSK 

agreed to collaborate on innovative business models 

for last-mile distribution. They explored several part-

nership opportunities and investments, and found 

Live Well to offer the most promise, in part because 

both Barclays and GSK had a strong presence in Zam-

bia. For its part, CARE had been working with GSK 

since 2011 on a separate health programme.

  j
see case in 
point 9 on 
p.38
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CASE IN PoINT 9 

GSK and Save the Children built their strong relationship through a staff 

secondment programme

in 2013, Save the children and GSK embarked on a 
global partnership to help save 1 million children’s 
lives. the strategic, multi-year collaboration fea-
tures both philanthropic and business elements. the 
partnership includes several programmes that help 
Save the children and GSK exchange knowledge, 
align working practices, and increase internal buy-
in for their collaboration. One of these is the pulSe 
staff secondment programme. 

Since 2009, more than 160 GSK employees have 
made use of the company’s pulSe secondment pro-
gramme, working in various Save the children de-
partments and country offices in full-time positions 
lasting six months.

these employees help improve the NGO’s technical 
and managerial capacities, for example by providing 
knowledge about supply-chain management prac-
tices or medicines for children. for GSK, the second-
ments have led to increased levels of employee satis-
faction and higher retention rates, especially among 
younger employees. 

in addition, pulSe has helped both organisations 
to align their language and working processes more 
closely. for example, as part of the programme, two 
GSK employees introduced the accelerated delivery 
and performance (adp) tool within Save the chil-
dren. adp is an organisational development and 
project-management tool developed by GSK to cre-
ate a common internal language and a structured 
change strategy. today, every new Save the children 
employee is trained to use this tool. 



Potential partners can meet and get to 
know each other at fora and events

Traditionally, NGOs and businesses attend different 

kinds of events with different focuses, making casual 

meetings rare. However, fora and events today are 

increasingly trying to attract for-profit and non-profit 

entities alike. This enables in-person encounters, 

which can enable both sides to meet a variety of 

potential partners, learn one another’s languages, 

and identify common interests and partnership 

needs. Such fora are also a useful venue for sharing 

good practices and lessons related to IB partnerships.

Nevertheless, there is a clear need for more 

opportunities of this kind, in which NGOs and 

companies can engage with one another and start 

building relationships. 

Cross-sectoral platforms, networks, 
and associations can help build 
relationships

When NGOs and companies join the same networks 

and associations, it creates additional chances to 

build relationships and discover opportunities to 

collaborate on IB partnerships. For example, the 

Aspen Institute of Development Entrepreneurs 

(ANDE) and the UN Global Compact, which has 

national chapters in various countries, are both 

networks that enable NGOs and companies to meet 

and interact.

Table 2:  

Selected fora and events attended by NGos and businesses

Name description

Business Fights 
Poverty oxford

this one-day event brings together hun-
dreds of innovators and thinkers from 
across business, civil society, academia, 
and government.17 

Skoll world 
Forum on Social 
Entrepreneurship

the Skoll forum brings together social 
entrepreneurs, corporations, and 
intermediaries to explore how to forge 
development partnerships.18

Sankalp Forum the Sankalp forum was initiated 
to create a thriving ecosystem for 
business-led inclusive development. 
Governments, corporations, media, and 
civil society organisations engage to 
drive a paradigm shift in development 
approaches.19 

uN Human rights 
and Business 
Forum

the uN forum is the world's largest 
annual gathering on business and 
human rights, with participants from 
government, business, civil society, the 
investment community, academia, and 
the media.20

European 
development days

Organised by the european commis-
sion, the european development days 
aim to inspire new partnerships and in-
novative solutions to the world’s most 
pressing challenges.21 
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Networks focused on a specific topic or sector 

may be an ideal platform for meeting potential IB 

partners, since such groups already require actors 

to have a certain track record in order to join.

The Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH) in the 

Netherlands, for example, requires partners to have 

worked on market-based solutions. The IDH also 

has a specific focus on facilitating collaboration, 

bringing together companies, civil society 

organisations, and governments to design, co-fund, 

and prototype economically viable approaches to 

realising green and inclusive growth in commodity 

sectors and sourcing areas. As one example, 

ICCO’s bilateral partnership with Dutch company 

LenersanPoortman for the inclusive sourcing of 

nutmeg developed out of both entities’ membership 

in the IDH spices programme.

The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN) 

is another such network. Stakeholders in the GAIN 

Access to Better Dairy partnership originally met as 

members of the GAIN Nordic Partnership, a regional 

branch of the alliance, and incubated their initiative 

within the platform.

Relationship building continues even 
after formalising the partnership

Building and maintaining relationships becomes 

even more important once partners have begun 

acting together. Both sides often underestimate 

the time needed to establish a productive working 

relationship. Regular in-person meetings in 

particular are crucial in building the collaborative 

foundation needed for such activities. Such 

meetings often reveal different interpretations 

of partnership objectives and help to clarify each 

side’s ambitions, ultimately leading to necessary 

compromises.

For example, while Save the Children and its part-

ner Symrise, a multinational flavours and fragranc-

es company, conduct monthly phone calls and hold 

quarterly face-to-face steering committee meetings, 

they also jointly meet partners once a year in Mada-

gascar instead of in a London conference room. Ac-

cording to Symrise Sustainability Advisor Hamish 

Taylor, “This meeting [in Madagascar] was the most 

important one, because it allowed us to meet all 

players involved, including local NGOs and benefi-

ciaries, and align our expectations based on the re-

alities on the ground”.

“A platform like GAIN Nordic is great to develop ideas for joint initiatives. And you 
do not always have to partner with everyone. You can just incubate different ideas 

out of the platform with the most suitable partners”.

Gitte dyrhagen Husager, Head of Private Sector Engagement, DanChurchAid

“Regular in-person meetings with all 
players is an absolute must. We hold 
at least one meeting per year on the 

ground in Madagascar for all partners 
involved to see the reality. This 

provides new motivation, and helps 
partners visualise the purpose of our 

work”. 

Hamish Taylor, Advisor on Sustainability, Symrise
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Creating 
opportunities 
and managing 
risks 
IB partnerships can have greater impact than traditional 

partnerships between NGOs and companies. But to realise this 

potential, partners must successfully build on each other’s 

strengths, create new opportunities from the partnership, 

and manage risks effectively. This is especially relevant in IB 

partnerships, because partners often have different motivations, 

employ different processes and procedures, and contribute 

unique skills that qualify them to take the lead in different 

areas of the partnership. Such diversity needs to be coordinated 

and managed effectively if it is to add value. Moreover, creating 

new opportunities from the IB partnership requires access to 

sufficient financial resources. If none of the partners can easily 

mobilise such resources, third-party funding can be an option, 

but needs to be navigated carefully.
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3.1. Align on key partnership elements  
early on
Successful IB partnerships underscore the importance of conducting a joint 

problem analysis as a first step. This ensures that all partners involved understand 

the challenges and opportunities of the partnership, and have a clear view of 

their priorities. This may also reveal differing values and perspectives. Respecting 

these differences during the course of the partnership is crucial. A memorandum 

of understanding should be used to formalise the partnership, capturing the 

various participants’ visions, objectives, and roles, and spelling out risks and non-

negotiable items. Once the partners feel sufficiently aligned, they can develop joint 

KPIs to help identify and iron out any mismatches. 

tential adverse impacts. Based on this analysis, they 

jointly decided to work in the dairy sector, as they 

saw the most potential benefits and the greatest 

overlap of interests here.

Respecting each partner’s motivations 
is crucial in aligning visions and 
mission

When NGOs and companies develop an inclusive 

business partnership, they have to align on a 

common set of objectives despite the fact that 

they may hold different and sometimes even 

contradictory values and perspectives. NGOs are 

expected to ensure that development is inclusive 

and leaves no one behind. Businesses are profit-

oriented, and primarily need to ensure their own 

financial sustainability.

NGOs and companies alike need to acknowledge 

and respect the fact that their partners may 

have different interests and motivations for 

their participation in the partnership. This is a 

precondition for being able to agree on a vision and 

mission for the partnership, and is essential in order 

to avoid conflicts and work together successfully. 

A joint problem analysis can assess the 
proposed partnership’s strategic fit

Conducting a joint problem analysis helps potential 

partners determine whether the proposed venture 

is in fact a strategic fit for their own organisation. 

It gives a clear – and importantly, mutually 

agreed-upon picture of the challenges, gaps, and 

opportunities to be addressed. This prevents 

partners from jumping straight to implementation 

without understanding either the local context or 

one another’s strategic priorities. 

World Vision International (WVI) and DSM experi-

enced first-hand how focusing on their individual 

strengths and assets wound up constraining their 

partnership. j According to WVI’s Director of New 

Business Partnerships for Sustainable Health Ma-

rina Adamyan, “When we started in Tanzania, we 

jumped straight into implementation, in line with 

our existing capacities, but with little understand-

ing of our limitations; and too many external fac-

tors we didn’t consider”. This lesson ultimately led 

them develop a different procedure in Rwanda. 

There, they analysed the local context and the val-

ue chain together, ensuring that the venture was a 

strategic fit for both partners and helping to avoid 

subsequent mission drift. 

Similarly, the GAIN Nordic partners, led by Dan-

ChurchAid, initiated their GAIN Access to Better 

Dairy partnership j by assessing various value 

chains from sourcing to consumption, with the goal 

of selecting the right product and identifying po-

  j
see case study 
on p.80

  j
see case study 
on p.92
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"WVI has shown understanding that access to nutrition is important, and that for 
DSM there should be a business case to ensure sustainability of the project in the 

long term”. 

Florentine oberman, partnerships manager for DSM’s Partnerships for Nutrition programme

CASE IN PoINT 10 

Polarity thinking helps partners 

respect each other’s motivations

in its dialogues with companies, iccO uses the 
tool of “polarity thinking” as a means of dem-
onstrating that seemingly opposing values 
can complement each other when applied in 
a balanced way. “like yin and yang, polarities 
are interdependent values that support each 
other. this knowledge can be used to facilitate 
dialogue between the private sector and NGOs, 
and to foster inclusive business opportunities”, 
says leonard Zijlstra, a senior strategist and 
policy advisor at iccO cooperation. iccO uses 
the “margin (short-term) vs. mission (long-term)”  
opposition j to remind participants that each 
“pole” has an upside and a downside. “the more 
you are attached to ‘your side’ or ‘your value,’ the 
more you are unable to see the potential down-
sides attached to it”, Zijlstra says. participating 
in this exercise helps to remind NGO and com-
pany employees of the “both-and” nature of in-
clusive business partnerships.



CASE IN PoINT 11 

Secondary goals can have a ripple 

effect

in addition to their work on the ground, Save the 
children advised Symrise on the development of 
a policy on safeguarding children’s rights, going 
beyond the issue of child labour alone. in doing 
so, they helped the company engineer the de-
sired social impact, says Symrise sustainability 
advisor hamish taylor. Symrise is now introduc-
ing this policy within the Sustainable vanilla ini-
tiative. 



Be clear about what is not negotiable, 
and about secondary goals 

NGOs’ and companies’ visions, missions, and values 

may not always be complementary, and may in 

some cases even contradict each other. Hence, it is 

important for each partner to define the areas and 

issues it regards as being non-negotiable, and to 

make these clear at an early date. 

For example, Simavi, an NGO active in the WASH 

sector, set up a partnership with a water company. 

Its non-negotiable requirement was that the part-

nership focus on training women rather than men, 

even though men were more forthcoming and easi-

er to involve. For other NGOs, obtaining a fair price 

for their products may be a non-negotiable goal. In 

the case of ICCO and Olvea, j this meant that the 

two partners decided to design and implement a 

system offering above-market prices for good-qual-

ity shea nuts. 

While partnership participants must align on a set 

of core common goals, they should also be open to 

their partners’ special requests or secondary goals, 

even if these go beyond the initial scope of the 

venture. For example, as part of an IB partnership 

with Symrise, Unilever, and GIZ, Save the Children 

wanted to protect child rights within the vanilla 

value chain, even though their involvement was 

focused on offering technical skills and expertise 

for work with the local communities. Thanks to 

their partners’ receptivity to this request, a new 

component focused on protecting children was 

introduced, with a positive effect. 

Use an MoU to describe the venture’s 
vision, goals, roles, responsibilities, 
and risks

Signing a written partnership agreement or mem-

orandum of understanding (MoU) is a milestone in 

every inclusive business partnership.22 This formal 

document captures the partners’ most important 

agreements on what the venture will do, and how 

it will be done. Although this might appear to be 

  j
See support 
directory on 
p.77

  j
see case study 
on p.86
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nication that includes lessons learned, even in the 

case of failure, helps the partnership stay credible, 

and is often more useful than pure success stories 

with regard to scaling or replicating the model. 

Following (or in some cases in parallel with) agree-

ment on an MoU, partners or external funders of-

ten require legally binding project contracts that 

include detailed project plans, targets, and budgets. 

This is particularly the case when funding is being is-

sued or other financial transactions are taking place. 

In the case of WVI’s partnership with DSM, for ex-

ample, the NGO also signed a service-provision con-

tract with DSM. This enabled funds to be transferred 

from DSM to WVI for training costs and the purchase 

of equipment. In cases such as this, NGOs should en-

sure that the governance structure described in the 

MoU remains the partnership’s guiding framework, 

ensuring that the venture continues on equal terms.

Developing joint KPIs and M&E 
systems can help align partners more 
closely 

NGOs and companies often believe they are well 

aligned with regard to strategy and approach until 

they start developing key performance indicators 

(KPIs) and measurement and evaluation (M&E) sys-

tems for their IB partnership. This step is critical 

in moving from an implicit, assumed alignment to 

an explicit agreement on the partner’s areas of fo-

cus and specific activities. The KPIs and M&E sys-

tems will also help later in tracking progress and 

documenting lessons learned, both of which are 

key performance-management tasks for inclu-

sive business partnerships. Such activities can 

guide decision-making, enabling partners to steer 

the venture’s direction over time. In the case of  

DSM and WVI, j for example, the external review 

an obvious step, this document is in practice often 

drafted too late or incompletely, or is even skipped 

altogether. However, it serves as a useful point of 

reference, and can be circulated within each organ-

isation to provide important background informa-

tion about the partnership, its objectives, and how 

it will affect each partner.

While MoUs are vital in order to ensure that part-

ners’ interests are aligned, some specific elements 

are especially relevant for IB partnerships. For ex-

ample, the MoU should specify how the partner-

ship’s benefits and risks will be shared amongst 

partners and other stakeholders, including local 

communities. For example, if NGO and company 

partners jointly develop a new product or service as 

part of their collaboration, they have to decide how 

they will deal with potential intellectual-property 

rights, and how to share the benefits deriving from 

ownership (see Case in Point 12). If they jointly cre-

ate a separate social enterprise, they need to agree 

on questions such as how shares are to be allocated 

between partners, and whether the enterprise is to 

be open to investment by other investors. 

Prior to drafting an MoU, signing a letter of intent 

can be useful in giving the exploration process an 

official status, and in helping to generate internal 

buy-in. j This early stage can also be a good mo-

ment to determine whether a non-disclosure agree-

ment (NDA) is needed.

In some cases, the signing of an MoU is communi-

cated externally. This can generate visibility and mo-

mentum for the partnership, and can help attract 

new funding or implementing partners. However, 

particularly for innovative partnerships, early atten-

tion might also entail risks, especially in phases be-

fore results have been achieved. Transparent commu-

CASE IN PoINT 12 

Positive use of intellectual property rights

dSm, iccO, and iccO’s african partner epN partnered 
to co-develop an innovative test kit to check the 
active-ingredient content in antibiotics used in the 
african healthcare sector.23 this raised the question 
of whether the terms of use should be determined 
under an intellectual property rights (ip) framework, 
for instance through the use of a patent. in the case 
of the test kit, no new ip was foreseen or applied for. 
however, when the mou was signed, the partners 
agreed that any knowledge or methods developed 
by stakeholders such as local NGOs or communities 

would be acknowledged “by means of a price that 
is considered fair by all concerned, and/or fair par-
ticipation (share) in the test kit /services which are 
developed”, as captured in the consortium agree-
ment. the idea for such a “fair share” was to allocate 
a certain percentage of the revenues from each test 
kit sold to a special fund earmarked for the support 
of epN’s work. this would also help justify the invest-
ment of public funds, in this case by the dutch gov-
ernment, in a commercial product.



  j
see chapter on 
internal buy-in 
on p.60

  j
see case study 
on p.80
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of their test phase in Tanzania helped them to re-

configure their partnership activities in Rwanda.24 

In some past IB partnerships, participants have post-

poned creating specific KPIs and M&E systems,  j 

aiming to avoid early-stage tensions and delays. 

However, failing to address these issues often simply 

produces more conflicts later on. 

NGOs and companies typically measure results dif-

ferently.25 NGOs often use elaborate M&E systems to 

assess their interventions, employing qualitative 

and quantitative indicators that clearly differenti-

ate between input, outputs, outcomes, and impact. 

Companies normally apply a simpler set of quantita-

tive KPIs to measure business success. These means 

that the two approaches are likely to have different 

indicators focused on different timeframes. Busi-

ness indicators are often designed with short-term 

goals in mind, while social impact measured on the 

basis of development indicators requires at least 

several years to achieve. As innovative projects tend 

to entail a high level of risk, companies usually ap-

ply a “start small, fail fast” principle, and thus use 

a step-by-step approach. This tends to be different 

than NGO project logic. Agreeing on joint targets 

and indicators will help partners overcome differ-

ences, but also requires a willingness to make com-

promises. 

Box 9

The Mou checkbox

Mous should cover at least the following as-
pects: 

 P the partnership’s vision and mission

 P the partnership’s goals, expected results, 
and expected conclusion

 P the roles and responsibilities associated 
with each partner

 P the partnership’s governance structure and 
decision-making procedures

 P each partner’s expected financial and in-
kind contributions

 P the venture’s risk-mitigation and benefit-
sharing strategies

 P information on how to deal with internal 
conflicts and violations of agreements

 P policies for conducting external and internal 
communication 



Partners should clarify expectations 
and requirements regarding project 
timeframes

NGOs and companies tend to view and assess 

their operations using different timeframes. 

For this reason, it may be natural for NGOs to 

worry that companies might expect unrealistic 

or unsustainable “quick fixes” for development 

issues. To address this concern, NGOs should work 

to break down expected social-impact results in a 

step-by-step manner. According to the Partnership 

Resource Centre’s Marieke de Wal, it is helpful to 

formulate common “markers for change” – that is, 

intermediate milestones on the way to achieving 

long-term results. 

Jointly clarifying these expectations and 

understanding one another’s requirements will 

help partners reach agreement. Indeed, in some 

cases, external constraints may run counter to 

expectation. For example, in one recent inclusive 

healthcare partnership between Philips and AMREF, 

the NGO was bound by donor criteria providing for 

a three- to four-year project, while Philips believed 

that the project would become sustainable only 

after seven to 10 years.

  j
See further 
reading list on 
p. 78
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How can NGos ensure social impact when engaging in an IB partnership with a 

company?

One major concern for NGOs in developing and co-
designing inclusive business partnerships is ensuring 
that social impact is generated. these concerns should 
be shared with the corporate partners. the following 
strategies will make eventual success more likely: 

 3 Select company partners that define social impact 
as part of their strategy: an increasing number of 
companies define social impact and the “licence to 
operate” as an important and explicit goal of their 
operations. Within the unilever group, the “brand 
purpose” j identified by each brand needs to make 
a contribution to achieving the SdGs. Similarly, 
Symrise sees a clear business case in supporting 
local communities. (see case in point 13)

 3 Involve the project’s target group in co-creation 
processes: co-creation, or ensuring that local 
communities are actively consulted or involved, is 
a key element of inclusive business practices. this 
should encompass both input – that is, drawing 
on their aspirations and ideas for solutions – and 
output – that is, how the inclusive business would 
actually involve and benefit them. for instance, 
existing local solutions (often also referred to as 
“frugal innovations”) can be a source of inspiration 
informing the design of a new product.26 

 3 develop simple tools that fit into a business-logic 
framework: When addressing general develop-
ment concerns or the SdG framework, NGOs must 
make sure to be pragmatic and solution-oriented. 
this will help enable the company partner to trans-
late these issues into the context of their market-
based operations. for example, iccO developed a 
simple tool for Smes in the agricultural sector to 
address human-rights concerns as part of their 
ongoing business.27 

 3 Translate social goals into business objectives: 
Social goals can often be translated directly into 
business-logic terms. for NGOs, it can be helpful 
to define the “business case” of their development 
interests, as this can help both partners align their 
strategic goals. this is especially relevant when 
the objective is to integrate specific groups such 
as women, youth, or people with disabilities into 
value chains. Similarly, capacity building, which is 
often a grant-based activity, can be embedded in a 
business model by creating commercial incentives 
for such work. (see box 15) 

 3 Be clear about the value and the challenges as-
sociated with social objectives: it is important for 
NGOs to understand that there are social objec-
tives which cannot be translated into a business 
logic. light for the World employees noted that 
in their interactions with businesses, they focus 
on the issue of social return on investment (Sroi) 
– for example, how the company can contribute 
to fulfilling the SdGs. for the NGO, which works 
with people with disabilities, this is part of being 
transparent and managing partners’ expectations 
of a “quick win” on social issues.

DEEP DIVE

  j
see case in 
point 8 on 
p.34
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Box 10

Inspiration for operationalising social impact’s business case 

 3 Smallholder farmer inclusion: Organising small-

holders in a cooperative gives these individuals 

a stronger market negotiation power (devel-

opment goal), but also increases value-chain 

efficiency for a company (business interest).28 

 3 Gender equality: employing more women at 

the senior management level (a development 

goal) in enterprises with many female employ-

ees can decrease the incidence of sexual harass-

ment (a development goal). this results in lower 

absenteeism and turnover rates, as well as 

higher levels of employee satisfaction (business 

interest).29 

 3 Job integration: employing people with disabili-

ties in meaningful jobs (a development goal) 

enables a company to learn more about the 

interests and needs of potential customers with 

disabilities, and can improve the brand’s reputa-

tion among such consumers and their social 

networks (business interest).30

j see further reading list on p.78



CASE IN PoINT 13 

The community-development business case for Symrise

Symrise sees a clear business benefit in engaging 

with the wider community in madagascar, even 

beyond its direct vanilla supply chain. the support 

provided for community-development functions 

influences the perception of the company held by 

smallholders and their families. business benefits 

for Symrise include: 

 3 improved quality and quantity of vanilla

 3 reduced side-selling

 3 improved branding and reputation 

“It is key what community members 
think of us as an organisation. If 

they have respect for us because 
we positively contribute to the 

community, this determines the 
perception they have of the company. 

And this makes a big difference. For 
example, the farmers clearly see the 

difference between Symrise and 
other buyers. Many people say: ‘The 

difference about Symrise is that they 
come back’”.

Hamish Taylor, Advisor on Sustainability, Symrise
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3.2. Roles need to be clear but allow  
for adaptation
Within an IB partnership, each key participant should play a role that reflects 

the specific assets and core competences it is contributing. But how to make 

best use of these assets? Who should facilitate, manage, fund, and implement the 

partnership? While some roles can be clearly assigned to one partner, most cannot. 

For greatest clarity, and to avoid future tensions, roles and responsibilities should 

be clearly assigned, allowing each partner to “own”, or be accountable for, a specific 

set of activities. Regular partnership reviews will help keep this division of roles 

functioning smoothly or enable adaptation if necessary.

partner CARE initially conducted all administrative 

processes. Today, the NGO’s role is centred instead 

on the provision of capacity-building support and 

strategic advice at the board level. 

Key roles in IB partnerships

Based on an analysis of existing inclusive business 

partnerships, we have developed a set of six gener-

al roles that appear regularly across ventures. These 

include: partnership manager, facilitator, advisor, 

capacity builder, ecosystem builder, and funder. 

Some of these roles are more likely to be carried 

out by NGOs, while others will be fulfilled by com-

panies. In some cases, both partners may share as-

pects of the same role.32 

1) Partnership manager

In every partnership, an operations-management 

entity is necessary to coordinate agreed activi-

ties, ensure milestones are met, monitor results, 

and manage funds. In inclusive business partner-

ships, these management functions are often car-

ried out jointly. For example, in the partnership 

between DSM and WVI, two senior account manag-

ers, one from each partner, oversee the collabora-

Roles have to be clear from the 
beginning, but can evolve over time 

It is important to define and allocate roles at the 

beginning of every inclusive business partnership. 

NGOs are generally best placed to ensure that local 

communities’ interests are taken into account, 

while companies are usually focused more strongly 

on business-related interests. Each role is equally 

important for the success of inclusive business 

partnerships. 

A clear division of roles is desirable because it helps 

to create clarity, manage expectations, and best uti-

lise each partner’s complementary strengths. In 

some cases, NGOs may find they are themselves un-

able to implement certain roles that would other-

wise naturally fall to the non-corporate partner; in 

such circumstances, they should be open to adding 

other development actors to the partnership.31 

Roles can also evolve over time. For example, in the 

Live Well partnership, j GSK started as an investor 

and also provided supply-chain advice. After one of 

the funders dropped out, the company shifted to 

playing a more active strategic-advisory role. GSK’s 

“Clarity on roles is a critical factor for the success of a partnership. In our case, the 
division of roles came organically, as all stakeholders already knew each other well”. 

Gitte dyrhagen Husager, DanChurchAid

  j
see case study 
on p.98
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tion at all levels, with a clear division of activities. 

An alternative is to delegate project-management 

functions to just one of the partners. In the GAIN 

Access to Better Dairy partnership, for instance, 

GAIN is responsible for project-management activ-

ities. Often, NGOs or other development partners 

take the lead when it comes to measuring results. 

In the case of the Symrise and Save the Children 

venture, monitoring and evaluation functions are 

performed by co-funding partner GIZ as part of the 

develoPPP.de programme.

2) Facilitator

One important task for participants in inclusive 

business partnerships is to identify other relevant 

actors that should be part of the endeavour. These can 

include local communities, governments, external 

funders, or a myriad of other entities. The facilitator 

role entails responsibility for engaging with these 

actors and bringing them together. When they 

perform this task, NGOs can often build on their long 

local presence and the trust they have generated, for 

example with community leaders, local NGOs, and 

governments. In Ethiopia, DanChurchAid facilitated 

the links to the local civil society organisations 

that helped mobilise communities and provided 

technical assistance to dairy farmers. DanChurchAid 

also forged links with a local milk processor that 

was interested in sourcing from smallholder 

farmers. In its partnership with DSM, World Vision 

International provides access to local governments. 

DSM, in contrast, has stronger ties to the Rwandan 

national government and the Dutch embassy. 

3) Advisor

Each partner in an inclusive business partnership 

contributes specific expertise. For example, NGOs 

can advise companies on how to identify and serve 

local community needs. In the partnership between 

Save the Children and GSK, the NGO’s ability to play 

this role has informed the development of a new 

product. NGOs can also advise companies designing 

inclusive business models on relevant topics such 

as gender-based violence, the inclusion of people 

with disabilities, child labour, and human rights. 

For example, Light for the World advises companies 

how to support people with particular disabilities, 

and how to develop the work processes and/or in-

frastructure required to do so. 

Companies are well-placed to provide advice 

on IB business-model development, and to offer 

the technical knowledge needed for product 

development. In the partnership between DSM 

and WVI in Rwanda, the two partners jointly 

designed a business model that included product 

sourcing and the fortification process, testing 

and revisiting assumptions where needed. In its 

Live Well partnership with CARE, pharmaceutical 

company GSK contributes healthcare supply-chain 

information, business-establishment expertise, and 

advice on how to craft an appropriate product mix.

4) Capacity builder

In the capacity-building role, NGOs and compa-

nies provide training services designed to expand 

a company’s capabilities. This requires specific sec-

toral expertise and familiarity with training meth-

odologies. In its partnership with AIF and Kumwe 

in Rwanda, World Vision trains farmers to improve 

their post-harvest efficiency and quality. j For the 

same venture, DSM and Sight and Life provide tech-

nical support and specialised knowledge on how to 

keep the raw materials from being contaminated 

by a mould fungus called Aflatoxin. Unilever, which 

is bringing its inclusive distribution model to Pak-

istan, is enlisting local NGOs to recruit and train 

women, and to advise it on culture-specific details 

of the market. In Burkina Faso, the French oil com-

pany Olvea relied on ICCO j to train shea nut pro-

ducer organisations to obtain organic certification. 

However, the actual training is done by Fair Match 

Support, a specialised ICCO spin-off that provides 

business-development services. 

5) Ecosystem builder

If an IB partnership is to be successful, it requires 

a conducive business environment. Some partner-

ships thus also work to improve the business eco-

system. For example, one of the overall goals for 

DSM and WVI is to focus on awareness building and 

demand creation, thus helping to expand the mar-

ket for fortified food in Rwanda more broadly. 

As development-sector actors, many NGOs have 

the systemic perspective, networks, and research 

capacity necessary to play an advocacy role, 

influencing policymakers and helping to establish 

an ecosystem that can support inclusive business. 

In Kenya, Unilever’s work with smallholder-farmer 

women in the tea industry helped it gain awareness 

of these women’s lack of access to land titles and 

lack of decision-making power over the incomes 

they earned. However, the company needs alliances 

with NGOs to address this issue on a policy level.

  j
see case study 
on p.80

  j
see case study 
on p. 86
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NGOs should carefully assess which 
roles they can play in IB partnerships

NGOs need to carefully assess whether they are in 

the right position or have the needed capacity to 

play certain roles in IB partnerships. For example, 

not every NGO is well-placed to act as a facilitator 

or business broker between smallholder farmers 

and companies. This task requires the facilitator 

to balance different business interests and power 

dynamics. To do so successfully, this entity must 

be accepted by all actors. Some NGOs may not be 

technically qualified for this; others, being active 

advocates for their beneficiary communities, may 

not have the required neutrality. 

Along the same lines, simply having a local field 

office and close relations with the target group does 

not automatically qualify NGOs to offer business-

skills training or to advise a company on the local 

value chain. When specialists from the Danish food 

ingredient company AFI came to Ethiopia for the 

first time, they already knew many more details 

about the dairy value chain than did local NGOs.

Companies can and do influence the ecosystem as 

well. For example, Philips’ participation in the SDG 

Partnership Platform in Kenya has given the com-

pany an opportunity to influence that country’s 

healthcare system. For Philips, the engagement 

with NGOs and the government in a partnership 

platform enables the company to influence deci-

sion-making in terms of healthcare standards and 

provision. This gives the company the opportunity 

to establish themselves as a suitable partner for pri-

mary healthcare.33 

6) Funder 

Inclusive business partnerships often require their 

participants to make both financial and in-kind 

contributions to the venture. However, contributing 

large sums of money can be difficult for NGOs and 

companies alike, even if the partnership is closely 

aligned with their core objectives.

In many such cases, the partners seek to mobilise 

third-party funding from donors. As NGOs general-

ly have considerable experience writing proposals, 

applying for grants, and working with donors, they 

often take on the task of accessing and managing 

this external funding. In its partnership with ICCO, 

Olvea clearly places high value on the NGO’s exper-

tise in attracting and managing donor funding. As 

Christophe Godard, Olvea’s sustainability value 

chain manager, says: “We are not used at all to the 

bureaucratic procedures of what donors require, 

and it is very time consuming. NGOs are clearly bet-

ter positioned to cover this role”. 

“In order to create a relevant and 
mutually beneficial solution, in all cases 
we try to understand first what the pain 
and/or opportunity is for the corporate 
partner and start from there to co-create 
a solution with the company”. 

Javier Ayala, Inclusive Business Programme Manager, SNV34
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Box 11

NGos’ role in IB partnerships: service providers or equal partners?

When NGOs refer to being a “service provider” to 
a company, they often mean they are providing a 
“social” service, funded by corporate philanthropy. 
in the context of inclusive business, being a service 
provider refers to playing an advisory or consultan-
cy role, with the services paid for by a company busi-
ness unit.

before deciding on their preferred role, NGOs should 
develop a realistic view of the financial costs (ex-
penses) and benefits (income) associated with being 
an equal partner versus a service provider. as safe 
or interesting as a service-provider role may seem in 
terms of generating income, it limits the NGO’s influ-
ence on the process and on the outcome of the part-
nership. bluntly said: “who pays, decides”. in the end, 
one key defining element of a true partnership is a 
non-hierarchical relationship, with benefits and risks 
shared equally, and joint governance structures. 

hence, NGOs often find it difficult to decide how to 
position themselves within inclusive business part-
nerships. Given the realities of diminishing grant 
funding, some consider becoming paid service pro-
viders instead of investing their own resources to 
become an equal partner. 

light for the World had a steep learning curve when 
trying to find its role. initially the NGO approached 
the private sector as a client for a philanthropic ser-
vice, proposing to help companies include people 
with disabilities. however, as the NGO provided its 
services, its employees often felt other issues should 
be taken up first. the NGO’s executives realised that 
providing (as yet unrequested) advice of this kind 
to the company was in fact the role that a partner 
would play, implying a joint co-funding model, 
and thus changed their approach. as light for the 
World’s disability inclusion manager Zinayida Ol-
shanska, states “Now we see each other as partners, 
each contributing in their own way. We thus also set 
expectations for the partnership”. 

in amref’s case, corporate partner philips actually 
pushed the NGO to take on an equal role rather than 
remaining as a service provider. as one philips em-
ployee recognises “the collaboration initially started 
on an unequal footing, rather as a contractor-sup-
plier relationship than as a partnership. after three 
years we [philips] questioned whether we needed to 
continue funding the activities of amref and renego-
tiated the partnership agreement in terms of sharing 
risks and benefits. by opening up the partnership in 

this way and by involving the organisation in a pro-
cess of co-creation to co-develop a joint value propo-
sition, amref got a larger sense of ownership and a 
long-term commitment to the project”.35 

in some cases, as in dSm and Wvi’s venture, the posi-
tions of service provider and partner are not mutual-
ly exclusive. here, Wvi plays a partner role, with joint 
governance powers and responsibilities. however, 
Wvi also has a service agreement with dSm to cover 
the operational costs of its involvement. 

for NGOs that want to be able to act both as partner 
and service provider, it can be helpful to set up a spe-
cific consultancy division or legally separated ser-
vice-provision entity. iccO, for instance, established 
a separate legal entity in order to differentiate clear-
ly between the roles of partner and service provider. 
fair and Sustainable consulting, wholly owned by 
iccO, advises companies, NGOs, and governments 
on the development of inclusive value chains. 



“Often NGOs feel very weak 
in a partnership with large 

corporations, particularly when 
the partnership is about a product 

that only the private partner can 
develop, and it all depends on 

their willingness and interest. In 
the partnership with Arla Foods 

Ingredients, we don’t view ourselves 
as service providers, because 

we have a key role in decision-
making. DanChurchAid adds value 

through its organisational size 
and local footprint. The fact that 

we have a third party (Danida is 
our back donor) that we need to 
be accountable to makes all the 

difference”. 

Interview with Gitte dyrhagen Husager, Head of 
Private Sector Engagement, DanChurchAid 
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Financing IB partnerships 

IB partnerships need both financial and in-kind 
contributions

ib partnership require a significant quantity of re-
sources to do their work. While partners can make 
in-kind contributions, they will also need financial 
resources to pay for staffing and other ongoing 
costs. thus, it is vital that partners agree on the 
contributions each will make at an early date, and 
that they develop a budget stretching over at least 
two to three years. 

Companies’ IB partnership funding con-
straints: High risk makes investment difficult 

contrary to some NGOs’ preconceptions, it can be 
difficult even for large companies to mobilise suf-
ficient resources for ib partnerships. this is in large 
part due to the high level of risk associated with 
such activities, and the subsequently uncertain 
return. 

the high-risk nature and long-term investment 
horizon of inclusive business activities means that 
they are often overseen by companies’ innovation 
or business-development departments. to further 

reduce risks, some companies may even use a stake-
holder-engagement department or the corporate 
foundation for such activities. Small companies 
may have comparatively more flexibility to finance 
ib partnership from operational budgets, but their 
scope for ib engagement is generally narrow, and 
risk necessarily remains a serious concern. 

NGos’ IB partnership funding constraints: 
limited unrestricted funds

as competition intensifies for a decreasing quantity 
of external-donor funds, NGOs face rising funding 
constraints. this makes it increasingly difficult for 
them to contribute their own funds to ib partner-
ships.

in the current donor-funding environment, NGOs 
are increasingly dependent on short-term (three to 
five years) project or programme funding, typically 
distributed using calls for proposals on specifically 
defined themes. if organisations do have access 
to funding from private donations, this is often 
earmarked for specific humanitarian causes or 
other defined activities. in addition, development 
NGOs are generally not allowed to use public grant 
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money to further private-sector (company) ends, 
unless doing so clearly serves development goals. 
for example, the heKS/eper NGO offers a co-financ-
ing scheme to local companies on the condition 
that the businesses include marginalised groups in 
their business and value chains.

in sum, this leaves NGOs with little in the way 
of unrestricted funding that can be used for the 
purposes of pre-investment or co-funding for new, 
riskier activities.

All IB partners need to have sufficient “skin in 
the game”

these real funding constraints mean that NGOs and 
companies interested in a partnership must engage 
in a reality check. as early as possible, they must 
ask themselves what funds and resources will be 
needed and determine what each partner can mo-
bilise. they should discuss who will be responsible 
for paying for staff time and out-of-pocket costs, 
even when these are provided to the partnership 
on an in-kind basis. in doing so, NGOs may also need 
to recalculate their staff costs to include at least a 
partial mark-up to cover overhead and preparation 
costs. this helps to manage expectations and cre-
ate better mutual understanding.

in many cases, staff resources and the associated 
technical and business expertise are as crucial to 
the success of an intervention as financial contribu-
tions. however, these too must be effectively man-
aged. for example, staff seconded to the partner-
ship should have Kpis in their contract related to 
partnership performance. 

Third-party funding from donors can comple-
ment the partners’ own contributions

after Welthungerhilfe realized they could not rely 
on funds brought in by a company, they decided to 
access external funding together with the compa-
ny. this strategy is increasingly used by ib partners, 
working together to respond to donors’ calls for 
proposals. external funding can also be used to 
diminish risk exposure for the company.

the rising development importance attributed to 
the private sector offers ample opportunity in this 
regard. more and more donors today – including 

the european union, bilateral and international 
donors, and private foundations – are focusing 
their funding efforts on cross-sectoral partnerships 
as a part of their “aid and trade” agendas. examples 
include the dutch SdG partnership facility, and the 
German developpp.de, implemented by GiZ, deG 
and Sequa.36 however, many such programmes 
require substantial co-financing from the company 
(often as much as 50%) and sometimes from the 
NGO as well.

the GaiN access to better dairy partnership j 
shows that working together to secure external 
funding can help partners to align their objectives 
and measurement systems. in this case, the funding 
was particularly helpful in allowing the partners to 
focus on developing the inclusive-business ecosys-
tem – for example, by supporting capacity-building 
activities for farmers, and creating awareness of 
the importance of nutrition for children. 

External funding has to be navigated carefully

While donor funding offers significant opportunity 
with regard to funding ib partnerships, experienced 
NGOs know that this money comes with strings at-
tached. a call for proposals should never be the sole 
reason to enter a partnership. 

donors usually maintain strict project-based time 
frames that may not fit the dynamics necessary for 
ib partnerships. funding cycles can be too short for 
the new partners to get to know each other, and to 
align their objectives and develop a solid interven-
tion. partners thus need to be creative in dealing 
with these conditions. in iccO and Olvea’s case, 
the partners involved the dutch government as a 
core partner early on. this close engagement with 
the donor helped them to navigate and manage 
expectations. 

being dependent on external funds can also mean 
sacrificing the partnership’s original ideas in order 
to carry out the donor’s priorities. for example, 
NGOs and companies may feel compelled to work 
with a target group that is not their highest priority 
in terms of development or market inclusion.37 

  j
see case study 
on p.92
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3.3. A solid governance structure helps to steer 
the IB partnership and minimise conflicts
A solid governance structure helps an IB partnership to keep focused on its 

strategy, respond to new challenges, manage risks, resolve conflicts, and 

continuously review, revise, and improve. Management functions should be 

exercised in a way that is strong enough to keep partners focused on their key 

objectives, but flexible enough to adapt to new situations.

external members “play a key role and often bring 

in a new and refreshing perspective that helps our 

business stay grounded”. 

However, having a steering committee or a board 

with too many members can make it complicated 

to provide clear guidance. If this proves to be a risk, 

it may be better to give external representatives a 

(formal) advisory role instead. 

One key question to consider is how to ensure 

that the target group is well-represented in the 

partnership. In many cases, local NGOs that represent 

the local target groups act as implementing partner 

under a service provider contract and are not 

included on the steering committee. IB partners 

should take care to ensure that the target group’s 

interests prevail over their own individual agendas, 

and that these interests are well-represented in the 

partnership, even at the governance level.

Multi-level governance structures help 
involve the people best placed to make 
decisions

A multi-level governance structure helps involve 

the people and departments with the most relevant 

knowledge in the decisions being made. For 

example, while a global steering committee might 

be used to set the partnership’s strategic direction, 

a local steering committee or working groups 

with decision-making power may be tasking with 

developing the implementation approach or the 

KPIs associated with a particular set of activities. 

In their large healthcare partnership, Save the 

Children and GSK take strategic decisions in a 

global steering committee that includes senior-

management-level representatives from each 

partner. Decision-making at the implementation 

Because NGOs and companies in IB partnerships 

often work on separate activities, regular 

coordination in the form of in-person meetings is 

vital in order to keep partners aligned. Depending 

on the complexity of the partnership, a multi-level 

governance structure or an independent facilitator 

may be required. 

An active steering committee can set a 
partnership’s strategic direction

A steering committee is a useful governance 

structure that allows partners to set the venture’s 

strategic direction and make decisions effectively. 

But who should sit on the steering committee, and 

how should it take decisions? 

Partnership principles call for equal representation 

of all core partners on the steering committee. Giv-

ing each partner an equally weighted vote on deci-

sions ensures that all partnership interests will be 

fairly represented; but this can also be a source of 

conflict. Having members with complementary skill 

sets on steering committee can increase its value. 

In the case of Live Well, j CARE’s Zambian country 

director provides advice on the social-impact case, 

while the Barclays representative examines the fi-

nancials in more depth. In addition to these core 

partners, the social enterprise’s board also includes 

external industry representatives from Zambia. Ac-

cording to Live Well CEO Alexandra Burrough, these 

“Being honest and transparent about 
the needs that inform your decision-
making in a partnership right from the 
start is critical, and can prevent conflicts 
later on”.

Hamish Taylor, Advisor on Sustainability, Symrise

  j
see case study 
on p.98
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level is led by partnership managers from both 

organisation, organised in so-called pillar leadership 

groups. These groups lead decision-making on the 

partnership’s individual work streams, agree on KPIs, 

and report back to the global steering committee. This 

split of roles allows for more effective partnership 

management and decision-making. In addition, 

it ensures that each organisation can involve the 

people and departments with the right set of skills 

and expertise for each issue, thus enabling informed 

decision-making. 

In this way, multi-level governance structures 

can help partnerships to stay agile and effective, 

because decision-making takes place at multiple 

hierarchical levels, and adaptations can be made 

more quickly. For example, monthly meetings with 

programme and technical staff can help to align 

objectives and processes at the implementation 

level, while preparing the way for decisions at the 

program-management level. Quarterly meetings of 

the global steering committee can be used to present 

progress reports and make strategic decisions, while 

also serving to maintain senior-management-level 

support for the partnership, and even generating 

the media presence necessary for external 

communication.

A multi-level governance structure can also help to 

involve local partners more actively and increase 

their commitment and accountability. In the 

case of the IB partnership between World Vision 

International and DSM, both partners realised 

the importance of establishing a national-level 

steering committee in Rwanda in addition to the 

existing global steering committee. This created a 

governance structure that allowed local subsidiary 

World Vision Rwanda and AIF to show increased 

and equal commitment to the project, improving 

results on the ground. 

“Introducing this new 
governance layer was a key 

lesson for us. It makes decision-
making faster and helps us to 
coordinate our work streams 

more effectively”.

Kate Barnes, former Account Manager for 
GSK, Corporate Partnerships Team, Save the 

Children

CASE IN PoINT 14 

Alignment versus efficiency in the 

governance structure: Interview 

with GAIN Access to Better dairy’s 

partnership management team

Interview with Conference of danish Indus-
tries (dI) Advisor Gry Saul, Arla Foods Ingredi-
ents (AFI) Senior Project Manager Charlotte 
Sørensen, and danChurchAid Head of Private 
Sector Engagement Gitte dyrhagen Husager

Q: in the GaiN access to better dairy partnership, 
each core partner leads a project work stream. 
how important is this structure to ensuring that 
the partnership acts efficiently? 

Gry Saul (dI): We divided the responsibilities for 
each work stream among core partners to ensure 
that each of us is focusing on what we are best 
at. danchurchaid leads on training of smallhold-
ers, arla foods ingredients supports local Smes 
on production standards, GaiN brings in their 
expertise on improved nutrition, and we from 
the confederation of danish industries support 
the business-model design and advocacy work. 
this helps us to drive the implementation of ac-
tivities, but there is also a lot of cross-cutting and 
linkage between the different work streams. We 
need to ensure that knowledge and insights are 
shared between the work streams, and that ac-
tivities are well coordinated and aligned. 

Q: how do you ensure that knowledge and in-
sights are shared between the work streams, and 
that activities build on and reinforce each other? 

Charlotte Sørensen (AFI): a key lesson for us from 
this partnership is that investment in alignment 
is critical, especially when partners split up into 
different work streams like we did. in addition to 
our work-stream leaders, we have work-stream 
supporters that bring in their expertise, if need-
ed. So, while there is a clear lead, partners work 
together within work streams. also, continuous 
communication and in-person meetings are key 
to avoid [situations in which] work-stream leads 
run in different directions. 

Gitte dyrhagen Husager (danChurchAid): an-
other important factor is that the same people 
from danchurchaid, afi, and GaiN have been in-
volved from the start. Only the project manager 
of di changed during the process. this certainly 
helped us to better align and make compromises. 
a key lesson for us during this partnership was 
that the more different the partners are, the 
easier it is to come together as partners and find 
solutions. if we were to partner with other NGOs, 
a clear division of roles would be more difficult 
and the potential for conflicts higher. 
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Regular reviews help partnerships 
respond to new circumstances and 
adapt structures 

In many cases, new circumstances or changing 

environments will require IB partnerships to evolve 

over the course of their lifetimes. Partners’ internal 

priorities might change, or new challenges in the 

partnership may arise. New partners might join 

the initiative or existing partners might decide to 

collaborate on additional work streams. If such 

changes happen, it can make sense to revise or 

adapt the partnership’s governance structure.

Since Save the Children and GSK initially joined 

forces to fight preventable children’s diseases in 

2013, the partnership has grown significantly as 

both organisations have identified additional col-

laboration opportunities. The partnership has in-

creased the overall number of work streams, clus-

tering them under four strategic pillars, in order to 

facilitate management and implementation. A re-

view of the partnership between DSM and World 

Vision International j in Tanzania led to the devel-

opment of a different approach and structure in 

Rwanda. The constructive lessons learned in this 

process helped the primary participants adapt their 

roles in the partnership and change their mode of 

collaboration. 

Having a robust monitoring and evaluation system j 

is necessary in order to enable ongoing review and 

improvement of the IB partnership. At the partner-

ship level, this issue should be addressed in the MoU.

“Originally, accountability levels were 
not clear. We are now developing an 
accountable steering committee on the 
ground”.

Marina Adamyan, Director New Business & Partnerships, 
WVI

  j
see case study 
on p.80

  j
see sub-
chapter on 
m&e on p.44
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Changing 
internally 4
For IB partnerships to be successful, both NGOs and companies 

need to secure internal buy-in. Partnership managers need to 

demonstrate that IB partnerships can create value for their 

organisations, whether by delivering value for beneficiaries or by 

creating access to new markets or key resources. In many cases, 

collaborations between NGOs and companies additionally require 

multiple departments within each participating organisation 

to work together. Entering the unchartered waters of inclusive 

business thus inevitably leads to internal change – for instance 

through the development of new skills, new positions, or even 

the establishment of new legal structures.
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4.1. Internal buy-in is critical in sustaining a 
partnership
In the early stages of a partnership, it is often “intrapreneurs” who conceive and 

drive the idea forward. To grow and sustain such projects, NGOs have tapped a va-

riety of strategies to overcome internal resistance and create a foundation for suc-

cessful collaboration. Such tactics include beginning the project with an initial trial 

phase, offering staff training sessions, and developing clear guidelines for private-

sector engagement. Clear communication both internally and externally should be 

used to convince stakeholders of the opportunities underlying the partnership. 

Buy-in from top management depends 
on the IB partnership’s strategic value

Commitment at the CEO and top-management level 

j is indispensable to the success of IB partnerships. 

Without this support, it becomes difficult to mobil-

ise human and financial resources or to create the 

often necessary organisational changes j.

CEOs at companies and NGOs are often character-

ised by visionary yet strategic thinking. A pitch 

needs to show clearly how the IB partnership will 

deliver on the organisation’s strategy. 

For example, a pitch aimed at top company 

executives might describe how the partnership 

could help the company venture into new markets, 

reduce risk within its supply chains, or attract and 

retain valuable employees. Similarly, a pitch aimed 

at NGO executives should address how the venture 

could be strategically aligned with other work areas 

of work, what the partnership’s financial costs and 

benefits would be and what, if any, reputational 

risks might emerge. 

IB partnerships are often driven by 
intrapreneurs, but they also need 
support

IB partnership are often initiated by intrapreneurs 

– that is, figures who act like entrepreneurs within 

their own organisation. These individuals are 

visionaries with an idea and mission. They push 

internally and externally to find allies with the 

needed energy and resources to make the idea 

happen. 

To be successful and convince their organisations 

that an IB partnership is something worth trying, 

intrapreneurs need to know how to navigate their 

organisation, as well as whom to convince to get 

support. Peer-to-peer exchange between intrapre-

neurs from different organisations, facilitating the 

exchange of stories and tools, can help them in this 

process (see box 12).

Box 12

The league of Intrapreneurs helps intrapreneurs change organisations from 

within

the league of intrapreneurs is a global community 
created to support intrapreneurs in creating change 
from within. the community fosters learning and ex-
change between intrapreneurs from different organ-
isations. it develops tools that help these individuals 

to prototype the future of work and promote more 
innovative and collaborative working cultures. it 
has published a number of guides, tools, stories, and 
case studies that can help intrapreneurs introduce 
new topics or approaches in their organisation.38 



  j
see case in 
point 18 on 
p.64

  j
see sub-
chapter on 
changing 
internally on 
p.65
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“We recently organised an exposure visit to one of our IB projects for our 
employees. It was very useful for them to experience how market-based 

approaches work in practice and how they benefit rural farmers. This also helped 
to overcome ideological barriers”. 

Martin Schmid, Head of Thematic Advisory Services, HEKS/EPER

CASE IN PoINT 15 

Exposure visits can increase NGo 

employee support for market-based 

approaches

heKS/eper asked endeva to organise a one-week 
training programme for its headquarters-based 
and in-country staff. the aim was to familiarise 
participants with the concept of inclusive busi-
ness, and inspire them to support it. participants 
were asked to analyse successful inclusive busi-
ness models and put themselves in the shoes 
of entrepreneurs to develop their own business 
ideas. the week also included a tour in which 
participants were introduced to several found-
ers of social enterprises. the training session 
showed participants that social objectives can 
be achieved using business approaches, but also 
left room for critical reflections. One participant 
concluded: “ib can be complementary to the tra-
ditional NGO approach”.


Another way to secure buy-in is to give top 

executives a first-hand look at the value of the 

partnership. For example, Arla Foods Ingredients’ 

CEO visited Ethiopia in October 2018 in order to 

develop a better understanding of the early GAIN 

Access to Better Dairy partnership results, and to 

improve relationships within the project.

Staff training can help overcome 
internal resistance and secure 
employee buy-in

Internal resistance to IB partnerships within NGOs 

or companies commonly occurs when staff mem-

bers who are directly involved – or even those who 

are not – fail to understand how the partnership 

might help them reach their core objectives. Partic-

ularly within NGOs, there is often an ideologically 

rooted scepticism towards work with the private 

sector. However, without the support and commit-

ment of the people involved, it will be difficult to 

get an IB partnership off the ground, let alone im-

plement it successfully over longer periods of time. 

Staff training sessions and exposure visits can be an 

important first step in familiarising employees with 

other perspectives, and in helping them to under-

stand the value of the partner organisation’s work. 

Such training can also help break down cultural or 

inter-organisational language barriers, which often 

derive from the specific jargon used by people with 

a development or business background. Similarly, 

such programmes can encourage people to think 

from the perspective of a potential partner organ-

isation. For example, the Swiss NGO HEKS/EPER or-

ganised a global training programme designed to 

teach its staff members about inclusive business 

models and the perspective of corporate partners 

(see Case in Point 15). 

Arla Foods Ingredients, in contrast, invited 

representatives from GAIN and DanChurchAid to 

speak to its employees about the importance of 

nutrition in children’s development, helping to 

build internal support and excitement for the GAIN 

Access to Better Dairy partnership. 

Trial phases can convince management 
to move forward

Executives at NGOs and companies alike may view 

IB partnerships as risky endeavours. A trial phase 

with clear targets and milestones can be helpful 

in showcasing the potential of working together 

before entering a formal collaboration, thereby 

convincing internal stakeholders of a partnership’s 

value. Trial phases can also help participants align 

their working styles, develop a productive mode of 

collaboration, and build mutual trust. This latter 

point is particularly important when the company 

partner remains hesitant, as the example of ICCO 

and Olvea shows. 

In this case, when ICCO first approached Olvea in 

2010, the company did not initially see that the part-

nership would provide added value and felt that an 

NGO would not be a useful partner in its own work. 

ICCO proposed to test the partnership for a year, 

agreeing to bear the costs involved. For the compa-
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made on a consensual basis in NGOs, such concerns 

can often prevent internal buy-in.39

Developing a clear theory of change describing why, 

where, and how to engage with the private sector to 

achieve the organisation’s goals is thus important 

for NGOs considering such work. 

This will help NGOs ensure that their core working 

principles are respected in their IB partnership. For 

example, when engaging with DSM, World Vision 

International ensured that the principles of “do 

no harm” and “inclusion” would remain important 

throughout their engagement with the private 

sector. 

Similarly, NGOs should develop an internal strate-

gy detailing how inclusive business partnerships 

can be combined with advocacy work (see case in 

point 17) – and how to distinguish such activities. In 

the course of advocacy on market-related issues, pre-

vious NGO experience has shown that involving the 

private sector as part of the solution is a useful strat-

egy. For example, IB partners can engage in joint ad-

vocacy work on topics that benefit the partnership, 

such as lobbying for policies that create incentives 

for the inclusion of disadvantaged populations. In 

addition, NGOs can use their advocacy work with 

governments to address topics that affect IB partner-

ships. j For example, in a partnership that focuses 

on empowering women, the NGO could advocate for 

an expansion of women’s property rights. Similarly, 

advocacy work can complement the IB partnership’s 

direct activities, for example, by pushing for the cre-

ation of a level playing field at the industry level.

Internal policies and guidelines can also help NGOs 

clarify what types of businesses would make the 

best partners j for them, and help to guide due-dil-

igence and risk-assessment processes. When devel-

oping such policies and guidelines, it is important 

to consult a diverse group of people, including crit-

ny, this translated into minimal cost and little risk, 

so they decided to give it a try. After concrete results 

were delivered during the trial phase, key support-

ers within Olvea were able to secure internal buy-

in, and the two partners formalised their relation-

ship. Offering this trial phase to Olvea was possible 

only because ICCO had the ability to mobilise finan-

cial and organisational resources provided for high-

risk or trial activities. However, it proved necessary 

in order to allow so-inclined Olvea employees to 

convince their management to go forward. 

Clear guidelines for private-sector 
engagement help NGOs reduce internal 
resistance 

NGOs that engage in inclusive business partner-

ships often face two types of internal resistance. 

Internal critics may feel that resources are being 

diverted away from direct beneficiaries such as peo-

ple who are poor or marginalised. In NGOs that en-

gage in advocacy, colleagues may also fear that in-

clusive business partnerships could undermine 

their reputation and credibility, or put an end to 

their advocacy work. Because decisions are often 

 “This one-year trial phase should always be part of a partnership, so that the 
thresholds to partnering are lower” 

Christophe Godard, Sustainability Value Chain Manager, Olvea

CASE IN PoINT 16 

ICCo involved internal critics 

to sharpen its private-sector 

engagement strategy

When iccO developed its position paper on co-
operation with the private sector in 2009, the per-
son in charge of the project also interacted with 
the idea’s primary internal critics. this dialogue 
helped sharpen the document and more clearly 
define iccO’s ambitions and policies regarding 
inclusive value-chain collaboration and respon-
sible business initiatives. in addition, iccO devel-
oped a due diligence tool for use when partner-
ing with individual companies together with a 
research organisation. 


  j

see deep dive 
on p.25

  j
see sub-
chapter on 
identifying 
partners on 
p.32
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CASE IN PoINT 17 

Christian Aid changed its position 

on private-sector engagement 

following research

in the past, christian aid’s engagement with the 
private sector was limited to policy, advocacy, 
and a handful of corporate fundraising partner-
ships though this has changed as seen by their 
health work. research in Kenya and Sierra leone 
helped them recognise the potential for innova-
tion, technological efficiencies, and funding that 
is presented by business in the health sector. this 
research also pointed to those areas where com-
panies can prove detrimental to the strengthen-
ing of national health systems. 

drawing on this research, the NGO now takes a 
more nuanced approach. they still work to en-
sure that the private sector is held as account-
able as the public sector. they also recognise the 
potential benefits of collaboration with the pri-
vate sector in co-developing shared solutions to 
shared problems.40 

ics. Moreover, the outcome should be clearly com-

municated internally. However, NGOs should be 

aware that such an effort can take a long time to 

complete and can often be tedious. Even the best-

constructed set of guidelines may be unable to fore-

see and avoid all risks in advance. All too often, such 

policies can constrain innovation. Hence, very few 

NGOs have decided to pilot ideas quickly and “learn 

by doing” – drawing lessons particularly from fail-

ures, which are communicated transparently.

Internal and external communication 
about the partnership’s value is 
essential

Internal communication can help convince compa-

ny and NGO employees of the added value present-

ed by an IB partnership. Such communication can 

take many forms. For example, NGOs and companies 

can provide information about the partnership and 

share initial results in a simple brown-bag lunch 

format, organise exposure visits, or invite represen-

tatives from the various IB partners to share their 

insights and lessons learned in more official for-

mats. j 

Positive feedback and publicity generated through 

external communication can help give an IB 

partnership the internal legitimacy it needs. In this 

regard, NGOs can play an important role spreading 

the word about the IB partnership at events, 

conferences, and fora. 

For example, the Live Well partnership with CARE 

generated public attention and traction for GSK 

that exceeded that generated by other partnerships 

with higher investment levels. This was an 

important factor in helping partnership managers 

obtain internal buy-in and mobilise resources. The 

visibility and focus on social impact also had a 

positive effect on employee engagement. 

“Many NGOs underestimate the power of communication and the particular role 
that international NGOs can play here”.

Gitte dyrhagen Husager, Head of Private Sector Engagement, DanChurchAid

In order to produce insightful and effective internal 

and external communications, partners need to in-

vest in adequate M&E systems. Evidence-based data 

describing the IB partnership’s financial and social 

benefits can help partnership managers convince 

top management and technical staff of the ven-

ture’s value. (see case in point 18) 

The GAIN Access to Better Dairy partnership 

demonstrates the power of proper marketing and 

communications in positioning the partnership 

externally. The participants produced short-form 

video content and well-designed informational 

brochures that portrayed the partnership as a 

flagship initiative for its main funder, Danida, 

helping thereby to strengthen this entity’s 

commitment. DanChurchAid played an important 

role here, contributing its communications 

expertise. 

  j
see sub-
chapter on 
staff training 
on p.61
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CASE IN PoINT 18 

The importance of communication in securing internal buy-in: Interview with 

Symrise

Interview with Symrise Sustainability Advisor Hamish Taylor

Q: you are collaborating closely with Save the children, GiZ, and unilever on improving the vanilla value chain 
in madagascar. this lets you work closely with smallholder farmers through, for example, training activities 
in the communities. how did you convince senior management at Symrise that this adds value for the com-
pany? 

Hamish Taylor: a revealing moment for us was when our ceO was approached by the vice president of our 
major client partner in the project to praise the work that we were doing together as pioneering. We were 
just getting on with the project and had not fully communicated the project details internally, as it was, in 
fact, part of our “business as usual” activities in support of our vanilla communities. Nonetheless, through 
this encounter, he realised the importance of this partnership for Symrise’s core business beyond the con-
crete partnership case, namely for the reputation of the company and the strategic alignment with key part-
ners and clients. 

Q: how was this possible? how did you spread the word about the partnership and its results? 

Hamish Taylor: We and our partners actively communicate about the results of our work in madagascar. We 
speak at global events and conferences to present the partnership and highlight initial results. for this, it is 
extremely helpful that all partners have agreed on a shared measurement system, and that they report on 
the progress made to GiZ, which in turn aggregates and analyses the data [in a way that is] complementary to 
our own activities. they are quite experienced in this type of monitoring and evaluation reporting and have a 
good system in place to avoid double-counting beneficiaries, for example. 
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4.2. Partners need to be willing to change 
internally

While many NGOs and companies define IB partnerships as a strategic priority, 

most find it challenging to reach the point of implementation. Inclusive business 

models differ from companies’ and NGOs’ normal activities and funding practices. 

They require the development of new skills, competencies, and incentive 

structures. They require changes to customary budget-allocation practices and, 

in some cases, even demand internal cultural and legal changes. A number 

of organisations offer useful tools and self-evaluation procedures enabling a 

company to assess its own readiness to engage in a partnership. 

While openness to organisational change is a pre-

requisite for successful IB collaboration between 

NGOs and companies, the actual internal change in-

volved often entails an iterative process that will un-

fold over the course of the partnership. For example, 

some new procedures may help facilitate internal 

collaboration, since IB partnerships often require 

several departments to work together. Similarly, 

dedicated partnership teams on each side can build 

bridges that overcome internal language and cultur-

al barriers. Flexible internal budgets enable new IB 

collaboration models to be tested, facilitating inno-

vation. Some entities have even created new legal 

structures.

Assess internal readiness before 
entering into an IB partnership 

Before an organisation enters into an IB partner-

ship, it should assess its own internal readiness and 

capacity to engage in a collaboration of this kind. 

The Partnering Initiative (TPI) has developed a con-

cept called Fit for Partnering j that includes a short 

checklist used to assess the degree to which an or-

ganisation is institutionally capable of achieving its 

goals through a partnership. The framework focus-

es on four dimensions: leadership and strategy, sys-

tems and processes, skills and support, and partner-

ing culture. It also outlines a number of structures 

and processes that will need to be in place to enable 

successful collaboration. The NGO Capability Scan 

(see Box 13) is another useful tool for helping NGOs 

assess their own internal readiness to engage in an 

IB partnership.

Box 13

The NGo Capability Scan helps 

NGos assess their readiness for IB 

partnerships

developed by bopinc and ppplab, the NGO ca-
pability Scan is a tool that assesses the degree 
to which NGOs are internally ready for an ib 
partnership. it takes NGOs through a list of ques-
tions on topics such as organisational values, 
processes, and resources.41 the scan can be car-
ried out by multiple people in a single organisa-
tion, providing insight into their perceptions of 
where they and their organisations stand regard-
ing partnering for inclusive business. the capa-
bility scan helps determine which capabilities 
the organisation needs to strengthen in order to 
become a strong partner for the private sector. 

endeva and the bop innovation centre used 
the NGO capability Scan in 2017 during a peer-
to-peer exchange on the topic of inclusive busi-
ness attended by 16 representatives from eight 
international NGOs. the NGOs employees each 
carried out an assessment of their organisation’s 
readiness for an ib partnership. 



  j
see support 
directory on 
p.77
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In some cases, both NGOs and companies might look 

externally for individuals with these capacities. 

However, before doing so, it can be useful to 

determine whether internal personnel could play 

this role. It often makes more sense to build existing 

staff members’ skills through on-the-job training 

programmes than to recruit new employees, 

because the existing employees are already familiar 

with internal structures and processes, and are 

already integrated into the organisation. This 

will make them better internal advocates for the 

partnership’s interests.

If these capacities are not available internally, 

NGOs can recruit new employees with a corporate 

background, while companies can hire employees 

with non-profit experience to help facilitate 

the relationship-building process. However, the 

organisations should ensure that such candidates 

have sufficient development orientation to 

add value in the NGO world, while companies 

should make sure their hires are familiar with 

– and support – market-based solutions. Ideally, 

candidates would have experience working in both 

types of organisation.

A dedicated partnership team can 
bridge so-called language barriers 
between NGOs and companies

NGOs and businesses often find that differing mind-

sets and the lack of a shared vocabulary creates 

hurdles to the development of partnerships. NGOs 

generally view the world through the lens of socio-

economic impact, while companies think in terms 

of investment and business value. The Partnering 

Initiative offers a valuable list of common partner-

ship terms from both the NGO and business per-

spective and suggests ways of defining these terms 

within a partnership context.43

Dedicated partnership teams on both the NGO 

and company sides can help bridge the language 

barriers produced by different organisational 

cultures, thus facilitating collaboration. The 

members of such teams need to be familiar with 

the language used within the partner organisation, 

have a strong understanding of the partner’s needs, 

and have good personal relationships with the 

partner organisation’s employees. 

“NGOs can be as rigid as companies when it comes to internal processes and 
procedures. I also have experienced a lot of internal resistance at NGOs when it 
comes to venturing into new locations or sectors where potential companies’ 
partners might need support”.

Minna Halme, Professor of Sustainability Management, Aalto University School of Business

CASE IN PoINT 19 

research helped ICCo prioritise internal change processes

in 2009, iccO conducted an internal assessment of 
its organisational strengths and weaknesses with 
regard to cross-sectoral partnering. in doing so, an 
external researcher looked at three dimensions: 

 3 Strengths and weaknesses in iccO’s collabora-
tions, and in the NGO’s capacity to work with the 
private sector. 

 3 how these strengths and weaknesses related to 
iccO’s most important organisational elements 
(internal coherence between vision, mission, and 
strategies; organisational structures and sys-
tems; individual competencies and resources).

 3 recommendations regarding how iccO could im-
prove its capacity to collaborate with the private 
sector.

the research was based on interviews with iccO 
staff members and company partners. it revealed 
that companies recognised iccO’s added value, and 
that the NGO’s employees were able to preserve 
iccO’s key interests and maintain its organisational 
identity even when engaged with the private sector. 
however, the report also concluded that collabora-
tion with the private sector remained somewhat 
controversial internally, a circumstance that pro-
duced significant internal discussion and slowed 
decision-making. this observation helped iccO pri-
oritise its internal change processes, especially by 
streamlining internal administrative procedures, 
training staff members on business skills, and im-
proving external communications. ten years later, 
inclusive business partnerships had become the 
norm for iccO.42 
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CASE IN PoINT 20 

The value of corporate partnership 

teams within NGos: Interview with 

unilever

Interview with unilever director of Global Part-
nerships Katja Freiwald 

Q: in your function as director of global partner-
ships at unilever, you work closely with NGOs. in 
these interactions, does it make a difference for 
you to work with the programme or corporate 
partnership team at an NGO? 

Katja Freiwald: many of the bigger NGOs that i 
speak to have corporate partnership teams in 
their private-sector departments. this is very 
useful because we speak the same language, and 
can more easily align on goals and processes. in 
my experience, programme teams sometimes 
don’t have the reflex to really understand the 
value-add and the needs of the private sector. 
having said this, today the private sector too is 
stepping up and developing technical expertise. 
collaboration with programme teams is com-
mon, especially at the local level. 

Q: how can NGOs and companies ensure that 
they have the right people on their partnership 
teams? 

Katja Freiwald: bringing private-sector staff into 
NGOs and vice versa will help to move sectors 
closer over time. it will help organisations di-
versify their teams and bring new perspectives, 
innovations, and skill sets. Staff secondments 
can also be a good way to bring in partner per-
spectives and bridge language gaps between 
sectors. at unilever’s chief Sustainability Office, 
for example, we have people with diverse back-
grounds including NGOs, foundations, and the 
public sector. 



NGOs and companies can also work with external 

consultants – either hired or on a pro bono basis 

– to support existing partnership managers in 

developing IB partnerships. 

Different organisational departments 
need to be aligned for IB partnerships

For both NGOs and companies, IB partnerships re-

quire close coordination and alignment between 

multiple departments, because such ventures typ-

ically impact the organisation across several do-

mains. In companies, IB partnerships often involve 

core business units such as strategy, business devel-

opment, or local subsidiaries, but also draw on the 

services of the sustainability and human resource 

departments. In NGOs, IB partnerships often in-

volve corporate engagement and fundraising depart-

ments, as well as programming and advocacy func-

tions. 

Depending on the specific role(s) that an NGO plays 

in an IB partnership, it is important to determine 

whether the partnership should be managed and 

driven from the global level (e.g. the headquarters) 

or from the national or local level. Similarly, NGOs 

need to ensure that the staff members responsible 

for corporate engagement (often globally based) 

and those with technical programme expertise (of-

ten locally based) know when to involve each oth-

er and work together effectively. In this regard, it 

will be useful to create clear internal guidelines 

dealing with the issue of account management, 

and on how to manage internal conflicts related 

to misalignment between departments. In ICCO’s 

case, partnership accounts are managed by a task 

force that includes staff members from different 

departments. 

“Having worked in the NGO, academic 
and business sectors it always 

strikes me that we talk about the 
same challenges but with different 

perspectives. Understanding the 
detail and extent of the challenge 
and having honest conversations 

on different views of that challenge 
is the only way forward in finding 

transformative solutions.”

Sinead duffy, Head of NGO Engagement, Bayer
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Box 14

IB partnerships require partnership departments to build additional skills

for most NGOs, the mandate to establish inclusive 
business partnerships rests with the partnership 
department. this work is often content-based and 
requires management and technical skill sets that 
are different from this department’s traditional 
fundraising and marketing tasks. handling ib part-
nerships in parallel with these traditional activities 
can be a challenge, for example when this work is 
perceived as interfering with employees’ ability to 
reach fundraising targets.

Nevertheless, some NGOs deliberately leave both 
functions with the partnership team in order to take 
advantage of synergies. for example, donation proj-
ects might be further developed into inclusive busi-
ness partnerships. Other NGOs decide to split the 
partnership department into two separate teams or 
units, seeing this as easier than bringing diametri-
cally different skill sets and organisational targets 
into one department.



Dedicated budgets are useful to test 
new IB collaboration models

Inclusive business partnerships are a new model 

for most organisations – NGOs and companies alike. 

To encourage their staff to embrace this novelty, or-

ganisations need to create incentives and make re-

sources available. Many NGOs have found it diffi-

cult to find sufficient unrestricted funds to finance 

such initiatives. j However, some pioneering NGOs 

have managed to do so. 

Christian Aid, for example, has in the past experi-

mented with an internal innovation fund of unre-

stricted donations to cover pre-project costs or de-

velop high-risk projects. ICCO pre-invests in market 

analyses, seeking to define the right constellation of 

stakeholders such as local cooperatives and buyers. 

This information helps them to structure IB part-

nership accordingly. ICCO’s Leonard Zijlstra says: 

“In the past, we used to do this market analysis at 

the beginning of the externally funded project, as 

a project activity, but that is too late, it led to fail-

ures”. 

IB partnerships can also lead to 
organisational changes 

Organisational change is largely an iterative 

process. While organisations may develop new 

mindsets and skill sets in order to pursue IB 

partnerships, such changes may also arise out of the 

lessons learned while working collaboratively. 

The GAIN Access to Better Dairy initiative offers 

an example of how an IB partnership led to 

organisational changes within both the company 

and NGO participants. For DanChurchAid, the 

partnership prompted the NGO to change its 

structure. For example, it established a new 

private-sector unit located directly under the 

secretary director. This unit is led by Gitte Dyrhagen 

Husager, who manages the partnership on behalf 

of DanChurchAid. The NGO also hired a new value-

chain and business advisor. Arla Foods Ingredients 

(AFI), the venture’s private-sector representative, 

also changed its internal approach towards IB 

partnerships. In previous years, the firm had 

developed a number of cross-sectoral initiatives 

that were mostly driven by appointed project 

managers. After working with GAIN Access to Better 

Dairy, AFI began embedding such partnerships into 

the company’s core structures and departments.

The different mindset required to pursue market-

based solutions leads some NGOs to create separate 

legal structures for their inclusive business 

activities. For example, CARE has created CARE Social 

Ventures to manage its various social enterprises. 

To be more effective and better position itself using 

different identities, ICCO decided to create separate 

legal entities that operate in parallel to their grant-

based and advocacy-focused work. Thus, the NGO’s 

work with social enterprises is today overseen by 

its Truvalu holding company, while its Fair and 

Sustainable Consulting firm conducts consulting 

work, and its Capital 4 Development Partners fund 

manager makes impact investments. Creating 

legally separate entities of this kind typically 

offers more financial flexibility, enables the use of 

different KPIs, and allows the use of incentives to 

attract business-savvy employees. 

“This partnership has a huge impact 
on us and brought a whole identity 
change to DanChurchAid”.

Gitte Dyrhagen Husager, Head of Private Sector 
Engagement, DanChurchAid

  j
see deep dive 
on financing 
on p.52
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Moving on or 
scaling up

When participating NGOs and companies are able to fulfil their 

missions and objectives, IB partnerships can run for many years. 

They can then be scaled up or replicated in other regions or for 

other value chains, ultimately increasing the number of people 

benefitting from them.

However, not all partners need to stay involved throughout the 

course of a partnership. In fact, planning for a partner’s exit can 

be a critical success factor. Particularly for NGOs, a clear exit 

strategy helps ensure that the private-sector partners have an 

incentive to build the capacities and resources needed to operate 

the inclusive business model on their own. 

Partnerships can also end prematurely. Most commonly, partners 

drop out if it becomes clear that the venture’s social or economic 

objectives are not being met, or if these objectives turn out 

to conflict. Internal changes such as a new strategy, team, or 

structure can be another reason for ending a partnership. In such 

cases, it is important for partners to analyse the lessons learned 

from the experience and share them, thus helping others avoid 

similar mistakes and create successful partnerships.
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 Start the partnership with a clear exit 
strategy

In regular grant-based development programmes 

run by NGOs, deliverables and timeframes are 

predicated on a clear end to the intervention. This 

is largely influenced by the availability of funds. IB 

partnerships are different; the idea behind them 

is to create an inclusive business model which 

is financially sustainable. However, this does 

not mean that all partners need to stay involved. 

Particularly for NGOs, planning for exit can be a 

success factor. For example, if an NGO’s role is to 

build local producers’ capacities to supply products 

or raw materials to a company, it can exit the 

partnership when this objective has been met, 

and the positive effects for the target group will 

continue nonetheless. 

It can be useful to reflect and agree on exit strategies 

as the partners are developing the original MoU. 

This helps clarify roles and manage expectations. 

Box 15

Parameters defining an NGo’s exit strategy 

 3 defined goals: the NGO leaves when a certain 
goal is met (e.g. “x number of farmers trained on 
certification”).

 3 defined conditions: the NGO leaves the partner-
ship if the venture no longer meets certain con-
ditions (e.g. when mission drift has taken place).

 3 defined fixed terms: the NGO leaves the partner-
ship after a pre-defined period of time or after 
funding ends (e.g. after three years, or the length 
of the program/project).

 3 mutual agreement: the NGO leaves at any time, 
provided all participants agree.

example: 

 3 the GaiN Nordic partnership gave itself 3.5 years 
to establish a business model for smallholder 
farmers carrying out work on contract for proces-
sors in ethiopia. after that time, farmers would no 
longer receive support from the partnership and 
need to be well established to work on their own.



For example, having an exit strategy in place can 

make it clear that the resources that the partners are 

committing (money, staff, in-kind contributions) are 

limited. Such knowledge may push the participants 

to invest more purposefully to achieve the goals of 

the partnership – that is, in creating an inclusive 

business model able to sustain itself. At the same 

time, a previous agreement can justify a partner’s 

decision to leave when resources have run out. 

GSK and Barclays j co-invested in the Live Well ven-

ture as a means of testing new business models de-

signed to create shared value for the partners and 

for low-income communities. The social enterprise 

provides community health workers with a basket 

of health products, some of which are produced by 

GSK, which they then sell to patients in remote ar-

eas. After its initial investment was exhausted, Bar-

clays decided to stop providing funding, but contin-

ues to provide business-related advice and retains 

a seat on the board. GSK extended its financial sup-

port at the end of 2018, because it saw that the busi-

ness model would require more time to become 

financially sustainable. The pharmaceutical compa-

ny is now providing support to Live Well as it ad-

justs its business plan. 

  j
see case study 
on p.98
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“At the end of the day, ICCO will no 
longer be there – there is always this 
message of ICCO’s exit strategy right 

from the beginning”. 

Ataoulaye Bah, Programme Officer Economic 
Development Programmes, ICCO West Africa

 Exits may happen according to plan…

For an NGO, the end of a partnership ideally implies 

that the venture’s objectives have been achieved. 

For example, this may be the case when the NGO’s 

role of is to organise or build capacities among 

smallholder farmers, thus helping them establish a 

business relationship with a company. In that case, 

the NGO may exit when its goal has been achieved; 

however, the company may remain involved over 

a longer period of time, since the partnership 

is integrated into its value chain. However, the 

company too needs to think about its exit – that 

is, it needs to define an operational timeframe and 

criteria for deciding whether or not the partnership 

is delivering the expected results, thus justifying 

continued investment. 

ICCO enters all of its inclusive business partner-

ships with the aim of creating an exit strategy j 

predicated on the successful achievement of its 

goals. When commencing its partnership with veg-

etable oil producer Olvea, which aimed to integrate 

shea nut cooperatives into the company’s value 

chain, it was important for ICCO to communicate 

to local shea nut cooperatives right from the out-

set that the partnership would ultimately be placed 

purely on a market-based footing.. 

ICCO began its exit from the shea nut programme 

in Burkina Faso in 2017. By that point, the 

participating cooperatives were able to meet 

Olvea’s quality standards and could aggregate the 

volumes required by the company on the desired 

schedule. Both partners also planned from the 

beginning how to integrate ICCO’s added value 

into the business structure after the NGO’s exit. 

For example, ICCO asked the cooperatives to set 

aside a small part of the premium paid by Olvea 

for their nuts, with the aim of reinvesting these 

sums in training and equipment. Previously, these 

costs had been covered by the NGO during the 

initial project phase. 

 … or partners may withdraw because 
priorities change 

Of course, the decision to end a partnership can 

also come unexpectedly. This may be the case 

when internal priorities change, for example due 

to a new company strategy, management-team 

personnel changes, or new internal structures. For 

example, ICCO and DSM aimed to co-develop an in-

clusive business model in India to sell biogas to ru-

ral households. However, DSM changed its overall 

strategy on inclusive business, and decided to con-

centrate its resources on nutrition issues. For this 

reason, the biogas project was ended. 

Ideally, partnership agreements clarify what will 

happen in such situations. Can the remaining 

partner continue with the idea on its own or with 

new partners? Will existing costs be covered, and 

are there any consequences for the withdrawing 

entity? In all these cases, it is crucial to work 

together on a plan to manage the change after the 

exit, and to be honest and transparent about what 

is leading to the end of the partnership.

  j
see case study 
on p.86
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 Be transparent about failures, and learn 
from them

Partnerships end and partners withdraw for many 

reasons. To ensure that the efforts put into an IB 

partnership are not in vain, partners should take 

the time to assess and, ideally, also communicate 

the lessons they have learned. For example, Barclays 

and GSK committed to being transparent about the 

lessons learned in their partnership with CARE, j 

with the goal of helping other partnerships to avoid 

the same mistakes and learn from what worked. 

One lesson learned by GSK and Barclays in their ef-

forts to test new business models was to start small, 

move fast, and allow ventures to fail quickly if nec-

essary.44 For their part, DSM and WVI commissioned 

an external evaluation of their experiences in Tan-

zania, which ultimately helped them design a new 

IB intervention in Rwanda.45 

 If partners see further collaboration 
potential, they can replicate the venture 
or scale it up 
NGOs and companies enter inclusive business 

partnerships because they expect to achieve more 

together than would be possible alone. To make an 

IB partnership work, partners invest time, resourc-

es, and effort. If it is successful, they are reward-

ed with economies of scale, since they can build 

further on existing partnership assets. For exam-

ple, such partners have successfully aligned their 

missions, come to understand why and how they 

are complementary, and have established a work-

ing relationship based on trust. These assets can 

form the basis of an extended partnership, which 

has the potential to expand its positive results to 

more people by scaling or replicating the original 

venture.

The first phase of the Symrise and Save the Chil-

dren partnership working with Madagascar vanil-

la farmers will end in 2019. If they do achieve the 

goals of the current GIZ-supported program, both 

Symrise and Save the Children say they are inter-

ested in scaling their partnership to reach more lo-

cal communities. 

After a successful trial phase, ICCO and Olvea j ex-

panded their collaboration in Burkina Faso, convert-

ing the partnership into a successful inclusive busi-

ness model. With funding support from USAID, the 

partnership has evolved to include Mali, increasing 

the market share held by Olvea’s inclusive business 

activities.46 DSM and World Vision j International 

extended their partnership from Tanzania to Rwan-

da, integrating lessons learned on an ongoing basis 

in order to improve their partnership. 

While scaling or replicating a partnership is not a 

goal in itself, expanding the scope of a partnership 

often helps strengthen the social and the business 

case. For example, in its partnership with DSM and 

Sight and Life, World Vision International not only 

aims to increase the scale of smallholder-farmer 

sourcing, but also to strengthen the demand for 

nutritionally improved foods thanks to the ven-

ture’s micro-distribution model.

  j
see case study 
on p.98

  j
see case study 
on p.80

  j
see case study 
on p.86
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In the following section, you will find tools and guidance relevant to 

and arranged by the chapters of this guide, as well as an alphabetically 

ordered selection of further reading on the topic of NGO and company 

partnerships for inclusive business.

Tools and guidance by chapter

2. Finding the right partner

 3 Inclusive Business checklist. The 

Partnering Initiative (TPI) and the 

Business Innovation Facility (2013). 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/the-partnering-for-inclusive-business-
checklist/ 

A tool to help companies assess whether 
an IB partnership would be appropriate, 
and if so, who might be an appropriate 
partner. The checklist is also useful in 
helping NGOs to understand companies’ 
needs.

 3 The Partnering Assessment 

Checklist – The ‘go/no-go’ 

decision for an inclusive business 

partnership. The Partnering 

Initiative (TPI). (2017). 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/tools-partnering-for-inclusive-business/
the-partnering-assessment-checklist/ 

A tool to help companies decide when and 
how to move forward with a partnership. 
It is relevant for NGOs as well.

 3McManus S. and R. Tennyson 

Talking the walk: A Communication 

Manual for Partnership 

Practitioners. TPI on behalf of the 

International Business Leaders 

Forum (2008). 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/publications/toolbook-series/talking-the-
walk/ 

A manual outlining strategies for 
communicating within partnerships, 
offering various “practitioner tips” and 
tools. 

3. Creating opportunities 
and managing risks

 3 The Inclusive Business Model 

Canvas. BoP Innovation Center 

(2015). 
Available at: http://www.bopinc.org/updates/
news/the-inclusive-business-accelerator-
toolkit-interview-with-benjamin-van-der-hilst. 

A highly relevant tool to understand what, 
from the business perspective, is required 
to develop a successful inclusive business. 
Part of the publisher’s broader Inclusive 
Business Toolkits series.

 3 Polarity Map. Polarity Partnerships 

(2016). 
Available at:  
https://www.polaritypartnerships.com/ 

A tool to help visualise and think about 
polarities.

 3 How to develop a Partnering 

Agreement. The Partnering 

Initiative (TPI). TPI (2015) 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/the-partnering-agreement-checklist/ 

A checklist largely aimed at companies, 
clarifying the difference between a 
partnering agreement and typical 
business-to-business / principal-agent 
contracts. It could additionally be used 
to help NGOs understand the business 
mindset with regard to contracting. 

 3 Pfisterer, S., Payandeh, N. and S. 

Reid. designing Comprehensive 

Partnering Agreements: 

Introduction to the Partnering 

Agreement Scorecard. The 

Partnerships Resource Centre: 

Rotterdam (2014). 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Designing-
Comprehensive-Partnering-Agreements_
booklet-2014_FINAL.pdf 

A guide that includes the Partnering 
Agreement Scorecard, a tool and structure 
for generating and assessing agreements 
that should fit most partnerships’ initial 
needs.

4. Changing internally

 3 “Are you Fit for Partnering?”  

The Partnering Initiative (TPI).  

TPI (2019). 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/training-and-services/supporting-
organisations/fit-for-partnering 

A two-page checklist that helps NGOs 
and companies assess their institutional 
capability to partner. 

 3 “NGo Capability Scan”.  

PPPLab (2017). 
Available at: https://ppplab.org/2017/11/the-
ngo-capability-scan/. 

A self-assessment tool that NGOs can use 
to explore their organisational readiness 
to engage in an inclusive business 
partnership. 

5. Moving on or scaling up

 3Moving on: Effective Management 

for Partnership Transitions, 

Transformations and Exits. The 

Partnering Initiative (TPI) (2009). 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/MovingOn-
Toolbook.pdf 

A publication offering guidance and tools 
for managing partnerships across four 
key areas: sustaining outcomes; moving 
on and the partnering cycle; transitions 
and transformations; and managing the 
moving on process.

 3 Jacobs, F., Ubels, J. and L. Woltering. 

The Scaling Scan – A practical 

tool to determine the strengths 

and weaknesses of your scaling 

ambition. PPPlab and CIMMYT 

(2018). 
Available at: https://ppplab.org/wp/wp-
content/uploads/2017/11/PPPLab-Scaling-
Final-17-10.pdf 

A publication addressing the concept of 
scaling development initiatives through 
cross-sectoral partnerships. 
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Further reading 
 3 Endeva (2014). Proving and 

Improving the Impact of 

development Partnerships. 12 Good 

Practices for results Measurement. 
Available at: http://endeva.org/publication/
proving-and-improving-the-impact-of-
development-partnerships 

A report identifying 12 good practices 
for increasing the value of results 
measurement, and for reducing its costs 
to public- and private-sector partners.

 3 Gneiting U. (2017). The Private 

Sector and the SdGs – Implications 

for Civil Society. 
Available at: http://www.civicus.org/
documents/reports-and-publications/
SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-
sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf 

An article based on an Oxfam America 
discussion paper, offering a critical NGO 
voice on applying the business case 
framework as private-sector entities seek 
to realise the SDGs. 

 3 IFC (2017). Investing in women: New 

Evidence for the Business Case. 
Available at: https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/
connect/b184eb4c-fcd4-4d02-8dee-4dfb-
0d82edaa/IFC+Invest+in+Women+Octob
er+2017.pdf?MOD=AJPERES

A report outlining the business case for 
investing in women and including them 
in value chains, highlighting quantitative 
evidence and best-practices examples 
from across the value chain.

 3 Koh H, et al. (2017). Shaping 

Inclusive Markets. How Funders 

and Intermediaries can Help 

Markets Move Toward Greater 

Economic Inclusion. FSG. 
Available at: https://www.fsg.org/
publications/shaping-inclusive-markets 

A report outlining how NGO activities 
beyond the immediate scope of an IB 
partnership can contribute to creating 
an enabling environment or conducive 
ecosystem for IB. 

 3Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

Netherlands (DGIS) (2013). “It’s 

none of your business! or is it? 

How Business opportunities in 

developing Countries are Improved 

by Civil Society organisations”. 
Available at: https://www.netherlandsworld-
wide.nl/documents/publications/2017/01/19/
ngos-and-sustainable-business-brochure 

A brochure aimed at companies that 
presents examples of the relevance of 
NGOs to fair and sustainable business 
practices in developing countries. 

 3 Nahi, T. (2018). Company-NGo 

Interaction for Poverty reduction: 

Co-Creation of Inclusive Business.
Available at: https://aaltodoc.
aalto.fi/bitstream/han-
dle/123456789/32065/isbn9789526080611.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

A PhD thesis discussing the practice 
of co-creation and the related hurdles 
that need to be overcome to combine 
business and development goals. It builds 
on an extensive literature review and 
active research on seven company-NGO 
inclusive business partnerships in India 
and Sri Lanka.

 3 Promoting Effective Partnering (PEP). 
Available at:  
http://www.effectivepartnering.org/ 

A portal developed by various leading 
partnership organisations designed to 
improve the quality and effectiveness of 
SDG-oriented partnerships worldwide. 
The site offers resources on partnering 
theory and implementation. 

 3 Prescott, D. and Stibbe, D.T. 

(2015). unleashing the Power of 

Business: A Practical roadmap to 

Systematically Engage Business 

as a Partner in development. The 

Partnering Initiative. 
Available at: https://thepartneringinitiative.
org/publications/research-papers/unleashing-
the-power-of-business-a-practical-roadmap-to-
systematically-engage-business-as-a-partner-
in-development/  

A publication detailing an approach to 
engaging with business as a partner 
in development. It recommends 
five essential areas for action, with 
governments, development agencies, 
business organisations, and civil society 
all having a role to play.

 3 Prescott, D. (2014). “Clearing the 

language Barriers”. 
Available at: https://businessfightspoverty.
org/articles/clearing-the-language-barriers/  

A blog post offering insightful examples 
of differences in the language used by 
public (and NGO) and private-sector 
entities, and showing what a (joint) 
partnership definition might look like. 

 3 PWC (2016). Navigating the SdGs: 

A Business Guide to Engaging with 

the uN Global Goals. 
Available at: https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/sus-
tainability/publications/PwC-sdg-guide.pdf 

A practical introduction to the SDGs and 
their implications for business. A useful 
document to help NGOs understand 
how to engage with the private sector to 
achieve the SDGs beyond philanthropic 
cooperation.

 3 Reid, S. (2016). The Partnership 

Culture Navigator: organisational 

Cultures and Cross-Sector 

Partnership. The Partnering 

Initiative, Oxford. 
Available at: https://www.thepartneringinitia-
tive.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/PC-Navi-
gator-v1.0.3.pdf

A practical guide aiming to help users 
navigate the challenges of dealing with 
different organisational cultures when 
working in cross-sectoral partnerships.

 3 Silverman L., and Taliento L. (2006) 

what Business Execs don’t Know 

– But Should – About Nonprofits. 

Stanford Social Innovation Review. 
Available at: https://ssir.org/articles/entry/
what_business_execs_dont_know_but_
should_about_nonprofits

A document on the origins of 
misalignment and misunderstandings 
related to timeframes and other mindsets 
when business leaders engage with non-
profit organisations. 

 3 UN Global Compact, ILO (2017). 

Guide For Business on The rights of 

Persons with disabilities. 
Available at: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/
groups/public/---ed_emp/---ifp_skills/
documents/publication/wcms_633424.pdf 

A guide for companies addressing the 
rights of people with disabilities, the 
positive role business can play, and the 
business case for inclusive employment.

 3 Vorley, W., Lundy M., MacGregor J. 

(2008). “Business models that are 

Inclusive of Small Farmers”. IIED, 

London. 
Available at: http://pubs.iied.org/G02340/ 

A paper describing a range of business 
models that improve inclusive market 
development and fair and durable 
trading relationships between small-scale 
farmers and modern agribusinesses.

 3Wach, E. (2012) Measuring the 

“Inclusivity” of Inclusive Business. 

IDS Practice Paper 9. 
Available at: https://www.ids.ac.uk/
publications/measuring-the-inclusivity-of-
inclusive-business/

A paper offering a critical and 
comparative analysis of some of the 
current approaches and frameworks for 
evaluating inclusive business impacts.
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About the partnership

The objectives of the partnership 

From the start, this partnership focused on 

finding and testing innovative ways of addressing 

malnutrition. The work began with a pilot in 

Tanzania (2013-2016) that centred on the production 

of fortified maize flour by medium-scale millers in 

Dar es Salaam. In 2017, World Vision International, 

DSM, and Sight and Life signed a new agreement 

to implement a new project now operational in 

Rwanda, the focus of this case study. 

The focus of the partnership in Rwanda is to build 

innovative supply chains to improve efficiency in 

the maize value chain, thus giving farmers more 

money and time. In parallel, it sought to expand the 

availability and accessibility of affordable fortified 

staple foods in East Africa and increase their 

consumption by mothers and children. 

The business and social-impact case

In 2017, WVI, DSM, and Sight and Life shifted 

their efforts to Rwanda to work with Africa 

Improved Foods (AIF) – a joint venture between 

DSM, the Rwandan government, and international 

investment partners that produces nutritious foods 

for the local population. In Rwanda, AIF sources 

high-quality soybeans and maize from smallholder 

farmer groups and cooperatives supported by the 

partnership, as well as by other NGOs and suppliers. 

A significant share of the final products are sold 

to institutional buyers such as the Rwandan 

government and the World Food Program, who make 

the products available to malnourished women and 

children in Rwanda along with beneficiaries in the 

broader region. AIF also launched a commercial 

brand, Nootri, in East Africa for different market 

segments, with the aim of distributing Nootri to 

low-income customers. Profits accrued from Nootri 

products (generally from items sold to customers 

outside of the lower-income market segments) are 

meant to cross-subsidise the “non-profit” products. 

As of June 2018, almost 4,500 farmers from 20 cooper-

atives supported by WVI were acting as suppliers to 

AIF, representing a 65% jump in the supply of high-

Executive summary 

In 2013, World Vision International (WVI) and Royal DSM established a partnership with the 
aim of improving the nutrition of people in Africa and Asia through multiple stakeholder 
projects. After collaborating for four years on such a project in Tanzania, the partners 
renewed their partnership agreement and invited the Sight and Life Foundation, a “think and 
do tank”, to join.47 In this next phase of the partnership, the three organisations have focused 
on innovative business models that increase the availability, affordability, accessibility, 
aspiration for, and adequate consumption of nutritionally improved foods by people at risk 
of micronutrient deficiencies.

This case study focuses on one of the projects, namely the business model pursued 
in Rwanda. The aim here has been to contribute to nutrition improvements while 
simultaneously supporting local farmers by increasing the efficiency of local maize-
production supply chains.

Lessons from this partnership 

1. Developing a partnership in phases enables learning and allows the inclusive business 
model to be adapted to new contexts.

2. Partnerships need accountability frameworks and systemic steering mechanisms, with all 
partners involved at all levels.

3. Partnering on an inclusive business differs from conventional project engagement, and 
requires NGOs to develop new internal systems, tools, and the skills to engage with the 
private sector.
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quality maize provided to AIF by the cooperatives.48 

This also left more money and time in the hands of 

farmers. In total, AIF currently feeds 1.5 million chil-

dren and sources from 24,000 Rwandan farmers.

The partners involved and their motivation

For dSM, collaboration with WVI is part of the 

company’s long-term inclusive business strategy 

of using its expertise and products to address 

malnutrition at a large scale. The ability to harness 

WVI’s presence, networks, reach, trust by the people 

on the ground, and know-how on issues of inclusion 

makes DSM’s objective realistic and its inclusive 

business endeavour viable. With its mission to fight 

malnutrition, the DSM-affiliated think tank Sight 

and life aims to contribute to the development of 

innovative solutions through the partnership.

Through the partnership, world Vision International 

ensures that its stakeholders on the ground, 

including farming cooperatives in the Rwanda case, 

have an opportunity to obtain a stable income and 

equitable access to markets. WVI is furthermore 

motivated by knowing that the end product helps 

undernourished women and children – especially 

the most vulnerable, thanks to the government 

safety-net programme. 

How they work together

Currently, the global partnership between World 

Vision International (WVI), DSM, and Sight and 

Life focuses on support at the local level. The most 

advanced specific project is in Rwanda, and involves 

WVI, AIF, and Kumwe Harvest’s local offices. Kumwe 

Harvest works to facilitate the sustainable sourcing 

of high-quality maize from Rwandan farming 

cooperatives, in part by improving post-harvest 

infrastructures and creating a local market for 

fortified products. 

 3 world Vision International has been working in 

Rwanda since 1994. Their long-term presence 

in the country means that local staff members 

are trusted by local governments and local 

communities. Such networks give the partnership 

access to maize farmers and to potential 

customers for the fortified foods. In addition, 

the group’s expertise in local agricultural and 

training issues have proved vital; over the course 

of the project, World Vision has been responsible 

for mobilising farmers, organising cooperatives, 

and providing training on post-harvest produce 

handling.

 3 dSM and the joint venture partners invested 

$60 million in AIF. These investments were 

directed across the value chain, and included 

resources for building the factory, creating the 

organisational structure, paying employees, and 

improving efficiency and logistics from farm to 

fork. The latter supply-chain area is where the 

partnership fills an important and unique role. 

DSM invested in and funded the pilot, with WVI’s 

Rwandan office. To manage the transfer of funds, 

an operational service agreement was signed 

with World Vision’s Rwandan office. Through AIF, 

DSM reduced the post-harvest work for farmers 

by setting up collection centres that saved 

farmers transport costs and time. DSM ensured 

market linkages by being the largest shareholder 

of AIF, which buys the produce from the farmers. 

DSM and AIF also collaborated with other NGOs 

in Rwanda to secure the supply of high-quality 

maize and soybeans that were enriched with 

healthy micro-ingredients and processed into 

nutritious foods for the most vulnerable.

 3 Sight and life offers no-charge technical exper-

tise and monitoring services to help AIF ensure 

the quality of the maize, and to ensure that the 

produce is free from the aflatoxin mould fungus. 

Sight and Life also provides monitoring and eval-

uation services.

“Initially in Tanzania, both DSM 
and WVI put in 50% cash each 
and contributed with compatible 
amounts of in-kind staff time. That 
was perceived as the starting point 
of creating shared value at the time. 
Later we realised that when creating 
shared value, the primary focus 
should be on getting business results 
and social results, independent of 
investment proportions”.

Marina Adamyan, Director New Business & Partnerships, 
WVI
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The partners involved and how they work together

The way forward

The current partnership project in Rwanda, as part 

of the overarching global partnership between 

DSM, World Vision, and Sight and Life is focused 

on the supply side, supporting farmers in order 

to improve the overall availability of high-quality 

staple foods and help the farmers gain access to 

markets. Based on this proven inclusive business 

case in Rwanda, World Vision wants to attract 

external funding to scale up AIF’s sourcing from 

local smallholder farmers. Once the capacities to 

produce the required quality and quantities are in 

place, the partnership’s focus may shift to using 

micro-distribution of AIF products, including to 

farming communities, to strengthen rural demand 

for nutritionally improved foods.

“We have seen the impact the project has, 
which goes beyond nutritious food. There’s 

value flowing through the value chain, which 
makes it interesting for everyone. In that way 

we create brighter lives for all”.

Florentine oberman, Partnerships Manager, DSM
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Key insights and lessons from the 
partnership

1. developing a partnership in phases enables 

learning, and allows the inclusive business model 

to be adapted for new contexts 

The current partnership between Royal DSM and 

World Vision International built on lessons from 

the first phase of the partnership, which was 

implemented in Tanzania between 2013 and 2016. 

The roles assigned to each partner were clear: DSM 

was to provide fortification ingredients, while 

WVI was to establish the fortification system. 

To do so, World Vision mobilised 300 millers, 

encouraging them to fortify their products. 

However, the partners were working on the basis 

of many untested assumptions, and the millers 

lacked market incentives for fortification. The 

Tanzanian government did not have policies in 

place encouraging small and medium-sized millers 

to fortify their products, and had no incentive for 

creating such policies. Technology for fortification 

was costly, and could only be subsidised during the 

pilot stage. Moreover, World Vision was operating 

outside its traditional programming area and core 

competence of organising farmers, while DSM had 

no physical presence in country and thus could 

not leverage its role to influence the government’s 

fortification policies. 

A review of this test phase in Tanzania offered 

constructive lessons, including a better 

understanding of the problem areas brought up by 

the project, and how the partners were or were not 

able to address them.

The lessons derived from the experiences in 

Tanzania led the partners to pursue a different 

approach and structure in Rwanda. Rather than 

focusing on small-scale millers, DSM invested in 

creating a social enterprise, AIF, and on providing 

nutrition ingredients for the fortification of maize 

at the factory level. World Vision International 

built on its strengths and history of supporting the 

country’s smallholder farmers to make sure this 

community could supply the necessary quality and 

quantity of maize to AIF. 

The partners are additionally taking lessons 

learned in Tanzania and Rwanda and using them 

to launch an egg-value-chain innovation project in 

Indonesia. Again working together, DSM, Sight and 

Life, and World Vision International aim to focus on 

the introduction of fortified chicken feed, so that 

higher quality eggs will become available on the 

local market. Meanwhile, social marketing aimed at 

increasing the demand for and the consumption of 

eggs is being introduced alongside the production 

efforts. 

In the second half of 2019, the partners are also 

planning to launch a pilot project relating to the 

micro-distribution of nutritionally improved foods 

in Brazil. 

2. Partnerships need accountability frameworks 

and systemic steering mechanisms, with all 

partners involved at all levels 

In 2017, project leaders from Sight and Life, DSM, 

and World Vision established a global-level steering 

committee and a formal relationship-management 

structure. However, for the project to be effective 

and to ensure internal buy-in at all levels, a local-

level steering committee was also needed for direct 

decision-making functions and to engage with 

local external stakeholders. This created a national-

level governance structure in which all partners 

“When we started in Tanzania, we 
jumped straight into implementation. 
This was in line with our existing 
capacities, but we had little 
understanding of our limitations, and 
there were too many external factors 
that we didn’t consider”. 

Marina Adamyan, Director New Business & Partnerships, 
WVI

“Originally, accountability levels 
were not clear. We are now curating 
the development of a local steering 
committee with a role of holding on 
the ground teams accountable”. 

Marina Adamyan, Director New Business & Partnerships, 
WVI
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could demonstrate their equal commitment to 

contributing to the project’s outcomes. A formal 

partnership agreement between World Vision, AIF, 

and Kumwe (the logistics company), containing 

clearly defined roles, responsibilities, and 

commitments, has helped World Vision overcome 

difficulties it might otherwise have as an NGO in 

partnering with private companies.

3. Partnering on an inclusive business differs from 

conventional project engagement, and requires 

NGos to develop new internal systems, tools, and 

skills to engage with the private sector

When the partnership started in Tanzania, World 

Vision International initially conceived its role as 

following a conventional NGO approach; that is, 

developing a proposal that included spending a 

small amount of grant funding, and subsequently 

serving in a project-management role. 

For the next phase in Rwanda, the partners selected 

a different structure and approach. This time, World 

Vision International and DSM collaborated when 

designing the project’s approach, and again when 

testing and revisit their assumptions to ensure 

the business model would have a better chance 

of success. As WVI Director of New Business and 

Partnerships Marina Adamyan explained, “An 

additional key mutual learning was to do a reality 

check on the many assumptions we had, and also 

ask ourselves as an NGO: ‘What is in it for each 

partner?’” As a part of this process, the partners 

developed a planning and assessment tool that 

captured essential elements of success; this helps 

to identify precisely how a given cross-industry 

partnership is adding value for each partner 

organisation, with reference to the organisation’s 

mission and strategy. For an NGO like World Vision, 

this also helps to address internal questions about 

the overall relevance of collaboration with the 

private sector, and subsequently helps to secure 

internal buy-in. For World Vision, “do no harm” 

and “inclusion” have been key non-negotiable 

principles in the organisation’s engagement with 

the private sector. Based on their experiences 

with DSM, World Vision realised the importance of 

developing safeguards to protect these principles 

and worked to train their operations-level staff 

in the development of interest-based negotiation 

skills for future interactions with business actors. 
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About the partnership

The objectives of the partnership 

The goal of the ICCO-Olvea BF partnership is to 

develop a sustainable supply chain for Olvea BF, in 

which the company sources high-quality shea nuts 

from cooperatives in Burkina Faso and Mali for use 

as an ingredient in the cosmetic industry. There is 

a high level of local and international demand for 

shea. In West Africa, it is called “women’s gold”. 

In Burkina Faso, for instance, about 50% of rural 

women are engaged as shea nut collectors and 

processors, so there is tremendous potential to 

improve their livelihood.

The business and social-impact case

To unlock this business potential for Olvea BF and 

the cooperatives, inefficiencies in the supply chain 

are addressed by providing support to women 

collectors and their cooperatives, with more than 

35,000 women having benefitted to date. These 

cooperatives in turn supply Olvea with organic/

fair-trade shea nuts that have a consistent product 

quality and are Fair-for-Life certified. 

The social-impact case is predicated on enabling the 

collectors to become self-confident market actors 

with a stable and trusted buyer and a fair additional 

source of income, and on helping their cooperatives 

become independent business partners with Olvea 

BF. The transparent, above-market prices from 

Olvea enable the collectors to invest in community 

and social development activities and allow them 

to finance their own capacity development. 

The partners involved and their motivation

Olvea BF’s motivation in entering the partnership 

with ICCO was to address inefficiencies in the 

supply chain and secure a supply of high-quality 

shea nuts in the quantity it needs. Olvea BF is also 

driven by a social mission to provide shea nut 

collectors with a stable income. 

ICCO focuses on the economic empowerment of 

smallholder farmers, food and nutrition security 

and responsible business. Through the partnership, 

ICCO supports inclusive shea value chains.

Executive summary 

ICCO Cooperation, a Dutch international NGO, and Olvea Burkina Faso (Olvea BF), a shea-
nut production and processing company, joined forces to develop inclusive value chains 
for organically produced, fair-trade shea nuts from West Africa. ICCO Cooperation provides 
technical assistance to both Olvea BF and the nut-collector cooperatives involved. The 
partners have been able to build a solid business and social-impact case. ICCO promotes the 
model to potential financial partners, and also disseminates the lessons learned within the 
Global Shea Alliance. ICCO’s activities for the Alliance are not a formal part of the partnership 
but do support the inclusive business ecosystem in the niche where Olvea operates. 

For ICCO, this flagship partnership with Olvea marked the beginning of a series of public-
private partnerships (PPPs) together with the government of the Netherlands in the 
agricultural sector that ICCO has been designing in West Africa since 2009.

Lessons from this partnership 

1. The value added by the NGO must be tailored to the needs of the company partner and the 
smallholder farmers.

2. A trial phase can be a valuable step before entering a formal partnership. 

3. NGOs should build in an exit strategy from the start and communicate this clearly to their 
partners.

4. Partnering with the public sector can bring advantages and disadvantages for IB 
partnerships.

5. A partnership is not the only way to build the ecosystem for inclusive business. 
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How they work together

The partnership is managed and implemented 

by ICCO and Olvea BF in collaboration with Fair 

Match Support (FMS), a business-development 

service provider with expertise in supply-chain 

development issues. The three core partners play 

complementary roles. 

 3 ICCo is Olvea’s primary development partner in 

the partnership. Part of the NGO’s social mission 

is to support inclusive value chains, including in 

the shea-nut market. ICCO has a regional office 

in West Africa and provided Olvea with access to 

local networks of potential suppliers and national 

shea associations. ICCO had previously helped 

establish these entities. The NGO further brought 

FMS into the partnership, covered that entity’s 

costs, and co-funded the project’s initial high-

risk activities, initially using its own resources. 

ICCO currently takes the lead in sourcing new 

(co-)funding from public-sector partners and 

is responsible for administrative and financial 

project-management activities. ICCO also helps 

strengthen the partnership’s broader business 

ecosystem by supporting the establishment 

of national shea business associations in West 

African countries. It has also worked with USAID 

to provide institutional support to the Global 

Shea Alliance. This multi-stakeholder platform 

develops and lobbies for proper global standards 

and policies in the sector.

 3 olvea Burkina Faso is a production unit and pro-

cessing plant for shea butter. It is a subsidiary 

of the France-based Olvea Vegetable Oils, which 

produces organic, sustainable, and fair-trade oils 

for the cosmetics, pharmaceutical, and food in-

dustries. The company supplies L’Oréal, among 

other customers. Olvea BF was established in 

2007. Initially, the firm purchased shea nuts in 

bulk quantities from traders, but were disap-

pointed with the volumes provided and the low 

average quality. In order to establish better con-

trol over their supply chain, Olvea BF entered the 

partnership with ICCO and FMS. Olvea now of-

fers to buy the shea nuts from the cooperatives 

based on collaboration protocols that give them 

a long-term guarantee. Olvea BF also processes 

and exports the butter. Olvea is a member of the 

Global Shea Alliance and participates actively in 

working groups on quality and sustainability. 

 3 FMS acts as a facilitator and broker within the 

shea nut supply chain. Like other service provid-

ers supporting this partnership, it works to train 

and coach women collectors and their coopera-

tives on technical, marketing, organisational, 

and governance issues. For Olvea, FMS acts as an 

information broker between the buyer and its 

suppliers, and has set up a payment system for 

the high-quality shea nuts. 
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The partners involved and how they work together

The partnership is co-funded by ICCO and Olvea, 

with additional funding provided by the Dutch 

government. The external funding covers certain 

infrastructural investments, development and 

training costs, and the staffing costs incurred by 

FMS and ICCO. 

The way forward

The success of the initial partnership made Olvea 

and ICCO more attractive to donors. Based on its 

long experience working with ICCO, Olvea BF is now 

better able to partner with other NGOs as well. The 

current project will be concluded in 2019. By that 

time, ICCO will have phased out its involvement. 

However, the collector cooperatives and Olvea will 

continue their business relationship. Olvea and 

ICCO will continue to engage with one another 

through the Global Shea Alliance.
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Key insights and lessons from the 
partnership

1. The needs of the company partner define the 

actual value added by an NGo

ICCO got in touch with Olvea BF in 2010 to offer the 

company support in structuring its supply chain. 

For Olvea, it was important to have an NGO partner 

that shared its demand-based market philosophy, 

and which was not merely focused on increasing 

production and supply. This was because in the 

past, fluctuations in market demand had led prices 

to drop dramatically, meaning that the shea nuts 

collected and the butter produced were wasted. 

In the end, ICCO’s understanding of this market-

based approach was a key factor in the company’s 

decision to enter the partnership, ranking higher 

than ICCO’s local footprint, knowledge about West 

Africa, or experience with the shea value chain, for 

example.

Thanks to the technical support provided by FMS 

and the managerial and (co-)funding support 

offered by ICCO, Olvea is today certifying large 

volumes of shea nuts that meet their quantitative 

and qualitative requirements. ICCOs access to local 

suppliers has been a significant asset in this process; 

moreover, the NGO’s access to high-risk grant 

funding allowed it to finance a vital trial phase. In 

addition, ICCO has managed the supporting donors’ 

reporting requirements, which are a big challenge 

and too time-consuming for Olvea. 

2. A trial phase can be a valuable intermediate step 

before entering a formal partnership 

When FMS and ICCO got in touch with Olvea BF in 

2010, the company was not initially eager to get in-

volved with NGOs. It was sceptical that a non-prof-

it actor could provide effective support to the com-

pany’s market approach. In addition, it was not yet 

clear what added value ICCO could contribute. To 

get started, ICCO proposed to test the partnership 

for a year, and offered to bear the costs involved. For 

the company, this translated into a venture with 

low costs, little risk, and no reporting requirements. 

The first concrete results were promising, and the 

trial phase ultimately helped to create internal 

buy-in needed. As a result, the relationship was for-

malised. 

3. NGos should build in an exit strategy from the 

start

From the beginning of this partnership, it was 

always clear that the roles played by ICCO and FMS 

would be temporary. In fact, ICCO’s activities were 

oriented towards making itself unnecessary in 

the process. From the outset, ICCO, FMS, and other 

smaller service providers were focused on building 

the producer organisations’ capacity to meet the 

company’s requirements. The ultimate objective 

was to give them the ability to manage their 

business relations with Olvea independently. 

ICCO never directly negotiated with Olvea regard-

ing market issues such as the price to be paid for the 

produce. Rather, the NGO provided the producer or-

ganisations with information enabling them to do 

“In our experience, many NGOs focus 
only on small-scale producers rather 
than on the entire value chain, and 
don’t look at the market potential. 
Olvea strongly believes that there 
is a business and a social case in 
encouraging thousands of women to 
produce shea butter, provided they 
have access to a proper market”. 

Christophe Godard, Sustainability Value Chain Manager, 
Olvea

“There is always an exit strategy for 
ICCO and for any external donor. The 
message is that cooperatives should 
not depend on donor money. But it 
is hard to make that message when 
other donor agencies are around in 
the country that come in with free 
money”. 

Ataoulaye Bah, Programme Officer Economic 
Development Programmes, ICCO West Africa
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so effectively. FMS played a key role in this process. 

From ICCO’s perspective, the cooperatives’ willing-

ness and ability to take on market risks was an es-

sential aspect of their transition to becoming full 

business partners. However, the NGO also believed 

that an economic incentive was needed to justify 

these risks, in the form of a greater reward for a bet-

ter product. For this reason, ICCO supported Olvea’s 

initiative to pay above-market prices to producer 

organisations in return for higher-quality nuts. 

The services and market-development benefits con-

tributed by ICCO and FMS were ultimately struc-

tured so that they could continue even after the 

partnership’s end. For instance, ICCO and FMS asked 

the cooperatives from the beginning to set aside a 

small portion of extra income derived from Olvea’s 

above-market prices, and to reinvest these funds in 

training and equipment, which were costs covered 

by the NGO during the partnership’s initial phase.

4. Partnering with the public sector can 

bring advantages and disadvantages for IB 

partnerships

In this particular shea partnership, the core part-

ners are Olvea and ICCO. However, the partnership 

also required additional financing from third-party 

donors. The Dutch government took this role. This 

presented advantages and disadvantages, since 

as a donor, the government also had influence on 

the project’s activities and decisions. On the posi-

tive side, the donor required the partners to address 

the possibility that child labour might be employed 

in the value chain. Olvea already pays attention to 

this and other human- and labour-rights topics in 

its contracts, its discussions with cooperatives, and 

in its field-monitoring practices. However, thanks 

to this requirement and the funding provided, ICCO 

was able to go a level deeper and organise work-

shops and training sessions on this subject for the 

cooperatives. On the negative side, as part of its 

funding criteria, the donor required that Olvea and 

ICCO involve a local public-sector actor as a part-

ner in the project. However, Olvea found that this 

public-sector actor did not have the capacities to 

play the necessary role. It did not execute the activ-

ities agreed upon, thus complicating the project’s 

implementation. Ultimately, Olvea elected to take 

over the job that the public-sector partner was sup-

posed to perform, covering the extra staffing costs 

involved itself. 

5. Partners can have different motivations to 

engage in ecosystem strengthening 

The partnership between Olvea BF and ICCO is 

designed to build an inclusive business in a niche 

market. However, ICCO views strengthening the 

overall ecosystem and ensuring the market’s 

stability as key elements in sustaining inclusive 

shea value chains more generally. For this reason, 

the NGO also supported the establishment of 

national shea associations in West Africa and 

worked to strengthen the Global Shea Alliance 

(GSA). It has been able to draw on its experiences at 

the local level to develop policies responsive to the 

interests of local collectors and their cooperatives. 

The Global Shea Alliance was originally focused 

on lobbying for shea to be accepted as a cocoa-

butter equivalent in the United States. Since 

Olvea produces shea butter only for the cosmetics 

industry, the company initially saw no reason 

to join the alliance. However, with GSA today 

becoming more visible, the company’s clients 

increasingly expect Olvea to be a member. Olvea is 

now active in GSA working groups on sustainability 

and quality. As a side benefit, GSA membership also 

provides access to funding for activities aimed 

at improving relationships with suppliers. Thus, 

Olvea’s and ICCO’s interests and experiences have, 

in some senses, converged within the GSA.

 

“It’s a mistake to think that cooperatives 
cannot take risks. If this were the 

case, they could not become business 
partners! You need to make sure that 
risks are shared among the different 
partners, rather than putting all the 
risk on the company. Otherwise the 

cooperative doesn’t have any incentive 
to do better”. 

Ataoulaye Bah, Programme Officer Economic Development 
Programmes, ICCO West Africa

“Without ICCO we would not have 
come as far as we are now with the 

shea value chain”. 

Christophe Godard,  
Sustainability Value Chain Manager, Olvea
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About the partnership

The objectives of the partnership 

GAIN Access to Better Dairy involves various GAIN 

Nordic members. Its goal is to improve diets in 

Ethiopia, particularly among children and lactating 

women, by introducing an affordable, nutritious, 

and locally produced yogurt to be sold to consumers 

with low incomes. The initiative works across the 

entire value chain, including smallholder farmers, 

dairy processors, distributors, sales agents, and 

consumers. The aim is to bring the product to 

market by 2019/2020.

The business and social-impact case

The business model of the partnership is centred 

on a local value chain and business-to-business 

interactions between two local dairy processors, 

Loni Dairy and Rut & Hirut Dairy, and the global dairy 

company Arla Foods Ingredients (AFI). The concept 

of developing a fortified yogurt was developed 

jointly by all partners. This activity was seen as a 

way of expanding AFI’s market for affordable and 

nutritious products. If successfully implemented, 

the partnership will also increase smallholder 

farmers’ incomes by giving them a premium price 

for higher-quality milk, while improving access to 

nutritious food for mothers and children.

The partners involved and their motivation 

The partnership is managed by GAIN, and led by 

four partners that form the core group: GAIN and 

DCA, both of which are NGOs, the multinational 

whey company AFI, and the Confederation of 

Danish Industry. All core partners are members of 

GAIN Nordic, a multi-sectoral platform established 

in 2013, and have the common goal of improving 

nutrition. 

The two local dairy processors were motivated to 

join the partnership by the prospect of increasing 

their revenues, largely by expanding their product 

ranges and optimising their production standards 

and processes. However, they also share the 

partnership’s broader values, and are driven by the 

social mission of improving the health of children 

and mothers in Ethiopia. 

DCA and GAIN see the partnership as an opportunity 

to provide a nutrition-rich food for children 

and lactating mothers, and to help smallholder 

farmers earn higher incomes. DCA, whose previous 

experience working with local farmers has helped 

further the project’s aims, additionally joined 

the partnership to gain experience working with 

private-sector entities and inclusive business 

models. In addition, the NGO sees the partnership 

Executive summary 

Arla Foods Ingredients, the Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN), DanChurchAid 
(DCA), the Confederation of Danish Industry (DI), and several other partners established 
GAIN Access to Better Dairy partnership in 2017 with funding from Denmark’s development 
cooperation agency, Danida. The partnership aims to improve diets among children and 
mothers in Ethiopia by introducing an innovative, locally produced, safe, and fortified dairy 
product to the market. In parallel, the partnership is also intended to improve livelihoods 
among the country’s smallholder farmers. 

Lessons from this partnership 

1. Corporate partners’ motivations can be complex, going beyond the business case.

2. Good marketing and communication can help in winning internal support for the 
partnership. 

3. Clear roles and a division of work streams makes a partnership more efficient, but this 
also requires close alignment and coordination.

4. Working together to satisfy a joint funding partner’s requirements can help partners align 
their visions and measurement systems.

5. Partnerships can change organisations internally.
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as a means of inspiring others to develop similar 

value-chain partnerships across the globe. 

AFI has a number of reasons to invest time and 

resources in the partnership. The company sees it 

as a strategic investment in its core business, as the 

venture is helping it build strong relationships with 

local dairy processors and develop the Ethiopian 

dairy market. In addition, the project is viewed as 

a strategic corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

initiative that helps the company develop the local 

food sector, and as an employee engagement and 

retention strategy, especially for young, purpose-

driven employees. 

How they work together

Each of the four core participants in the GAIN 

Access to Better Dairy partnership leads one of the 

project’s work streams. 

 3 GAIN is responsible for the overall management 

of the partnership, and takes the lead on demand-

creation activities. It conducts market studies 

aimed at identifying where and how the fortified 

yogurt can best be sold, and at determining how 

to create awareness regarding the importance 

of nutritious food for children and lactating 

women. 

 3 AFI works closely with the local dairy processors 

to optimise production standards and processes. 

The company also trains the processors on yo-

gurt production techniques, and shares techni-

cal details regarding recipe development and 

product testing. 

 3 dCA works closely with the dairy farmers to 

improve milk quality and ensure a consistent 

supply. To this end, DCA collaborates with a lo-

cal civil-society organisation that provides com-

munity mobilisation and outreach support. DCA 

also documents and shares the experiences and 

lessons learned by the value-chain initiative.

 3 dI supports the local dairy processers by devel-

oping business cases for their sale of the product 

in the Ethiopian market. In addition, collaborat-

ing closely with the Addis Ababa Chamber of 

Commerce, DI has led efforts to promote better 

enabling conditions for the local dairy sector. 

This work has focused on advocating for better 

quality-control systems for milk, as well as for 

reductions in import taxes for specialised ingre-

dients in order to make the yogurt more afford-

able. 

The partnership is largely funded by Danida Market 

Development Partnerships (DMDP), a programme 

operated by Danida, Denmark’s development 

cooperation agency. This entity contributed a total 

of €1.45 million to the project. The Danida funding 

is used to fund the work of the non-commercial 

partners (GAIN, DCA, and DI) and local NGO partners. 

As per the DMDP guidelines, none of the Danida 

funding goes directly to the company partners in 

the initiative. Arla Foods Ingredients makes in-

kind contributions and contributes some financial 

resources, and the local dairies invest in the 

initiative by contributing their time and equipment.

Before starting the project, DCA led the process of 

conducting an SDG-focused impact assessment, 

seeking to identify potential adverse impacts 

across the value chain, from the point of sourcing 

to consumption. As of November 2018, the partners 

had finalised the fortified yogurt’s recipe, and 

developed a small-scale packaging solution in the 

form of sachets. A total of 400 smallholder farmers 

had been selected to receive targeted support on 

livestock-management and milk-quality practices, 

in part through links to local processors.
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The partners involved and how they work together

The way forward

As a next step, the partners need to develop the 

product branding and marketing strategies and 

complete the capacity-building process with the 

local dairy processors. The local dairies need to 

procure machinery to produce the fortified yogurt. 

In parallel, the partners will develop a business 

model for the product’s last-mile distribution. They 

will take the product to market, initially testing 

its acceptance among different customer groups. 

The fortified yogurt is expected to be available 

in 2019/2020. It is intended to be affordable for 

customers with low incomes, while simultaneously 

increasing incomes for dairy farmers and local 

retailers.
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Key insights and lessons from the 
partnership

1. Corporate partners’ motivations can be complex, 

going beyond the business case

AFI has multiple reasons for investing time and re-

sources in the partnership. The company sees it as 

a long-term business opportunity that can become 

profitable after five years, thanks to product sales. 

In addition, the project helps AFI strengthen its core 

business by helping it build strong relationships 

with local dairy processors. In the future, the com-

pany could also partner with these processors to cre-

ate products targeting customer segments that offer 

greater profit margins. AFI also sees the partnership 

as a strategic CSR initiative that helps it develop the 

local food sector; because the company buys and 

sells dairy products, it will also ultimately benefit if 

this market becomes more robust. Lastly, the project 

helps AFI align with the strategic orientation of core 

clients such as Unilever, and serves as an employee 

engagement and retention strategy, especially for 

younger, purpose-driven employees.

2. Good marketing and communication can help in 

winning internal support for the partnership 

The GAIN Access to Better Dairy partnership demon-

strates the power of proper marketing and commu-

nication to position the partnership both external-

ly and internally. Producing good communication 

materials in the form of video content and infor-

mational brochures was critical in positioning the 

partnership as a flagship initiative for the main 

funder, Danida, thus strengthening this entity’s 

commitment. DCA played an important role here by 

using its networks and communication channels to 

spread the word and communicate information re-

garding the project’s progress and lessons learned. 

Proactive communication also helps to generate in-

ternal buy-in and support for the partnership, by 

educating employees within the partner entities 

themselves on the rationale for investing in the ini-

tiative. AFI, for example, invited senior GAIN and 

DCA employees to speak to its employees about the 

impact of the partnership and the importance of 

nutrition for children’s development. Other mem-

bers of the initiative have hosted similar sessions, 

a practice that has also helped strengthen the rela-

tionships between partners. 

However, active communication efforts can 

also carry some risk, especially in the initial 

phases of a partnership when results have not 

yet been achieved. For example, over-optimistic 

marketing could raise beneficiaries’ expectations 

to unrealistic levels, or create a reputational risk 

for participants if the project is unsuccessful. 

Transparent communication that includes lessons 

learned even from failures helps maintain the 

initiative’s credibility, and is often more useful for 

the purposes of scaling or replicating the model 

than are pure success stories. 

3. Clear roles and a division of work streams makes 

a partnership more efficient, but thus also 

requires close alignment and coordination

Each core partner in the GAIN Access to Better Dairy 

initiative leads one of four work streams, internally 

known as downstream, midstream, upstream, and 

enabling environment. Lead partners are responsible 

for managing activities in their work stream and 

reporting back on achievements. The work-stream 

leads were selected based on their expertise and 

“For us, there are several elements in 
this project. If only viewed as business 
case, we probably would not do it”. 

Charlotte Sørensen, Senior Project Manager, Arla Foods 
Ingredients

“Economic viability is key for 
sustained success, but partners need 
to be motivated by the greater good 
and have a common overarching 
goal. It is important that each partner 
recognise how their core expertise is 
an essential contribution to the new 
solution”.

Charlotte Pedersen, GAIN Nordic lead.
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capacities, and provided with support by other 

partners as needed. Several topics such as business-

model development cut across work streams, and 

are thus addressed in a more collaborative manner.

This division of responsibilities allows work-stream 

leads to work efficiently. However, there is also a risk 

of insufficient coordination. Having a mission and 

strategy that guides partners is therefore important, 

and monthly update calls and in-person meetings 

have proved to be vital tools with regard to keeping 

activities coordinated and ensuring that knowledge 

and insights are shared between the work streams. 

A clear task division of this kind requires partners 

with complementary skills and capacities. According 

to DCA Head of Private Sector Engagement Gitte 

Dyrhagen Husager, this complementarity has 

another benefit as well: “The more different the 

partners are, the easier it is to come together as 

partners and find solutions”. 

4. working together to satisfy a joint funding 

partner’s requirements can help partners align 

their visions and measurement systems 

The GAIN Access to Better Dairy initiative is largely 

funded by Denmark’s development cooperation 

agency, Danida. All partners acknowledged that 

without this funding, largely secured by GAIN 

Nordic, the partnership would not have been 

realised. In particular, the funding ensures that 

the partners can focus on developing an enabling 

business environment. For example, they can work 

on capacity-building projects for farmers, or develop 

materials raising awareness of the importance of 

nutrition for children.

The accountability to a third party also helped the 

core group align their visions and measurement sys-

tems. Partners spent considerable time developing 

a results-reporting framework based on Danida’s 

requirements, and are now jointly able to measure 

and report on their progress. “The fact that we have a 

third party that we need to be accountable to makes 

the whole difference in this partnership, and brings 

us closer together”, says the DCA’s Gitte Dyrhagen  . 

However, being dependent on donor funding also 

entails challenges. Danida expects partners to 

develop a sustainable business model within the 

short timeframe of its funding cycles (in this case, 

2017 to 2020). AFI and the local dairy processors are 

seeking to develop sustainable business case, but 

acknowledge that this can take up to five years to 

prove itself. In contrast to the development partner, 

they have more flexible timelines and a higher 

willingness to take on risk. 

5. Partnerships can change organisations internally

The GAIN Access to Better Dairy initiative is a good 

illustration of how an IB partnership can lead to 

organisational changes within companies and NGOs. 

For DCA, the partnership led to significant internal 

transformations, including in the NGO’s structure. 

As a result of the partnership, DCA established a new 

private-sector unit positioned directly under the 

secretary director. The unit is led by Gitte Dyrhagen 

Husager, who also manages the partnership on 

behalf of DCA. The NGO also hired a new value-chain 

and business advisor. 

AFI also changed its internal approach to IB part-

nerships. Previously, it had developed a number of 

cross-sectoral initiatives that had mostly been over-

seen by appointed project managers. Inspired by 

this partnership, the company has instead begun 

embedding its partnerships into the company’s core 

structures and departments. This transition from 

having isolated individuals in the company scram-

bling to piece together relevant resources to a more 

integrated approach that embeds partnerships in 

the various business units clearly demonstrates the 

relevance of IB partnerships for AFI.

“Partners often think they are aligned, 
but move in different directions. Our 

regular monthly calls and in-person 
meetings are critical to make sure our 

activities complement each other. 
It also helps partners see the bigger 

picture and know what others are 
working on. In hindsight, we should 

have spent even more time on internal 
alignment in the beginning”. 

Gry Saul, Advisor, DI International Business 
Development

“This partnership has a huge impact 
on us and brought a whole identity 

change to DCA”. 

Gitte dyrhagen Husager, Head of Private Sector 
Engagement, DCA
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About the partnership

The objectives of the partnership 

The NGO CARE, the bank Barclays and the 

pharmaceutical company GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) 

founded Live Well Social Business as a Zambia-

based social enterprise in 2016. Live Well’s mission 

is to improve health awareness in underserved 

communities in Zambia, while additionally 

increasing the availability of affordable health 

products, including general medicines and 

nutritional, reproductive-health, dental-hygiene, 

clean-energy, and malaria-prevention products. The 

social enterprise recruits and trains community 

health entrepreneurs (CHEs) in areas such as 

business skills, financial management, basic 

healthcare and product knowledge. The CHEs in 

turn sell selected healthcare products in rural and 

peri-urban areas, and provide information to their 

communities. 

The business and social-impact case 

Live Well generates revenues by selling affordable 

non-prescription medicines and health products in 

rural and peri-urban areas through a large network 

of CHEs. The CHEs in return have the opportunity 

to generate a supplementary income by earning up 

to a 20% profit margin on the sales. Live Well itself 

is a hybrid model, with some activities currently 

funded through grants. However, the entity plans 

to break even once the CHE base is large enough to 

buy enough products to cover the costs.

Local communities benefit from the model because 

they gain increased access to affordable healthcare 

products and information on health-related 

issues. To date, Live Well has trained nearly 500 

CHEs, and delivered health products to more than 

500,000 customers in Zambia. The partnership has 

contributed to reducing the incidence of diseases 

within the communities served, thanks to the sale 

of the medical products. CHEs’ income has increased 

by an average of $50 per month.

The partners involved and their motivation

Live Well was incubated out of a USAID-funded CARE 

programme called PRISM that began operations 

in 2009. When this programme came to an end, 

CARE wanted to continue the activities in a more 

sustainable manner. At the same time, GSK and 

Barclays had formed a partnership to explore 

innovative last-mile distribution models. The three 

partners joined forces and founded Live Well in 2016. 

For Barclays and GSK, the main motivation for 

investing financial and human resources in Live Well 

Executive summary 

CARE, Barclays and GSK founded the Live Well social enterprise in Zambia in 2016. Live Well 
recruits and trains local health workers who earn an income by selling healthcare products 
in rural and peri-urban areas in Zambia, while also providing basic health services. Through 
its health workers, Live Well raises awareness of health-related issues, and provides local 
communities with better access to products and services needed for healthy living. 

Lessons from this partnership 

1. Previous collaboration experience helps when establishing a partnership.

2. The roles of partners are likely to change over time.

3. An active board, with members bringing varying areas of expertise, is important in 
steering the partnership productively. 

4. Creating a separate legal entity can help secure independence from shareholders.

5. Demonstrating social impact and visibility are critical to establishing corporate buy-in.
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was to pilot and learn from an innovative last-mile 

distribution model designed to increase community 

access to healthcare products and services. Neither 

company considered their investment as being 

purely philanthropic; rather, each was working 

from a combination of CSR, business-development 

and strategic motivations (especially the desire to 

gain access to new markets).

How they work together

Each partner contributes a very particular set of 

capacities and skills, and each is represented on 

the enterprise’s executive board. The partners’ roles 

have evolved over the years. 

 3 CArE is the owner of Live Well. CARE UK owns 

10% of the enterprise, while 90% is owned 

by CARE Social Ventures, a CARE subsidiary 

that manages the NGO’s investments in social 

enterprises. The enterprise is housed in CARE’s 

building in Zambia, and has access to the 

NGO’s valuable support network. As needed, 

CARE provides Live Well with human-resources 

services and provides legal advice. In addition, 

the NGO handles all donations, which currently 

still constitute part of Live Well’s financing 

model. 

 3 Barclays was one of the original investors in 

Live Well. The bank was very active in the enter-

prise’s set-up phase, particularly with regard to 

business-related issues. Seconded Barclays staff 

members took on project management tasks, 

helped design training manuals, and conducted 

financial-skills training sessions for CHEs. In the 

initial two years, Barclays seconded three full-

time employees to Live Well. Barclays is current-

ly represented at the board level.

 3 GSK is also an investor in Live Well. The compa-

ny contributes considerable expertise related to 

healthcare supply chains and helped Live Well 

establish its own supply-chain network. In addi-

tion, it provides advice on developing the right 

product mix and on other business-related is-

sues. Currently, three GSK employees are active-

ly involved in Live Well, including at the board 

level.
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The partners involved and how they work together

The way forward

Live Well has not yet reached the point of 

profitability and is currently going through an 

internal restructuring process aimed at allowing 

it to sustain business operations. Both funding 

partners committed to supporting Live Well 

through the end of the start-up phase and have 

helped the business establish fruitful contacts with 

potential investors and funders. The initial funders 

do not expect financial returns. Barclays and GSK 

are currently still represented on the executive 

board. GSK offered the programme additional 

financial support at the end of 2018 and will support 

Live Well in its efforts to secure further investment 

from other donors until the company reaches 

profitability and is self-sustaining. 
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Key insights and lessons from the 
partnership

1. Previous collaboration experience helps when 

establishing a partnership

Live Well’s three shareholders, CARE, GSK, 

and Barclays, can draw upon a long history of 

collaboration. In 2008, the Barclays and GSK 

chief executives agreed to collaborate on the 

development of innovative business models for last-

mile distribution. The companies explored several 

partnership opportunities and investments, and 

ultimately found Live Well to be the most promising 

case, in part because both Barclays and GSK had a 

strong presence in Zambia. CARE, on the other hand, 

had been working with GSK since 2011 on a separate 

health programme. When the USAID-funded PRISM 

project came to an end, CARE recognised that 

there was an opportunity to turn the programme 

into a social enterprise, while GSK and Barclays 

realised that they needed an NGO partner to deal 

with the complexity of working with hard-to-reach 

communities. 

2. The roles of partners are likely to change over 

time

The roles played by participants in a partnership 

can change over time. New partners might join the 

initiative, while others might drop out if the ven-

ture is no longer aligned with their strategy or ob-

jectives. The Live Well example serves as a good il-

lustration of how roles and responsibilities can 

evolve over time. 

In the beginning, Barclays was very much at the 

forefront of the partnership. The company commit-

ted initial funding and three full-time employee po-

sitions to support the initiative over two years and 

provided critical support in developing Live Well as 

a business. In the following years, Barclays down-

sized its engagement, but has remained involved 

with a seat on the board. 

GSK initially supported Live Well with targeted 

healthcare supply-chain advice and is currently pro-

viding most of the funding. GSK also plays an active 

advisory role on the board. 

CARE’s role also changed over the years. Initial-

ly, Live Well was incubated out of CARE, with the 

NGO taking responsibility for most administrative 

processes. Live Well employees had contracts with 

CARE, and financial transactions were handled by 

the NGO. Today, Live Well is establishing itself as 

a separate, independent business. CARE’s role has 

thus been reduced to providing support such as le-

gal advice and HR services and providing strategic 

advice through its role on the board. 

3. An active board, with members bringing varying 

areas of expertise, is important in steering the 

partnership productively 

Live Well’s board contains representatives from 

CARE, GSK, and Barclays, as well as two senior indus-

try representatives from Zambia. The enterprise’s 

CEO reports directly to the board on a quarterly ba-

sis and seeks advice from the board whenever this 

is needed. 

Having people with complementary areas of exper-

tise on the board is crucial, since a social business 

like Live Well needs both to establish itself as a sus-

tainable business and produce social impact. CARE’s 

Zambian country director, who represents CARE on 

the Live Well board, serves as an advisor on social-

impact matters, while the representative from Bar-

clays looks into enterprise’s financial statements 

in more depth. Ensuring that local industry players 

are represented on the board is important in order 

to gain access to local expertise and networks. Ac-

cording to Live Well CEO Alexandra Burrough, these 

representatives bring in a Zambian perspective and 

help the business stay grounded. 

“The fact that all three shareholders 
of Live Well had a history of working 
together, and were aligned in 
terms of objectives, facilitated the 
collaboration process considerably. 
It also helped us obtain internal 
buy-in and ongoing support for the 
initiative”.

Jenny Cozins, Director, Access to Medicines Programmes, 
GSK

“The roles of all three shareholders 
have evolved over time”. 

Alexandra Burrough, CEO, Live Well 
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4. Creating a separate legal entity can help secure 

independence from shareholders 

Stakeholders forming a partnership often have 

different motivations. For example, GSK and 

Barclays both entered this partnership for a 

combination of CSR, business-development, and 

strategic reasons. Both partners faced difficulties 

in serving low-income populations in African 

markets due to challenges associated with last-mile 

distribution. Both companies were eager to design 

a financially sustainable distribution model that 

utilised existing healthcare structures. For CARE, 

the motivation was different; the NGO had already 

implemented a successful development project 

with the help of USAID funding, and realised that 

there was a social need to continue the programme 

beyond the funding period. To make this possible, 

CARE partnered with Barclays and GSK to start the 

social enterprise.

The creation of Live Well as a separate legal entity 

helped emancipate it from both the company and 

NGO perspectives, and allowed it to establish its 

own identity as a social enterprise. According to 

Live Well CEO Alexandra Burrough, moving the Live 

Well employees from CARE contracts to Live Well 

contracts represented a significant improvement. 

In addition, Live Well can now use its own funds 

independently, making it easier to act flexibly, 

although CARE still holds the funds in its accounts. 

“Having an active board with 
competent members that have 

complementary skills is very 
important when seeking advice. We 

should make even more use of our 
board”. 

Alexandra Burrough, CEO, Live Well 

“We are well aware that initiatives 
like Live Well and other of our 

philanthropic programmes are not 
expected to deliver any financial 

return. But they can help us reach 
underserved and in-need patients 

and consumers. Impact is the critical 
measure for all our partnerships and 

programmes”. 

Jenny Cozins, Director, Access to Medicines Programmes, 
GSK

5.  demonstrating social impact and visibility are 

critical to establishing corporate buy-in 

GSK’s experience shows that it can be difficult to 

sell a partnership or social enterprise like Live Well 

internally as a financial investment that will de-

liver traditional financial returns. The enterprise 

took longer to reach the break-even point than ex-

pected, and internal GSK critics were sceptical as to 

whether the programme could ever reach a point of 

sustainability. However, the initiative generated a 

volume of public attention for GSK that was much 

larger than other partnerships with higher invest-

ment levels. This was an important factor helping 

partnership managers within GSK to generate in-

ternal buy-in and mobilise resources. This visibility 

and focus on social impact also had a positive influ-

ence on employee engagement levels. 

However, this does not mean that partnerships 

should be separated from the company’s core busi-

ness. Jenny Cozins, responsible for managing the 

partnership for GSK, recommends that IB partner-

ship managers find common ground between their 

projects and their organisations’ primary business 

activities, and develop their programmes accord-

ingly: “The initiative should, where possible, close-

ly align with the core business objectives of the 

company. By engaging with your colleagues, you 

can work out the most effective way of linking the 

two. If not, you may face challenges further down 

the line when trying to secure and mobilise funding 

and ongoing resource support”.

“It is challenging for an NGO to step 
out of its traditional mindset. To 

adopt a business approach, it was 
thus useful to create Live Well as a 

separate entity”.

Alexandra Burrough, CEO, Live Well
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Interview list

Organisation position Name

Aalto university professor of Sustainability management minna halme

Arla Foods 
Ingredients

Senior project manager charlotte Sørensen

Bayer head of NGO engagement Sinéad duffy

danChurchAid head of private Sector engagement Gitte dyrhagen husager

dSM partnerships manager florentine Oberman

GAIN Senior advisor charlotte pedersen 

dI International 
Business 
development

advisor Gry Saul

GSK director, access to medicines programmes Jenny cozins

ICCo deputy regional manager West africa ataoulye bah

Kooler waters 
Kenya

founder ruth mawia

light for the world disability inclusion advisor Zinayida Olshanska

live well General manager alexandra burrough

olvea Sustainable value chain manager christophe Godard

Partnerships 
resource Center

director marieke de Wal

Save the Children 
Australia

head of Strategy and business consulting Zeah behrend

Save the Children 
Australia

director of inclusive ventures John marsh

Save the Children 
uK

GSK partnership management Kate barnes

Save the Children 
uK

Symrise/unilever partnership manage-
ment

holly Gray, megan Sullivan

Small Foundation Senior executive henning ringholz

SNV inclusive business programme manager Javier ayala

Symrise advisor on Sustainability hamish taylor

unilever director of Global partnerships Katja freiwald

university of 
Amsterdam

associate professor in economics of Well-
being

Nicky pouw

world Vision 
International

director New business & partnerships marine adamyan
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default/files/explore/download/
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org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/
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12.	 Philips employee, quoted in Lijfering, 
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Partnerships Resource Centre, Rotter-
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gramme made it mandatory to ad-
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15.	 PPPLab’s “Partnering with govern-
ments for SDGs” (2018) offers guid-
ance in partnering effectively with 
governments in developing coun-
tries. Available at: https://ppplab.
org/2018/07/partnering-with-govern-
ments-for-sdgs-tool/

16.	 Business Fights Poverty (2018). Build-
ing transformational partnerships: 
The case of Cargill and Care. Avail-
able at: https://www.cargill.com/
doc/1432128057778/cargill-care-busi-
ness-fights-poverty-white-paper-pdf.
pdf.

17.	 Business Fights Poverty (2019). Avail-
able at: https://businessfightspover-
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ty-oxford-2019/
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20.	 OHCHR (2019). Available at: at https://
www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Business/
Forum/Pages/ForumonBusinessand-
HumanRights.aspx (retrieved March 
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21.	 European Development Days (2019). 
Available at: https://eudevdays.eu/
about-edd#anchor-26 (retrieved 
March 2019

22.	 Research among NGOs in the Neth-
erlands found that one out of four 
does not formalise their agreements. 
See “Cross-Sector Partnerships For 
Sustainable Development”, Kaleidos 
Research, p. 25. Available at: http://ka-
leidosresearch.nl/publication/cross-
sector-partnerships-for-sustainable-
development/ (retrieved March 2019)

23.	 The Ecumenical Pharmaceutical Net-
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based in Kenya. 

24.	 See: ‘Lessons on small and medium-
scale maize flour fortification in 
Tanzania. Lessons learned from the 
Millers Pride – Lishe Bora project, KIT 
(2017). Available at: https://www.wvi.
org/sites/default/files/Millers%20
Pride%20DSM%20Tanzania.pdf (re-
trieved March 2019)

25.	 Governments in developed and de-
veloping countries, companies, civ-
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lack of a common language … as a 
key challenge to setting up effec-
tive results-measurement systems. 
Most publications, tools, frameworks, 
and indicators are targeted either to 
the public or to the private sector”. 
Quoted in: “Proving and Improving 
the Impact of Development Partner-
ships”. Endeva (2014), p. 17.

26.	 Based on October 2018 interview 
with Nicky Pouw, associate professor 
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opment at the University of Amster-
dam,

27.	 ICCO Cooperation (2017). Doing Re-
sponsible Business – A roadmap for 
SMEs in the fruit and vegetable sec-
tor to implement the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business & Human 
Rights. Available at: https://www.
icco-cooperation.org/Portals/2/Files/
Publications/Roadmap-Responsible-
Business.pdf (retrieved March 2019).

28.	 See, for example, Oxfam and CSR Asia 
(2017) Agribusiness In Asean: Making 
The Case For Smallholder Inclusion. 
Available at: http://www.csr-asia.
com/report/GRAISEA_Smallhold-
er_Case_Studies_2017.pdf (retrieved 
March 2019).
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About this guide

Inclusive business partnerships between NGOs and 

companies can be instrumental in addressing the 

challenges we face in the world today. If we are serious 

about achieving well-being, inclusion and equality, we 

need to leverage the potential of NGOs and companies to 

combine social impact with a business case. 

This publication gives NGOs and companies guidance 

on how to effectively collaborate as equal and 

complementary partners. It draws key insights from real 

partnership examples to show how NGOs and companies 

can move from opportunistic projects to strategic and 

transformational collaboration. In-depth case study 

examples give further inspiration. We believe that this 

guide can unlock the immense potential of inclusive 

business partnerships in finding more effective means of 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
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