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Abstract 

In recent years, non-state actors have become increasingly involved in solving public policy issues. In 

Central Europe, however, this process takes place at a much slower pace than in Western Europe. 

This discrepancy is often explained by the ‘paradox of double weakness’, that is, a mutually 

reinforcing weakness of state and non-state actors. As a result of their totalitarian past, but also due 

to increasing fiscal pressure, Central European governments often lack funding, expertise and 

administrative capacity, which impedes efficient and effective public goods delivery. Therefore, one 

might assume that the involvement of non-state actors in the design and implementation of public 

policies would significantly strengthen the capacity of state actors. Unfortunately, the weak 

organizational capacities of non-state actors and absence of a tradition of institutionalized 

relationships between the state and society both hamper the building of sustained partnerships. 

The aim of this paper is to develop a theoretical framework that could account for patterns of inter-

organizational collaboration among nonprofits, the most relevant category of ‘non-state’ actors for 

solving social issues. Accordingly, the research question that this paper tries to answer can be 

formulated in the following way: Which factors account for the typical patterns of inter-

organizational collaboration among nonprofits in Central Europe? The empirical basis for this project 

is provided by data collected from 492 nonprofits in three Central European countries: Poland, the 

Czech Republic and Hungary. A cluster analysis identified four typical patterns of collaborative 

behaviour: a ‘dissociated’ cluster (no project-based ties and no ongoing, stable collaborative ties); a 

‘stable state’ cluster (ongoing, stable collaborative ties to the state); a ‘stable nonprofit’ cluster 

(ongoing, stable collaborative ties to other nonprofits); and a ‘cross-sectoral’ cluster (both project-

based ties and stable, ongoing ties to the state and nonprofits). Further analysis revealed significant 

differences in the organizational behaviour among nonprofits with different patterns of inter-

organizational behaviour in terms of the number and character of the goals pursued and 

relationships of accountability. Hence, it is evident that the particular pattern of inter-organizational 

collaboration maintained by the nonprofit organizations really matters, and can have an impact on 

their main organizational roles in service delivery, societal integration and public governance.  

This paper represents a first attempt to identify the factors that shape patterns of inter-

organizational collaboration among nonprofits in Central Europe. Commencing with a brief review of 

the literature on this subject, the paper goes on to apply data reduction methods to a large-N data 

set, whereupon patterns of collaboration will be identified and discussed. Next, the theoretical 

framework will be introduced and the main factors capable of transforming the collaborative 

behaviour of nonprofits will be presented. In the last part of the paper, the initial results of the 

empirical tests will be discussed. 

1. Inter-organizational collaboration among nonprofits – why should we 

care? 

In recent years, non-state actors have become increasingly active in solving public policy issues. This 

development is usually associated with the idea of ‘governance without government’, which 

describes a shift from hierarchical to more cooperative forms of government, a trend that has been 
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taking place in Western Europe and the USA since the late 1970s. The main contribution of this 

perspective rests in introducing a new set of actors, namely private or non-state actors, who interact 

with public actors in networks to work on public issues. At the same time, these networks enjoy a 

significant degree of autonomy from the central state, which can steer them only indirectly and 

imperfectly.1  

Multifold factors are responsible for the dominance of both the rhetoric and practice of ‘joined up’ 

governance. The problems that governments face, such as social exclusion, unemployment or climate 

change, are extremely complex. These issues bridge organizational, functional, professional and 

generational boundaries, but also are capable of becoming entangled in a web of other problems.2 In 

the public management literature, such challenges are called ‘wicked issues’, and solving them 

requires diverse resources dispersed among a wide range of actors. Diverse organizations can, for 

example, pool their resources (finances, knowledge, connections) to modernize the provision of 

public services, particularly with respect to ‘de-bureaucratized’ management and accountability.3 In 

light of this potential, governments, transnational organizations and private foundations are 

empowering non-state actors to actively participate in the public domain. Consequently, new modes 

of governance, e.g. various forms of political steering involving state and non-state actors and based 

primarily on a non-hierarchical interdependency,4 are mushrooming throughout Western Europe. 

In Central Europe, however, new modes of governance are still underdeveloped. This is often linked 

with the ‘paradox of double weakness’ or the so-called ‘low equilibrium trap’, whereby state and 

non-state actors mutually reinforce each other’s weakness. As a result of their totalitarian past, but 

also due to increasing fiscal pressure, Central European governments often lack funding, expertise 

and administrative capacity, which impedes efficient and effective public goods delivery. One might 

therefore reasonably assume that the involvement of non-state actors in the design and 

implementation of public policies would significantly strengthen the capacity of state actors. 

Nevertheless, this ‘win-win’ situation does not seem to materialize, and it is often argued that a 

‘lose-lose’ situation is the more likely scenario. This is because a weak state cannot offer non-state 

actors any rewards for resource exchange, and the weak capacities of non-state actors (insufficient 

finances, human capital, expertise, accountability) do not allow them to show themselves as reliable 

and valuable partners for the government. In addition to these weak organizational capacities, there 

is a lack of trust between state and non-state actors; this mutual suspicion is typical for countries 

with an authoritarian legacy and no tradition of institutionalized state-society relationships.5  

Is there a way out of this double weakness paradox? How can collaboration between state and non-

state actors be stimulated? Why has the European Union failed to change negative attitudes toward 

joint work among local actors in Central Europe? These questions have so far received little scrutiny 

                                                           
1
  Rhodes, Robert: The New Governance. Governing without Government, in: Political Studies, 1996 

(Vol. 44), No. 1, pp. 652–67; Davies, Jonathan: The governance of urban regeneration. A critique of the 
‘governing without government’ thesis, in: Public Administration, 2002 (Vol. 80), No. 2, pp. 301–322. 

2
  Williams, Paul: The Competent Boundary Spanner, in: Public Administration, 2002 (Vol. 80), No. 1, 

pp. 103–124. 
3
  Somers, John / Bradford, David: Discourses of Partnership in Multi-agency Working in the Community 

and Voluntary Sectors in Ireland, in: Irish Journal of Sociology, 2006 (Vol. 15), No. 2, pp. 67–85. 
4
  Heritier, Adrienne: New Modes of Governance in Europe. Policy-making without legislation?, Lecture 

from 10 December 2001, University of Vienna. 
5
  Börzel, Tanja A. / Buzogány, Aron: Governing EU accession in transition countries. The role of non-

state actors, in: Acta Politica, 2010 (Vol. 45), Nos. 1–2, pp. 158–182. 

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/pal/ap;jsessionid=2b5bnkad98ojp.alexandra
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from scholars studying institutional change in Central Europe. The noticeable exceptions either deal 

with one country only,6 or comprise cross-national but small-N qualitative studies.7 The aim of this 

paper is to explore this research area using large-N, quantitative methods. The object of my inquiry is 

patterns of inter-organizational collaboration among nonprofits. The reasons for choosing nonprofits 

rather than another main category of non-state actors, e.g. business actors, are threefold. First, these 

organizations, which combine ‘entrepreneurial spirit and the organizational effectiveness of the 

business firm with the common good orientation of the state and its public administration’8, are still 

relatively new actors that are nonetheless playing an increasingly large role in the economy and 

society. In addition, they harbour the potential to become major players in service delivery and social 

integration as well as to significantly improve the transparency and accountability of public 

governance.9 Second, one of the core characteristics of nonprofits is their orientation toward the 

common good: they are therefore much more likely than e.g. business actors to be involved in 

solving diverse social problems. Nonprofits would thus appear to be a natural ally for the state, which 

is the main actor responsible for public goods delivery. Third, nonprofits are more dependent on the 

external institutional environment for financial resources or preferential regulations than are firms; 

hence, according to the resource dependency10 and institutional theories,11 one could logically 

assume that ‘externally induced change’ is more likely to occur within the third sector.  

This paper represents a first attempt to identify the factors that shape the patterns of inter-

organizational collaboration among nonprofits in Central Europe. It starts with a brief review of the 

literature on this subject and then proceeds to apply data reduction methods to a large-N data set 

collected by Bruszt and McDermott in 2007. Patterns of collaboration will then be identified and 

discussed. As a next step, the theoretical framework will be introduced, followed by a presentation 

of the main factors capable of transforming the collaborative behaviour of nonprofits. The last part 

of the paper will furnish the initial results of the empirical tests.  

 

 

                                                           
6
  Bruszt, Laszlo / Vedres, Balazs: The Politics of Civic Combinations, in: Perez Diaz, Victor (ed.): Markets 

and Civil Society, New York: Berghahn Books, 2006; Fric, Pavol: The uneasy partnership of the state 
and he third sector in the Czech Republic, in: Osborne Steven (ed.): The Third Sector in Europe: 
Prospects and Challenges, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2008, pp. 230–255. 

7
  Börzel, Tanja A. / Buzogány, Aron: Governing EU accession in transition countries. The role of non-

state actors, in: Acta Politica, 2010 (Vol. 45), Nos. 1–2, pp. 158–182; Petrova, Tsveta / Tarrow, Sidney: 
Transactional and participatory activism in the emerging European polity. The puzzle of East-Central 
Europe, in: Comparative Political Studies, 2007 (Vol. 40), No. 1, pp. 74–94. 

8
  Etzioni, Amitai: The Third Sector and Domestic Missions, in: Public Administration Review, 1973 

(Vol. 33), No. 3, pp. 314–322, here p. 314. 
9
  Zimmer, Annette / Freise, Matthias: Bringing Society Back In. Civil Society, Social Capital, and Third 

Sector, in: Maloney, William A. / Deth, Jan van (ed.): Civil Society and Governance in Europe, 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2007, pp. 19–42; Jenei, Gyorgy / Kuti, Eva: The Third Sector and Civil 
Society, in: Osborne, Steven (ed.): The Third Sector in Europe. Prospects and Challenges, Abingdon, 
Oxon: Routledge, 2008; Anheier, Helmuth: What Kind of Nonprofit Sector, What Kind of Society?, in: 
American Behavioral Scientist, 2009 (Vol. 52), No. 7, pp. 1082–1094. 

10
  Pfeffer, Jeffrey / Salancik, Gerald R.: The External Control of Organizations. A Resource Dependence 

Perspective, New York: Harper and Row Inc, 1978. 
11

  DiMaggio, Paul / Powell, Walter W.: The Iron Cage Revisited. Institutional Isomorphism and Collective 
Rationality in Organizational Fields, in: American Sociological Review, 1983 (Vol. 48), No. 2, pp. 147–
160. 

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/pal/ap;jsessionid=2b5bnkad98ojp.alexandra
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2. Inter-organizational collaboration of nonprofits – mapping territory 

The inter-organizational collaboration of nonprofits appears to be highly important for the successful 

performing of their roles in service delivery, social integration, trust generation and increasing the 

accountability of public governance. Obviously, different types of inter-organizational relationships 

should have different impacts on each of the main roles of nonprofits. In general, we can distinguish 

between intra- and cross-sectoral collaborative patterns. Intra-sectoral collaboration refers to co-

operative ties developed within the third sector. This form of cooperation usually entails 

organizations sharing resources, information and expertise with each other.12 The literature on social 

movements highlights their unique capacity to mobilize social capital, which enables organizations to 

unite in common projects that surpass the achievement of individual goals. This also allows them to 

reduce the distance from potential allies within civil society by launching a process of wider 

acknowledgement of their objectives.13 In addition, social movements appear to play a central role 

for the social-integrative and participatory function of nonprofits. In the Tocquevillian tradition, 

social integration is primarily about connections between nonprofits. NGOs, which are often strongly 

embedded in intra-sectoral ties, have a greater capacity to mobilize marginalized and excluded 

groups and to defend them from the oppressive institutions from the other sectors, the state and the 

market.14 Intra-sectoral collaboration may take the form of informal ties based on personal 

connections, or can move beyond that and lead to the establishment of more formal coalitions for 

joint projects or service delivery.15 

In contrast to the horizontal nature of intra-sectoral collaboration within the civic domain, 

relationships with the state are usually perceived as vertical, i.e. as consisting of unequal ‘partners’, 

with the state having the upper hand. This is particularly visible in the field of service delivery, where 

nonprofits deliver goods based on the funding they receive from government agencies. The state not 

only controls the resources in this case, but also sets up the guidelines according to which the 

services have to be delivered. This arrangement falls squarely under the heading of top-down, 

‘authoritative’ or ‘contracting out’ relationships. In recent years, in some countries and policy fields, 

the relationship between nonprofits and governments has changed. State bureaucrats have learned 

to acknowledge the unique ‘comparative advantages’ held by the third sector, such as its valuable 

‘hands-on’ experience, dedicated staff members and frequently lower personnel costs.16 They have 

also realized that more equal collaboration with nonprofits can help increase the range of social 

services, improve their quality and stimulate greater public participation and ownership of social 

programmes. This change of attitude toward nonprofits shifts our attention to another field that is 

                                                           
12

  Mandell, Myrna / Keast, Robert: Evaluating the effectiveness of interorganizational relations through 
networks, in: Public Management Review, 2008 (Vol. 10), No. 6, pp. 715–731.  

13
  Cinalli, Manilion: Between horizontal bridging and vertical governance, in: Osborne, Steven (ed.): The 

Third Sector in Europe. Prospects and Challenges, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2008, pp. 88–108. 
14

  Skocpol, Theda: Advocates without members. The recent transformation of American civic life, in: 
Skocpol, Theda (ed.): Civic Engagement in American Democracy, Washington D.C.: Brookings Inst., 
1999, pp. 461–509; Diani, Mario / McAdam, Doug (eds): Social Movements and Networks, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003. 

15
  Brinkerhoff, Jennifer / Brinkerhoff, Derrick: Government-nonprofit relations in comparative 

perspective. Evolution, themes, and new directions, in: Public Administration and Development, 2002 
(Vol. 22), No. 1, pp. 3–18. 

16
  Struyk, Raymond J.: Nonprofit organizations as contracted local social service providers in Eastern 

Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States, in: Public Administration and Development, 
2002 (Vol. 22), No. 5, pp. 429–437. 
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highly relevant for exploring state-NGO relationships and one of the fastest-growing research 

agendas in political science: public governance. Indeed, the role of third sector organizations in the 

full cycle of the policy process was not analysed until recently, which is surprising when one 

considers the numerous studies exploring the role of nonprofits in service delivery. Public 

governance constitutes the focal point for exploring the role of nonprofits as agents of social (public) 

accountability and good governance. Policy networks are the building blocks of the concept, which 

recognizes that state and nonprofit organizations are collective, interconnected and interdependent 

policy actors. These networks can  

resist government steering, develop their own policies, mould their environments […] and are characterized 

by an exchange of resources and interactions rooted in trust and regulated by rules of the game negotiated 

and agreed by network participants.
17

 

In these ‘games’ nonprofits can potentially act as transmitters of norms and values to the policy 

process. They can also use their capacities to mobilize others and engage in advocacy and lobbying 

activities. In all of these ways, nonprofits can influence decision-making and help to forge new 

patterns of governance.18 

3. Patterns of inter-organizational collaboration among nonprofits in 

Central Europe 

The data used in this paper were collected in 2007 by Laszlo Bruszt and Gerry McDermott as part of 

the EVOLVIN (‘Evolving Regional Regimes: Challenges for Institution Building in CEE Countries’) 

project, which explores the dynamics and variation in the modes of governance in three countries: 

Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary. The aim of the survey was to identify patterns of local 

collaboration. In each country, two NUTS (Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics) II regions, 

which are the official units of regional developmental programming within the EU support 

programmes, were established. In Poland, NUTS II are elected regions, in the Czech Republic two 

elected regions correspond to one NUTS II region, and in Hungary there are no elected regional 

governments. In each country, one region that was above average and one region that was below 

average with respect to economic development (three indicators were used: gross domestic product, 

unemployment rate and the percentage of agriculture in the GDP) were selected. In Poland, 

Malopolskie (above average) and Swietokrzyskie (below average) were selected; in Czech Republic, 

Jihomoravsky (above) and Moravskoslezko (below); and in Hungary, Nyugat Dunantul (above) and Del 

Alfold (below). 

Two hundred organizations were selected in each region (for a total of 1200). Seventy percent of the 

interviewed organizations (841) were randomly selected from the list of EU project winners. Thirty 

percent of the organizations were selected randomly from the regional lists of NGOs, municipalities 

and universities. Nonprofits constituted the largest component (40%, i.e. 492) of all selected 

organizations from the third sector. 

                                                           
17

  Rhodes, Robert A. W.: Policy Networks. A British Perspective, in: Journal of Theoretical Politics, 1990 
(Vol. 2), No. 3, pp. 292–331.  

18
  Zimmer, Annette / Freise, Matthias: Bringing Society Back In. Civil Society, Social Capital, and Third 

Sector, in: Maloney, William A. / Deth, Jan van (eds): Civil Society and Governance in Europe, 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2007, pp. 19–42. 
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Because the patterns of inter-organizational collaboration in Central Europe are mainly ‘terra 

incognita’, I did not have any a priori expectations of what I would find in the data. The usual strategy 

in such cases is data mining. Because my interest was in both project-related and stable ties, I chose 

the method of cluster analysis in order to organize the observed data into meaningful structures. 

Cluster analysis is a purely empirical, inductive and exploratory method of data analysis that aims at 

sorting different objects into groups in such a way that the degree of association between two 

objects is maximal if they belong to the same group and minimal otherwise.19 Among the many 

available clustering algorithms, I chose Ward’s method20, commonly regarded as very efficient; unlike 

other methods, it uses an analysis of variance approach to evaluate the distances between clusters. 

The main challenge associated with this method is choosing the number of clusters. Here, the 

possibility of meaningful interpretations of results should be the applied criteria. 

Since my interest is located primarily within the area of inter-organizational collaboration among 

nonprofits, I focused on five categories of partners: national state, regional state, local state, NGO and 

firm. They are the main representatives of the sectoral universe, which encompasses the state, 

business and civil society. These are also the most frequent partners in the projects and general 

activities of the nonprofits included in the sample. Regarding project-based collaboration, the survey 

asked nonprofits to describe their partners in the two biggest (in terms of value) EU-related projects 

as well as those involved in the biggest project outside of the EU framework. With respect to stable 

collaborators, nonprofits were asked to identify the ten most important partners in their continuous 

or ongoing activities. In sum, I used ten variables to create the clusters. Five of them reported the 

number of partners in projects of a particular category, while the other five concerned the number of 

partners involved in general activities. 

                                                           
19

  Punj, Girish / Stewart, W. David: Cluster analysis in marketing research. Review and suggestions for 
application, in: Journal of Marketing Research, 1983 (Vol. 20), No. 2, pp. 134–148. 

20
  Ward, Henry: Hierarchical Grouping to optimize an objective function, in: Journal of the American 

Statistical Association, 1963 (Vol. 58), No. 301, pp. 236–244. 
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Table 1. Patterns of inter-organizational collaboration (number of project-based and stable partners) 

  dissociated 

(173) 

stable state 

(64) 

stable nonprofit 

(148) 

cross-sectoral  

(87) 

Project: national state Mean 0.01 0.00 0.00 3.13 

Median 0 0 0 1 

Project: regional state Mean 0.05 0.06 0.00 5.73 

Median 0 0 0 0 

Project: local state Mean 0.02 0.00 0.04 46.2 

Median 0 0 0 2 

Project: NGO Mean 0.05 0.01 0.09 12.6 

Median 0 0 0 3 

Project: business Mean 0.00 0.00 0.01 33.11 

Median 0 0 0 0 

Imp. stable: national 

state 

Mean 0.02 1.87 0.41 1.13 

Median 0 1 0 1 

Imp. stable: regional 

state 

Mean 0.17 0.51 0.34 0.33 

Median 0 0 0 0 

Imp. stable: local state Mean 0.47 1.23 1.14 1.35 

Median 0 1 1 1 

Imp. stable: NGO Mean 0.26 0.39 2.93 1.25 

Median 0 0 2 1 

Imp. stable: Business Mean 1.01 0.45 0.59 0.88 

Median 0 0 0 0 

Source: Own compilation. 

 

The cluster analysis revealed four meaningful typical patterns of inter-organizational collaboration 

(Table 1). The largest group (37%) is composed of nonprofits belonging to the ‘dissociated’ cluster. On 

average, these organizations have no partners either in projects or in their general activities. Almost 

one third of all of the nonprofits under study (31%) fell under the ‘stable nonprofit’ cluster. They do 

not have any project partners but constitute the strongest intra-sectorally networked cluster, and 

have on average two other NGOs as important partners in an ongoing collaboration. In addition, they 

collaborate with the local government. Almost one in five nonprofits belonged to the ‘cross-sectoral 

cluster’. These NGOs have the most project-based ties as well as stable ties to other organizations, 

predominantly from the civic and public domains.  

The smallest cluster (14%), the ‘stable state’, consists of NGOs with ties to the state only. This is the 

cluster in which NGOs have the strongest ties to the national state. The cluster analysis of project-

based and stable ties revealed four patterns of inter-organizational collaboration among nonprofits. 

As the results show, it is obvious that project-based collaboration is still largely underdeveloped in 
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Central Europe. The typical stable partners of NGOs are local governments, other NGOs and national 

states. Collaboration with businesses and regional governments also lags behind. It is remarkable that 

such a large number of NGOs still lacks any inter-organizational ties. 

Data from the survey allowed exploring the relationships between the cluster type to which an 

organization belongs, the relationships of formal and informal accountability, and the number and 

type of goals that an organization pursues. 

The survey included questions about informal accountability, e.g. ‘When organizations make 

decisions, whose opinion do you take into account?’, and formal accountability, e.g. ‘To which of the 

following organizations does your organization formally report?’ This data allowed for testing for 

significant differences21 across clusters in this respect (Table 2).  

Table 2. Significant differences among clusters in formal and informal relations of accountability 

  Dissociated  Stable state Stable NGO Cross-sectoral 

National gov. Informal --   ++ 

Formal - +  + 

Local gov. Informal -   + 

Formal -   + 

NGO Informal - - ++  

Formal   +  

Business Informal -   + 

Formal -   + 

Broader public Informal  -  + 

Formal  -  + 

Members / 

participants 

Informal     

Formal     

Clients / 

consumers 

Informal    + 

Formal  -  + 

Volunteers / 

activists 

Informal   +  

Formal     

Foreign 

nonprofits 

Informal -   + 

Formal     

Donors Informal -  +  

Formal     

Source: Own compilation. 

 

                                                           
21

  The ‘significance’ of differences is measured using adjusted residuals (Table 2). A single plus (or minus) 
sign indicates the value of adjusted residuals greater (smaller) than 2.0. A double plus (double minus) 
sign indicates the value of adjusted residuals greater (smaller) than 4.0. 
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A ‘dissociated’ cluster is the worst in terms of cross-sectoral accountability. It does not take into 

account actors from the state, business sector or the third sector when making decisions. It also does 

not incorporate norms or values associated with foreign nonprofits and donors. Surprisingly, a lack of 

collaborators does not particularly affect inward accountability, i.e. accountability to 

members/participants, clients/consumers, volunteers/activists or the broader public. 

NGOs belonging to the ‘stable NGO’ cluster are the only group with strong relationships of intra-

sectoral accountability. Moreover, only this cluster takes the opinions of volunteers/activists and 

donors into account when making decisions. As its name suggests, the ‘cross-sectoral’ cluster has 

strong relationships of cross-sectoral accountability. In addition, it significantly more often takes the 

opinions of the broader public and clients/consumers into consideration and formally reports to 

them. It also possesses relationships of accountability to foreign nonprofits. Members of the ‘stable 

state’ cluster are formally obligated to report to the national state, but are the weakest in terms of 

accountability to the broader public, clients/consumers and other NGOs. 

The survey included questions about the organizations’ goals. The literature suggests that the 

presence of cross-sectoral ties should stimulate a greater diversity of organizational goals. Moreover, 

ties to particular types of organizations should affect the propensity to pursue certain types of goals, 

for example, ties to the national state might trigger political activism, and ties to other NGOs might 

stimulate activities involving the mobilization of the general public. There were fourteen types of 

goals listed in the survey. With the help of factor analysis, four groups of goals were identified: 

cohesive goals (composed of two goals), public goals (three goals), political goals (two goals) and 

social goals (three goals). As a next step, I created an index by adding the numbers assigned to 

indicate how often each goal is pursued: (never = 0, sometimes = 1, often = 2, always = 3).  

Table 3. Organizational goals and patterns of inter-organizational collaboration 

 Dissociated  Stable state Stable NGO Cross-sectoral 

Number of goals  

(avg. = 8.2; max = 14) 

7.5 7.8 8.4 9.7 

Cohesive intensity  

(avg. = 4.2; max = 6) 

4.1 3.9 4.3 4.7 

Public intensity  

(avg. = 7.0; max = 9) 

6.5 6.7 7.2 7.7 

Social intensity  

(avg. = 6.7; max = 9) 

6.2 6.5 6.9 7.7 

Political intensity  

(avg = 1.4; max = 6) 

1.2 1.4 1.4 2.0 

Source: Own compilation. 

 

The ‘dissociated’ and ‘stable state’ clusters appear to be the worst in terms of goal intensity (Table 

3). They pursue a lower than average number of goals and are weaker than the other two clusters in 

each category of goals. The ‘dissociated’ cluster is weaker than its ‘stable state’ counterpart in each 

category except for ‘cohesive’ goals, in which the ‘stable state’ cluster is less active. Organizations 

belonging to the ‘stable NGO’ cluster are above average in each goal category with the only 

exception being ‘political intensity’. In this case, they are approximately as active as the weaker two 
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clusters. The ‘cross-sectoral’ cluster is by far the best in terms of the number of goals pursued as well 

as in each particular category. 

All in all, with respect to the relationship of accountability and the number and type of goals pursued, 

it is evident that there are substantial differences across the clusters. The ‘dissociated’ cluster is the 

least accountable to organizations from other sectors and pursues the fewest number of goals. This 

confirms the assumption about the relationship between inter-organizational collaborative ties and 

organizational ties. 

The ‘stable state’ cluster, despite its formal relationship of accountability to the national state, is not 

accountable to the general public and its clients, and it pursues ‘cohesive’ goals to the least extent. 

Therefore, these organizations resemble traditional, service-oriented nonprofits and are strongly 

dependent on the national state, which provides them with resources and determines the categories 

of goods to be delivered. 

Nonprofits belonging to the ‘stable NGO’ cluster are strongly embedded in intra-sectoral relationships 

of accountability and pursue more goals than organizations associated with the two previous clusters. 

These relationships, combined with a significantly higher likelihood of being accountable to 

volunteers and activists, suggests that these constitute Tocquevillian, ‘ideal types’ of nonprofits in 

that they stimulate social capital and primarily aim to increase participation and social integration. 

The best cluster both in terms of relationships of accountability (not to other nonprofits, however) 

and organizational goals turns out to be the ‘cross-sectoral’ cluster. Strong ties to the national and 

local state; strong relationships of accountability to the broader public, consumers and clients; a vast 

and diverse number of goals and a commitment to political activism all contribute to this cluster’s 

‘policy network’-like character.22  

4. Explaining inter-organizational collaboration among nonprofits 

The literature review delivered a convincing argument that the collaborative ties developed and 

maintained by nonprofits are of crucial importance for their roles in service delivery, social 

integration and public governance. Therefore, patterns of associating constitute a meaningful 

research area for many fields, including nonprofit studies, social capital, transnationalization and 

Europeanization, public governance, welfare states and ‘new regionalism’. Students of these fields 

focus primarily on the outcomes of collaborative relationships in terms of increased efficiency, 

effectiveness or responsiveness. However, so far there have been very few attempts to identify the 

causal mechanisms that are responsible for collaborative behaviour in general or for the presence of 

co-operative ties to actors from particular domains. These studies can be divided into two groups. 

The first group, predominantly located within nonprofit literatures, takes organizational 

characteristics (organizational capacities, collaborative culture) as explanatory factors of 

collaboration. Organizational capacity may encompass a multitude of dimensions; however, only a 

few of them were tested for their relationship with collaborative activity. Mulford and Mulford have 

speculated that larger organizations, measured by the size of their budgets, will be more likely to 

collaborate, because they have a greater ability to take advantage of their financial resources. Foster 

                                                           
22

  Streeck, Wolfgang / Schmitter Philippe (eds): Private Interest Government. Beyond Market and State, 
London: Sage, 1985. 



Tomasz Gabor: Patterns of inter-organizational collaboration of nonprofits in Central Europe 

Paper presented at the Changing Europe Summer School 2010 

12 

and Meinhard23 have identified that the size of the organization does indeed matter: smaller 

organizations collaborate less. Additional significant factors have been added by Gazley,24 who found 

that the maturity of an organization and its national affiliation increase its propensity to partner. 

Suarez and Hwang25 have also looked at management degrees and conclude that managers with 

degrees in management are more likely to seek collaborative relationships as a legitimate and 

acceptable strategy for achieving the mission of their organization. Furthermore, they extend this 

argument to sectoral experience, and suggest that leaders might seek collaborations with 

organizations in the sector in which they have the most experience (business with business, 

nonprofit with nonprofit, etc.).  

The second group of studies dealing with inter-organizational collaboration comprise research 

projects that typically share the assumption of the neo-institutional theory, which advocates a 

constraining or enabling role of institutional forces on organizational behaviour.26 Within the social 

capital and social movement literature, Maloney and Rossteutscher27 studied the impact of the socio-

cultural context (economic development, religion and ethnic plurality), institutional context 

(democratic development, federal states and institutions for direct participation) and political 

context (direct and indirect support, and type of welfare regime) on patterns of associating among 

nonprofits in several cities in Western Europe. Della Porta examined contextual factors, such as the 

conditions governing access to public and private funding and tax exemption or the inclusiveness of 

the political system, in order to explain patterns of collaboration with various categories of state 

actors. Baldassari and Dani28 tried to account for differences in the networking behaviour of 

nonprofits in two British cities by applying the concept of political opportunity structure, understood 

as the formal and informal features of the political system, which enable or constrain the chances for 

actors to participate in the political decision-making process.29 However, no significant impact was 

found since both cities are involved in the same national political, cultural and media arenas and 

therefore largely share the same history and culture.  

The literature on Europeanization, new regionalism or governance studies has not devoted separate 

attention to the collaborative ties of nonprofits. However, some authors have linked certain 

environmental conditions with the types of networks developed by local actors. Such analyses 

usually focus their attention on the organization of the state (i.e. its relative power at the central, 
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local and intermediary levels), organization of business interests, and the distance of business from 

the state (i.e. the role of business in the design and implementation of policies).30 Geddes,31 who has 

studied cross-national differences in the spread of local partnerships in Western Europe, 

acknowledged the role of European Union programmes in facilitating collaborative arrangements 

among local actors, but also identified the impact of the type of welfare regime as significant. 

According to this position, the norm of local networking is particularly strong in the liberal welfare 

regime due to the focus on the private provision of public services and competitive mechanisms for 

the allocation of resources. In the continental regime, however, the partnership principle is 

entrenched at the national rather than the local level as part of a corporativist arrangement.  

In sum, the literature review suggests that in order to account for different types of collaborative 

behaviour (meaning collaboration with different types of organizations), one should focus on both 

the organizational capacities of nonprofits and the properties of the external environment. Based on 

theoretical arguments and empirical evidence from a handful of research projects, several 

hypotheses linking a particular type of collaborative relationship with factors located within a single 

organization and its external environment will be presented next.  

 

a) organizational capacities 

The resource mobilization perspective32 argues that the success of an organization depends on the 

capacity of its leadership to allocate and mobilize resources such as money, experience and 

information; attract grassroots membership; engage in voluntary work; and establish contact with 

influential individuals, top experts, etc. Due to the limited pool of available resources, if the leaders 

of organizations want to prevail in the competition for resources, their organizations must achieve 

maximum institutionalization and professionalization. Collaboration with other organizations is an 

optimal strategy for this purpose, given that working together can increase organizational resources 

and reduce competition.33 Resource mobilization theory therefore maintains that successful 

organizations with more resources are strongly motivated to collaborate. 

Based on what I read in the nonprofit literature, I expect that larger nonprofits (in terms of budget 

and number of employees) will be more likely to collaborate with organizations that can provide 

them with valuable resources. Organizational size should correlate with collaborative ties to the 

state, in particular the national state, because these ties can provide nonprofits with the most 

resources. Moreover, the structure of revenues can indicate the level of professionalization in 

nonprofits. In particular, interest from investments and income from their own activities are 

characteristics of the most financially stable nonprofits. In theory, they should be the most attractive 

partner for the national state. Nonprofits with income from membership fees and estimated values 

for services should be more likely to collaborate with the local government or another nonprofit. 
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The literature on social movements and social capital suggests that intra-sectoral collaboration 

among nonprofits is not so much about financial resources (as in the case of collaboration with the 

state), but more about shaping a sectoral collective identity34 and increasing the overall capacity to 

mobilize and represent the interests of citizens.35 I therefore expect that size and budget will not 

affect an organization’s propensity to partner with another nonprofit. Intra-sectoral connectivity 

should instead be motivated by an organization’s potential to mobilize and increase participation, 

which can be captured by the number of volunteers that participate in its activities. Organizational 

age should affect the propensity to collaborate with each category of actors. Older organizations will 

have had more time to establish their positions in the community and develop collaborative ties. 

 

b) welfare state 

The impact of state policies on the collaborative ties of nonprofits is traditionally associated with the 

concept of welfare state regimes.36 Much in contrast to the ‘paradigm of conflict’37 assumed by the 

theory of state failure, the relationship between nonprofits and the state can indeed be collaborative 

in nature. Nonprofits are often active in a field before the government can be mobilized to respond, 

so they possess expertise and experience upon which the government can draw for its own activities. 

Nonprofits can also mobilize the political support needed to stimulate government involvement, 

which later can be used to guarantee a substantial role for the nonprofit providers in the fields that 

the government wishes to enter. Also, in many cases, support from the nonprofit sector can take on 

a crucial role in enhancing the role and power of the state. For all these reasons, it is generally 

assumed that governmental welfare spending is to a large extent transmitted to the nonprofit sector. 

Not surprisingly, this creates a situation of dependence38: the greater the welfare spending, the more 

heavily the nonprofits depend on government support. Therefore, financial assistance from any state 

agency (national, regional or local) should trigger the creation of collaborative ties between 

nonprofits and the various government agencies. 

In the literature exploring the links between welfare states and civil society, there is an ongoing 

heated debate about the so-called ‘crowding-out’ argument.39 This theory argues that massive 

amounts of welfare spending will crowd out volunteerism by pre-empting individual efforts to 

provide collective goods. Based on that logic, it can be assumed that greater dependence on public 
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money will decrease the motivation for intra-sectoral networking. Similarly, it can be argued that in 

more donor-friendly regulatory frameworks (1%, tax exemption, etc.) NGOs will be less dependent 

on the state and more active in local networking. 

 

c) transnationalization 

Foreign actors such as foundations, international organizations, and transnational NGOs can 

substantially alter the organizational behaviour of nonprofits, including their patterns of associating, 

through financial or non-monetary support (e.g. skills and knowledge). This might be particularly 

valid for CEE countries, in which inter-organizational collaboration was not a common practice at the 

local level at the beginning of the 1990s. This was mostly due to the fact that the new set of actors 

who emerged after the fall of communism found themselves disconnected from pre-existing 

networks (nonprofits, SMEs, local governments). Foreign actors were convinced about the advantage 

of the collaborative approach and tried to promote this organizational practice in CEE. For the 

purposes of this paper, it will be assumed that foreign ties (e.g. donor-funder relations), but also 

relations of accountability (i.e. reporting to others or taking others into account when making 

decisions), increase innovative, horizontal, intra-sectoral and cross-sectoral collaborative practices. 

The European Union is a unique transnational actor whose huge political and economic power 

enables it to significantly transform patterns of collaboration between local actors, including 

nonprofits. Therefore, it is not surprising that the EU is commonly considered to be one of the main 

driving forces in the development of local networks.40 There are two primary reasons explaining the 

Commission’s ‘commitment’ to partnership working. The first reason concerns the EU-driven notion 

of a ‘Europe of Regions’, with the underlying principle of distributing authoritative decision-making 

among multiple territorial levels in order to strengthen regional administrations.41 Although mainly 

associated with creating and strengthening ‘regional governance’, ‘new regionalism’ also advocated 

social co-operation for more socially inclusive and economically efficient development on the 

ground.42 Directly connected to the ‘regional shift’ in the EU’s priorities is the idea of ‘networked 

governance’. It broadens the discussion about EU governance by introducing a ‘system of 

governance’, whereas the ‘Europe of Regions’ was primarily aimed at introducing a new, regional 

‘level of government’. ‘Network governance’ can be understood as an organizing principle for the 

relations between actors within the EU’s political system. This system, as any other system, strongly 

depends on well-developed channels of communication. Because of its polycentric character, 

governance cannot take place in an authoritative manner, but has to be anchored in consensual 

decision-making, and the hierarchical system has to be replaced by functional networks.43 Such a 
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system gives priority to problem-solving strategies rather than bargaining.44 The primary role of 

‘network governance’ is to co-ordinate a diverse range of actors and to approximate their various 

interests. Inter-organizational collaboration appears to be a perfect tool for achieving this goal at the 

local level. Having acknowledged the advantage of the ‘partnership approach’ with regard to 

economic efficiency, social inclusiveness, or consensual decision-making, the EU made it a key 

principle of the Structural Funds. And, like any other actor, the EU bears responsibility for partnership 

becoming a ‘way of doing things’.45 

Obviously, this collaborative approach to project delivery was not necessarily ‘compatible’ with the 

domestic practices in Central European countries. There were numerous attempts to introduce 

institutional experiments based largely on cross-sectoral partnerships and initiated mostly by 

international organizations (e.g. the OECD, the World Bank, etc.), foreign nonprofits or national or 

regional authorities.46 Partnership, however, especially of a cross-sectoral nature, was still ‘terra 

incognita’ for most of the organizations in CEE. Prior to the accession, local level actors like 

municipalities, NGOs and firms (mostly SMEs), despite their generally weak organizational capacities 

(most of them were founded only a few years earlier), lacked collaborative resources (ties, know-

how, etc.).47 Empowering and upgrading their capacities, including for collaboration, has become one 

of the primary goals of the European Union.  

However, one has to distinguish between the transformatory power of EU pre-accession 

programmes, which were introduced at the beginning of the 1990s, and EU Structural Funds, the 

main developmental instrument available only to member states. The EU pre-accession programmes 

(e.g. PHARE, ISPA) were primarily intended to strengthen the position of sub-national actors so that 

they could become players in developmental governance. It was hoped that the programmes would 

allow for the representation of a greater variety of local interests and accommodate more diverse 

developmental goals. Moreover, promoting inter-organizational cooperation was supposed to 

contribute to the growth of endogenous growth capacities, which would presumably decrease the 

need for external aid and prevent the problem of ‘self-learned helplessness’.48 Participation in 

trainings and exchange programmes provided actors with cultural capital (e.g. know-how and skills) 

and enabled them to participate in projects that for the most part promoted the cross-sectoral 

approach (most of all PHARE). This served to equip the organizations with social capital in the form of 

new or much stronger personal and inter-organizational ties.49 The beneficiaries of these 

programmes included various NGOs, municipalities, and small and medium-sized enterprises. 

Although the scale of the aid targeting non-state actors was not particularly impressive (e.g. annual 
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support for NGO capacity building amounted to around 1–2 million euros per country), especially in 

comparison to the resources provided to strengthening central governments, the effect of the 

support on their abilities to influence the making and implementation of developmental policies can 

hardly be overestimated.50 The implementation of the Structural Funds in CEE countries took place 

within the centralized, state-dominated framework. Moreover, massive inflows of money, weak 

administrative capacities, time pressure, and political conflicts about ‘key projects’ impeded the 

learning process on the ground.51 Pressure to spend EU money as fast as possible in order to pump 

up ‘absorption capacity’ – an ill-defined indicator of a state’s effectiveness – resulted in a greater role 

for state agencies in the implementation of various EU-financed projects. 

All in all, I expect that the pre-accession projects and trainings stimulated horizontal collaborative 

relationships, in particular with other nonprofits and business. In contrast, I expect that projects 

received within the EU Structural Funds framework mostly stimulated ties to national and local 

states. 

 

d) regional governance 

This perspective builds upon political opportunity theory52 and is particularly useful for explaining co-

operative relationships with the state. According to this theory, the success of organizations in their 

attempts to penetrate the political system depends on the degree of the system’s openness, the 

character of the authorities’ reaction, and the existence and status of allies in the political power 

configuration. It argues that the more open the political system is, the more amenable the officials’ 

response will be; and the more powerful the organizations’ allies are, the greater the likelihood that 

relationships between the state and nonprofits will tend toward collaboration rather than conflict. 

The main challenge connected with this perspective is the operationalization of the ‘openness’ of the 

political system. Tarrow has suggested focusing attention on legal arrangements, configurations of 

alliances in the party system, and the prevailing strategies of the ruling elites. Della Porta53 has cited 

the ‘openness’ of a political system as an indicator for the amount of resources offered to civil 

society organizations. In this Ph.D. project, I will focus on the properties of regional governance in 

terms of the opportunities for nonprofits to participate. 

Why should we study the regional state? The importance of the role that the state plays in the 

process of arriving at different non-hierarchical modes of socio-economic governance is well 

established in the literature on developmental state or embedded politics.54 This theory claims that 

the state has several unique features, including the capability to change the distribution of power 

among sub-national actors, alter their incentives, and set the rules of co-operation for as well as 

monitor collective action. The state should therefore be able to facilitate the emergence of 
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developmental alliances even when the conditions do not favour institutional experimentation (e.g. 

lack of trust, fear of hold-up, etc.).55 By providing resources to these actors, the state might induce 

learning on the ground, and by providing channels for mediation between various local experiments, 

it might induce knowledge transfer across the various domains and levels.56 

Since this research project aims to explain different sub-national patterns of partnering, it will focus 

primarily on the regional state, which is the ‘meso-level’ of state administration. This choice was 

dictated by the fact that the state’s capacity to foster and monitor institutional experimentation on 

the local level depends on the way that political power is distributed within regional policy-making as 

well as on the way economic and societal actors are included in decision-making on the regional 

level. Consequently, the mode of regional governance represents ‘higher-order governance’57 or 

‘meta-governance’58 in relation to local experimentation on the ground, and can be defined as the 

way that relationships are organized among different levels of the state and among different 

categories of stakeholders. Here, the regional level of the state operates as a liaison or broker in 

creating networks and empowering nonstate actors59.  

In order to establish links of causality between regional governance and patterns of associating, and 

consequently come up with a testable hypothesis, one has to identify the relevant institutions of 

regional governance. This task is particularly challenging because the concept of governance (and its 

many variations, e.g. multi-level governance, corporate governance, etc.) has become one of the 

‘buzz words’ increasingly used to address various issues in different contexts.  

Following Bruszt’s60 argument that ‘developmental governance is primarily about the power to 

decide who has a say and what counts in planning development’, it will be analysed, on one side, 

how much room for making developmental decisions is devolved to regions, and on the other, the 

extent to which various nonprofits are involved in decision-making on the regional level.  

With respect to the first dimension, regions that have greater autonomy in setting their goals and 

defining the means of development cast a ‘more credible shadow of hierarchy’. They can therefore 

more easily enforce the ‘rules of the game’ and, consequently, stimulate innovative institutional 

experiments (e.g. innovative project partnerships involving NGOs and the state). The presence of 

formal rules that force the central state to take into account the interests of the regions will be an 

indicator of the first dimension. 

The involvement of sub-national actors in developmental decision-making on the regional level will 

be identified by the presence of a political representative body that is accountable to a sub-national 

actors’ body (which means that an institution consisting of actors hand-picked by the national 
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government does not fulfil these criteria) and responsible for final decisions on fundamental issues 

(developmental goals, allocation of resources, planning schemes, etc.). The diverse organizational 

background of the actors involved in the work of this institution should facilitate more innovative 

developmental action on the ground. Additionally, one could assume that the prevalence of 

interactions between two types of actors (e.g. NGOs and the state) could lead to similar patterns of 

interaction at the local level. 

For the purpose of this project, I will assume that the more room the regional state grants nonprofits 

in defining their goals and means of development, the more collaborative ties the organizations will 

develop to the state and within the sector. This will be tested by measuring the extent to which 

nonprofits participate in the committees that set the priorities for national, regional and EU 

programmes, which are all discussed and agreed upon on the regional level. Moreover, I expect that 

a rich institutional setting that supports nonprofits’ activities within the public domain should 

positively correlate with patterns of inter-organizational collaboration. 

5. First results 

The results of first data analyses (not shown here) largely confirm the expectations derived from the 

theoretical framework. The ‘dissociated’ type of collaborative behaviour is formed by nonprofits with 

the smallest budgets and number of volunteers. This shows that a lack of collaborative ties can partly 

be explained by weak economic (‘budget’) and social (‘volunteers’) organizational capacities. 

Moreover, this cluster is significantly more likely to be detached from state funding as well as 

transnational (especially European) ties, and they are not involved in regional governance. The 

‘cross-sectoral’ cluster encompasses the biggest and most resourceful nonprofits. They have 

significantly more ties to state and transnational actors than any other cluster, and are the most 

active in regional governance. The only area in which they are outperformed by any other cluster 

(‘local NGO’) is the level of embeddedness in the community, which is operationalized by the 

presence of financial ties to the municipality and the receipt of money from the 1% scheme. This is 

remarkable, since the nonprofits that form ‘local NGO’ clusters tend to have the smallest budgets 

and the fewest employees. They have also participated only to a minor extent in EU programmes. 

Nonprofits belonging to the ‘stable state’ cluster have strong financial ties to the state, but do not 

benefit at all from the 1% scheme. 


