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Abstract 

 This paper looks at the changing relationship between Multi-National Corporations 

(MNCs) and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). Though they have a troubled past, this 

relationship is changing into one of mutual benefit. Numerous successful partnerships have 

formed around the world in the last decade, with many of them focused on bringing Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) into the mainstream business model. This paper will analyze two 

case studies of proven partnerships. The first case study is the partnership between The Home 

Depot and Habitat for Humanity. The second case study looks at the partnership between 

Starbucks and Conservation International.  

 The foundation of the CSR analysis in this paper is an article written by Michael E. 

Porter and Mark R. Kramer titles “Strategy & Society: The Link between Competitive 

Advantage and Corporate Social Responsibility” published in Harvard Business Review. It 

highlights key differences between “cosmetic” and “strategic” CSR, which are discussed in-

depth in each of the case studies. Upon analysis, a look forward is given into the future of such 

strategic partnerships between MNCs and NGOs, and the role that CSR will continue to play in 

the global world of corporations. 
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Introduction 

 Corporations often receive a bad reputation from consumers and the media for being 

profit-driven global powerhouses constantly searching for ways to find less expensive materials 

and labor, and sacrificing ethics and responsibility at the expense of their balance sheet. 

Although there are far too many examples of corporations that fit this mold, especially in the last 

decade, there has been a recent change in the practices of several notable global corporations. 

Some of them have found a way to maximize their success in the business market with more 

responsible business practices and partnerships, and are reaping the benefits both financially and 

socially.  

This paper will examine the changing relationship that Non-Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs) have had with Multi-National Corporations (MNCs) over the course of the last few 

decades in developing an international competitive advantage and integrating Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) into their business model. The first chapter of this paper introduces the 

idea that will be analyzed, and also provides background information about the article from 

which the arguments in this paper will be made. 

 The idea of creating a CSR strategy that incorporates social initiatives into its business 

processes and core competencies is explored in an article written by Michael E. Porter and Mark 

R. Kramer, titled “Strategy & Society: The Link between Competitive Advantage and Corporate 

Social Responsibility.” This article will serve as an important resource in looking at the ways in 

which organizations can create a strategy that enables social, environmental and economic 

accountability in their ways of doing business.   
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 The second chapter of this paper will consist of a literature review. This review will take 

an insightful and analytical view of scholarly and credible works found in online databases, 

journal articles, news sources, and books. The literature review will explore the history of NGOs 

and how they became powerful sources of influence in the business market. After that, the 

corporate strategy discussed in Porter’s and Kramer’s article will be analyzed and applied toward 

the context of this paper. Next, the changing relationship between NGOs and businesses will be 

looked at. The once negative and sometimes combative relationship may be shifting toward one 

of cooperation and partnership, for the benefit of both parties. 

The third chapter of this paper will conduct case study analyses to examine the ways in 

which corporations have partnered with NGOs, and their reasons behind choosing to incorporate 

these organizations into their business strategy and competitive advantage. The first case that 

will be examined is the partnership between The Home Depot and Habitat for Humanity. This 

case is an excellent example of how a seemingly unlikely partnership can be not only mutually 

beneficial, but can also serve as an example to other similar corporations of changes that are to 

come and where the future of the industry is headed. The second case that will be utilized in this 

paper is the partnership between Starbucks and Conservation International.  Partners for over a 

decade, they are a great case study for evaluating the growth of corporate and NGO partnerships 

over time, and how one partnership can inspire more socially responsible business practices that 

have a positive impact on profit, people, and the planet.  

Following the case analysis and literature review, the fourth chapter of this paper will 

describe the research methods used. The chapter following that will consist of the findings of the 

research and will address the core topic of this paper, including a look into the future of MNC 
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and NGO partnerships. Finally, the discussion section will conclude the findings of this paper 

and offer final thoughts in regards to what was learned and explored throughout this paper.   

Literature Review 

An NGO is a broad term used to describe any group of people who does not work for or 

are under the influence of any government or political party is not affiliated with gangs or 

violence, and who is non-profit. Many NGOs exist across the globe, and they are organized 

according to characteristics such as location, demographic, or cause/area of interest. They are 

composed of geographically-located people working together for a common goal pertaining to an 

environmental or social issue. The term NGO was not used to describe these types of groups 

until the late 1960s when the United Nations (UN) began to see the potential for such groups to 

improve the role that the UN plays in social and economic issues.  In 1968, the UN allowed 

NGOs to serve as consultants and sources of partnership and collaboration with the Economic 

and Social Council (Brief History).  

 Other terms commonly used to describe these types of organizations are grassroots 

organizations, social movements, and private voluntary organizations. There is no singular 

governing board that determines who is a NGO and who isn’t, since that would defeat the 

purpose of a NGO – to be a self-governing independent body of people passionate about an issue 

of their choosing. The lack of strict definition and qualification can lead to the formation of 

organizations who consider themselves NGOs, but who miss some of the basic criteria, which is 

primarily being non-profit and politically-unaffiliated.  

Structural models of NGO-business relationships are most prevalent and successful in 

North American and Western Europe, due to a variety of reasons. The most important is that 
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these countries are home to widely-publicized multi-national corporations (MNCs) whose 

consumers are aware of global CSR issues, and expect these corporations to maintain a 

responsible image. The same kind of relationship cannot be said as of yet for nations. “Evidence 

suggests that much of the impetus for the new forms of business-NGO relations in the West do 

not always exist in the South. In many countries, business is complicit in a state of open warfare 

between sustainable development activists and their government” (Bendell 5).  

The political environment must be stable, with the right balance of government regulation 

and entrepreneurial leeway, in order for companies to be able to expand into national and global 

markets. Once corporations reach this level of exposure and have an established brand or image, 

then it becomes important they protect that image. “For reasons of marketing, recruitment, 

employee motivation and risk management, it is prudent to cultivate the public impression of a 

socially and environmentally responsible business” (Bendell 3).  

 One of the earliest forms of popular NGO partnerships was between NGOs and nation-

states throughout the world. Human rights NGOs were the most dominant type of organization in 

the early 1990s, when these nation-state partnerships were at their peak. An important reason for 

this, as described in the article “NGO Strategies for Promoting Corporate Social Responsibility” 

by Morton Winston, published in Ethics & International Affairs, is that nation-states had the 

power. Though this article focuses on human rights NGOs, the foundation of ideas and concepts 

can easily be applied to NGOs in general. In the early 1990s, the world had not yet seen the 

globalization that exists today. The internet had not expanded business to the global scale that is 

now considered standard, and MNCs simply did not have as much economic, political, or social 

influence as the government (Winston).  
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Winston also lists five factors that have played a significant role in the change in NGO’s 

focus from government partnerships to business partnerships. The first factor is that, as just 

stated, there has been a power shift from the government/nation-states to international companies 

and financial institutions. NGOs go where the power, influence, and money goes. The second 

factor is “the lack of social and environmental accountability of MNCs under existing national 

and international laws.” Not to say that the social and environmental practices of MNCs are free-

for-alls, but there is no international ‘code of conduct’ under which MNCs must do business. The 

third factor is the “growing anti-corporate-globalization movement” in which smaller businesses, 

governments, countries and populations are resisting the flattened and MNC-dominated world 

that is beginning to form.  

The fourth factor is a change in focus of human rights organizations from “civil and 

political rights” to “economic, social, and cultural rights.” Again, this is a result of the shift in 

power from governments to MNCs, who now have much greater influence in these rights than 

they did a decade or two ago. The fifth and final factor is “a desire on the part of some people in 

the NGO world to enlist MNCs and business executives as allies and as potential levels for 

promoting human rights globally.” Although there is a long history of negative and often-times 

counterproductive relationships between MNCs and NGOs, they are beginning to see each other 

as partners and equals that can serve to benefit each other’s cause. “Undoubtedly the most 

important factor is the perception that political and economic power has shifted away from 

governments and toward corporations (Winston).” This change in perception and openness to 

new business and organizational territory has lead to numerous successful partnerships that have 

paved the way for a new future between MNCs and NGOs.   
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Just as it appears that MNCs may have a growing need to cultivate the kind of consumer 

trust and social responsibility that comes with an NGO’s image, NGOs may also have a growing 

need to work with MNCs. In a time of non-profit funding cutbacks and global economic 

struggles, “for many of them [NGOs] the only potential survival strategy is a blurring of their 

public and private roles, and the creation of new types of strategic alliance and collaboration, 

with MNCs and other sectors of society. Literally, NGOs have to enter the global network of 

MNCs” (Millar 397). Though they do not receive direct funding from MNCs, NGOs are able to 

guide MNCs in directing their funds toward meaningful and needy causes, which allows MNCs 

to participate in acts of CSR, and allows NGOs to continue their efforts of advocating for social, 

economic, and environmental causes. This emerging mutual dependence has the potential to lead 

to great mutual benefit.  

The change in corporate prioritization of social responsibility and NGO partnerships is 

the primary focus in a frequently-cited and insightful article written by Michael Porter and Mark 

Kramer. Published in 2006 in Harvard Business Review, “Strategy & Society: The Link Between 

Competitive Advantage and Corporate Social Responsibility” discusses the numerous ways in 

which corporations are adapting their strategies to include social, economic, and environmental 

initiatives, as well as their various motivations in doing so. In the past, corporations had mostly 

undertaken CSR initiatives in response to negative media and public outcry at publicized reports 

in regards to poor labor conditions, unfair wages, environmental destruction, etc (Porter 2). This 

is considered responsive or cosmetic CSR, because the MNC’s sole motivation for taking any 

CSR initiative is to repair their public image. 
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 To save face, corporations have made donations to charities and non-profit 

organizations, promised to improve working conditions for a specific location or geographical 

area, or have promised to help restore whatever environment they had been previously 

destroying. These initiatives, though better than nothing, most often do not have anything to do 

with the actual type of business the MNC is in. “The result is oftentimes a hodgepodge of 

uncoordinated CSR and philanthropic activities disconnected from the firm’s strategy that 

neither make any meaningful social impact nor strengthen the firm’s long-term competitiveness” 

(Porter 5). This can lead to random and separate internal practices, or a multitude of responses 

catered to each stakeholder, which is an inefficient use of resources.  

A relatively new form of CSR, “strategic” CSR, involves an MNC taking proactive steps 

to engage in socially and ethically responsible business practices. These practices go beyond 

surface-level sponsorships or press releases, and instead delve deep into the ways of doing 

business, improving working conditions, protecting the environment, supplying fair wages, etc. 

“True engagement with the cultures and sensitivity to local causes demand the sort of 

communication that is two-way, emphatic, and pervasive in the organization” (Millar 401).  

MNCs can struggle with this kind of communication, which is where NGOs become helpful. 

“Leaders in both business and civil society have focused too much on the friction between them 

and not enough on the points of intersection” (Porter 6). Developing these “points of 

intersection” and harnessing the strengths that both the MNC and the NGO have to offer can lead 

to far greater and more impactful results.  

According to Porter and Kramer, there are two types of intersections. The first type is 

called “inside-out linkages” and consists of normal day-to-day business practices for a 
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corporation. The idea primarily focuses on the impact a corporation has through its value chain. 

These “inside-out linkages” can include choosing to use a supplier who provides safe working 

conditions and fair wages for its employees, or building new offices that are sustainable and use 

renewable resources. The second type of intersection is “outside-in linkages” and includes 

“external social conditions [that] influence corporations.” These linkages are unique to the 

geographical, environmental, social, and political climate of each MNC, and have a significant 

impact on the community (Porter 7). An example of an “inside-out linkage” is an automobile 

manufacturer building cars to meet the future state fuel efficiency standards, or production 

facilities stopping the use of harmful chemicals or materials before governmental regulations 

require them to do so. These actions are proactive and bring outside regulations, policies, and 

laws into the practices of the corporation. 

A paper was recently written that discusses the kinds of innovation that can arise from 

these partnerships. One of its most preliminary areas of emphasis is that the MNC-NGO strategic 

partnerships “are linked to core competence on both sides, and [are] rooted in entrepreneurship, 

mutual learning and differentiation” (Jamali 377). According to this paper, what makes a 

relationship strategic rather than philanthropic is the philosophy of a “societal opportunity,” the 

use of methods that are risk-taking and transformative, a goal of differentiation and achieving  

results, and a link to the core competencies and purpose of the corporation. “The MNC can 

benefit the NGO by furthering its work, and it can also fulfill a positive role, which is approved 

by stakeholders in its various markets” (Millar 402).  

Methods 

 In this fourth chapter of the paper, two different types of research methods will be 

analyzed based on the work of Bruce L. Berg’s renowned book “Qualitative Research Methods 
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for the Social Sciences.” A closer look will be given to the research method that has been 

selected for this paper. Following that, the different kinds of case studies will be reviewed. In 

similar fashion, the type of case study that applies to this paper will be discussed in further detail. 

The first type of research is quantitative. This type has often been called the more 

scientific of the two, based on its long-standing history in the analytical sciences. This kind of 

research utilizes numbers and figures, and relies heavily on numerical data (Berg 2). Old schools 

of thought were that because this kind of research had clear and narrow goals or questions, that 

the answers were more reliable and valuable. This attitude has changed, as more members of the 

academic community have realized the value that both research methods bring, and understand 

that each type of research has its place and ideal use. 

 The second type of research that is frequently conducted is qualitative research. It is often 

associated with research in the field of the social sciences, and done by social thinkers. Though 

sometimes looked down upon for not being as numerical or science-based, it has proven just as 

valuable as quantitative research. The core and differentiator of qualitative research is that it 

“refers to the meanings, concepts, definitions, characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and 

descriptions of things” (Berg 3). Qualitative research is the preferred method in studies that look 

at experiences, images, ideas, and information that is difficult – even impossible – to quantify. It 

is just as scientific as quantitative research, and often times it fills the void that numbers and 

statistics leave behind. Qualitative research searches for information from both first-hand and 

second-hand sources. Examples of such sources include books, articles, internet websites, 

interviews, personal observations and field studies.  
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 Qualitative research is the method utilized in this paper for the reasons described above. 

The paper seeks to analyze and interpret changes, attitudes, strategies, relationships, and goals of 

MNCs and NGOs. Instead of relying on numerical values, an outlay and careful arrangement of 

words from numerous sources pieced together can answer the questions that this paper asks.  

 There are three types of case studies that Berg cites in his book, based on work done by 

Yin and Winston (Berg 256). The three types are exploratory, explanatory, and descriptive. The 

first type, exploratory, often precludes a much larger research undertaking. It requires extensive 

first-hand research before formulating the research question. This kind of case study involves 

research techniques such as field work, personal immersion in the area of study, and collection of 

data.  

 The second kind of case study is explanatory. In this type, it is recommended to use 

“multivariate cases to examine a plurality of influences” (Berg 257). This kind of case study is 

useful in that a broad range of topics or areas of interest can be applied, but its limitation is that it 

is best suited “when conducting casual studies.” 

 The third kind of case study, and the one that is employed in this paper, is the descriptive 

case study. This is one in which the focus surrounds a theory that serves as a focal point for the 

entire research process. Comparative case studies will be exercised in order to compare a 

singular idea to more than one case study. With descriptive case studies, content analysis will be 

used as a technique to understand information in this paper’s sources. The content will primarily 

come from a variety of carefully selected scholarly peer-reviewed articles and online sources.  

 With content analysis, “the criteria of selection used in any given content analysis must 

be sufficiently exhaustive to account for each variation of message content and must be rigidly 
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and consistently applied” in order for the results of the research to be found consistent by other 

researchers (Berg 268). In content analysis, all relevant material is presented, whether is directly 

supports the primary research topic or not. This adds value to the paper and to the research as a 

whole. Although content analysis is used far more often in quantitative research, and although 

many researchers believe that content analysis can only be applicable when examining numerical 

data, Berg takes a more open-minded view. He argues that content analysis can be used in both 

quantitative and qualitative research and that in qualitative research such as this paper, “it is a 

passport to listening to the words of the text and understanding better the perspective(s) of the 

producer of these words” (Berg 269).   

Findings 

Two case studies will be evaluated in order to examine real world examples of strategic 

business and NGO partnerships. Both case studies involve U.S. companies, though the country 

of origin is of little importance for the purpose of this paper. The importance lies in that both 

companies serve as examples of positive and relatively new partnerships with a major NGO 

whose joint strategies are widely publicized, and that enough information is available to conduct 

a meaningful and effective analysis. The first case study will look at the partnership between The 

Home Depot and Habitat for Humanity. The second case study will focus on the partnership 

between Starbucks and Conservation International. For each case study, a brief history of the 

company and the NGO will be provided. Following that, a closer look will be given at the 

development of their partnership and the techniques used by all parties to create lasting and 

meaningful success. Finally, key factors from Porter’s and Kramer’s articles will be applied in 

terms of competitive advantage and organizational linkages.  
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The Home Depot was founded in 1978 in Atlanta, Georgia with a vision to be “one-stop 

shopping for the do-it-yourselfer” (Our History). From its founding, one of the core values of 

Home Depot was to give excellent customer service to every person who entered their store. 

Home Depot was not just a supply store for home projects; it was also a knowledge source for 

customers. The empowerment that customers felt by being able to complete their own home 

projects was powerful and proved a successful mission for the company. Only 11 years after its 

founding, Home Depot opened its 100
th

 store. The company has since spread out to Canada, 

Mexico, and China through global expansion and acquisitions.  

Habitat for Humanity was founded in 1976 from a concept that originated on a farm in 

Americus, Georgia. The idea for this nonprofit organization “centered on those in need of 

adequate shelter working side by side with volunteers to build simple, decent houses” (History). 

The business model of the organization is designed so that “the houses would be built at no profit 

and interest would not be charged on the loans. Building costs would be financed by a revolving 

fund called ‘The Fund for Humanity.’ The fund’s money would come from the new 

homeowners’ house payments, no-interest loans provided by supporters and money earned by 

fundraising activities” (History). Support from former President Carter in 1984 garnered the 

organization national publicity and interest, allowing them to grow their number of U.S. 

affiliates. Today, the organization has helped provide over 400,000 homes to families in need 

throughout the world.  

Before the partnership between Home Depot and Habitat for Humanity began, The Home 

Depot Foundation was founded in 2002. Its purpose is to provide physical and financial 

resources to nonprofit organizations that “focus on repairing and refurbishing homes and 
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facilities that serve disadvantaged families and individuals” (About Us). Within a few years of its 

founding, the foundation has succeeded in raising and donating tens of millions of dollars to 

organizations that align with its mission, it has launched additional programs aimed at reducing 

waste and increasing sustainable practices, as well as plant trees and repairing or restoring over 

30,000 homes. The goals and missions of The Home Depot Foundation fundamentally and 

strategically align with those of Habitat for Humanity, which is a crucial factor in developing 

sustainable and meaningful partnerships for CSR, according to Porter’s and Kramer’s article.  

The success of this partnership is greatly attributed to the clear shared vision and purpose 

between Home Depot and Habitat for Humanity. Porter and Kramer state that in order for a CSR 

initiative to go beyond a cosmetic appeal and become a strategic initiative, the corporation must 

employ “the same frameworks that guide their core business choices” which can lead to “a 

source of opportunity, innovation, and competitive advantage” (Porter 1). An article published in 

California Management Review cited this partnership in their discussion of CSR initiatives that 

have realized both “primary” and “secondary” outcomes. The primary impact of this partnership 

is the success seen by the company and its brand. In this case, this is the perception that 

consumers have about Home Depot.  

The secondary outcome “relate[s] to both the partner organizations and the cause or 

social issue at the core of the company’s CSD efforts. For example, the cross-sector partnership 

between Home Depot and Habitat for Humanity may not only influence customers’ perceptions 

and behaviors towards Home Depot and its products, but also enhance their support (i.e., money, 

time) of Habitat for Humanity as well as their attitudes towards the issue of housing for the 

underprivileged” (Bhattacharya 11).   
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The second case study in this paper is the partnership between Starbucks and 

Conservation International. Starbucks was founded in 1971 in Seattle, Washington. Its mission is 

“to inspire and nurture the human spirit – one person, one cup and one neighborhood at a time” 

(Starbucks). Starbucks has since expanded to over 17,000 stores in 56 countries. Starbucks prides 

itself on the ethical practices by which it collects high quality coffee beans and tea leaves. On 

their company profile website, they state environmental and ethical goals such as that “by 2015, 

all of our coffee will be grown using ethical trading and responsible growing practices” and that 

“by 2015, 100% of our cups will be reusable or recyclable” (Starbucks).  

Conservation International (CI) was founded in 1987 in Washington, D.C. as an 

organization that “envisioned conservation as a working model of the future – a future in which 

people lived in harmony with nature” (History). From its beginning, CI has partnered with major 

corporations such as Starbucks, Patagonia, and Wal-Mart “to make conservation part of their 

business model.”  Now with over 30 global offices and 1,000 partners around the world, they 

work with corporations, governments, and institutions to help create strategies and practices that 

promote sustainability and environmental protection for the Earth and all of its natural resources.  

Starbucks and CI formed their partnership in 1998. The goals of their partnership were to 

develop more sustainable practices for growing coffee from Asia to Africa and Latin America 

and to improve the lives of the local coffee growers. This partnership is mutually beneficial and 

follows the framework of Porter and Kramer in several ways. Starbucks is able to provide CI 

with significant and much-needed financial capital to pilot many of their conservation projects 

for coffee growers in regions around the world, and is also able to offer direct access to the 

business processes of purchasing coffee from small, independent coffee farmers for sale to the 
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mass global market. This direct and uninhibited to local farming techniques for commercialized 

use allows CI to develop and share sustainable and more efficient coffee-growing strategies with 

the farmers, which in turn yield greater output for Starbucks. The mission of both companies is 

met with this relationship. 

As Porter and Kramer note, this is an example of an outside-in linkage. A company’s 

operations affect a society or community through either positive or negative social interactions 

(Porter 6). CI sites several projects that address these linkages, such as their project in Mexico to 

help coffee farmers “to find solution to help them minimize and adapt to the negative impacts of 

climate change” or in Indonesia, where “Starbucks and CI are partnering on a coffee-carbon 

project that encourages coffee communities living on the forest boundary within the Northern 

Sumatra Biodiversity Corridor to improve their livelihoods through the production of specialty 

coffee, which will help to reduce their need to clear land for income generation” (CI-Starbucks).  

The strategy that Starbucks is employing in these joint initiatives with CI is significant 

when looking at their competitive advantage. An article written by Michael Hopkins cites 

Porter’s and Kramer’s work in his discussion of strategic CSR. Hopkins states that the proactive, 

sustainable, strategic CSR “transforms ‘value chain social impacts’ into activities that benefit 

society while simultaneously reinforcing corporate strategy and also advances strategic 

philanthropy that leverages areas of competitiveness” (Hopkins).  

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Though the official term Non-Government Organization (NGO) was first used over forty 

years ago – which is a considerable amount of time in the world of global business – the 

development of positive and lasting partnerships with Multi-National Corporations (MNCs) is a 
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fairly new idea that has seen impressive mutual benefits in the last ten or so years. Historically, 

NGOs and MNCs have had a negative relationship. NGOs that centered on social issues such as 

environmental protection, fair wages, and improved working conditions were known for 

targeting major MNCs and bringing to light their harmful practices. In turn, MNCs would use 

their financial and political influence to try to diminish these NGOs, fostering mutual contempt 

and distrust.  

For a variety of reasons, not the least of which is the accessibility of media outlets to 

consumers, MNCs have tried to change the consumer’s perception of their business and focus on 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). MNCs have realized the potential of NGOs and key 

resources in becoming more environmentally sustainable, socially conscious, and in the end, 

financially successful. Renowned writers for Harvard Business Review, Michael Porter and 

Mark Kramer analyzed this changing relationship and the success that both NGOs and MNCs 

have realized as a result, and documented their findings in the popular and often-cited article 

“Strategy & Society: The Link Between Competitive Advantage and Corporate Social 

Responsibility.”  

The key ideas in this article are the basis for the case study analysis of two MNC-NGO 

partnerships. The core concepts in their article are the differences between “cosmetic” CSR and 

“strategic” CSR, the justification for CSR, and how businesses can gain a competitive advantage 

through CSR. Most corporate CSR initiatives “are typically described in terms of dollars or 

volunteer hours spent but almost never in terms of impact. Forward-looking commitments to 

reach explicit performance targets are even rarer” (Porter 3). The expertise, resources, and 
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connections that motivated corporations are looking for are often found in NGOs that share a 

certain level of interdependence. 

The first case study in this paper examined the relationship between The Home Depot 

and Habitat for Humanity. Both founded in the United States in the 1970s, the company and the 

NGO had well-aligned missions before they ever knew the other existed. The Home Depot was 

founded to fulfill all of the needs of the do-it-yourself homeowner. Years later, The Home Depot 

Foundation was founded to help restore homes of disadvantaged families. Likewise, Habitat for 

Humanity was created to help families in need build homes by offering guidance, volunteer labor 

and materials, and financial assistance. Since their partnership in the early 2000’s, both the MNC 

and the NGO have enjoyed widespread publicity of their humanitarian and environmental 

efforts, an increase in donations and better bottom-line, and a unique competitive advantage in 

their respective fields. Porter and Kramer attribute this competitive advantage to the mutual 

points of intersection they share in their mission, area of expertise, values, and industry. The 

“opportunities for shared value” are what makes this partnership a true example of strategic CSR 

(Porter 10).   

The partnership between Starbucks and Conservation International (CI) began in 1998, 

and both parties had distinct goals in mind. Together, they wanted to develop more sustainable 

practices for coffee farmers throughout the world. Starbucks saw an opportunity to improve the 

global coffee business by setting a new standard in accountability and environmentalism, while 

CI saw an opportunity to expand their conservation projects by sharing Starbucks’ resources.  

This partnership serves as a great example of CSR because both parties bring about true 

change to the value chain of the business. From the relationship with the farmers, to their coffee 
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growing practices, to the purchase price and eventual sale to consumers, Starbucks and CI are 

making meaningful and strategic changes that utilize each other their strengths in a way that 

benefits the triple bottom line. 

As Jem Bendell stated, “increasing numbers of companies view engagement with NGOs 

as part of a coherent strategy for the pursuit of responsible entrepreneurship and corporate 

sustainability (Bendell 2). As more successful examples of MNC-NGO partnerships arise, the 

more strategic CSR will become a mainstay in the world of global corporate business. With that, 

as consumers learn about the impacts of strategic CSR, the effects of cosmetic or reactive CSR 

will diminish. Consumers will expect more long-term and meaningful CSR that makes real 

change in how companies operate.  

Porter and Kramer justify that if “corporations were to analyze their prospects for social 

responsibility using the same frameworks that guide their core business choices, they would 

discover that CSR can be much more than a cost, a constraint, or a charitable deed – it can be a 

source of opportunity, innovation, and competitive advantage” (Porter 1). There is a great deal of 

uncharted potential for MNC-NGO partnerships. The two cases cited are just the beginning of a 

positive future that benefits people, profits, and the planet.  

Looking forward, the groundwork is just starting to be laid for strategic NGO-MNC 

partnerships. Increasing pressures from competition, consumers, the media and NGOs are 

forcing MNCs that are not involved in CSR to re-consider making it a part of their business 

practice. Case studies like the ones done in this paper prove to skeptical business executives and 

board members that there are long-term benefits to engaging in CSR, and that partnering with 

NGOs is a great way to maximize resources and capitalize on unmet potential that is only 
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awarded through CSR efforts. Government policies regarding issues like corporate carbon 

footprints and fair wages will continue to impact MNCs, so the importance of adapting to new 

regulations will continue for many, many years. Though the costs of MNCs to not engage in 

CSR will only increase as time goes on, the benefits of undertaking a strategic CSR initiative 

will begin on the very first day, and partnering with a NGO is a smart first step on a journey 

destined for success.  
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