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Abstract 

An Analysis on the Patterns of Legitimacy-Acquisition by the NGO in a 

Firm-NGO Alliance in the Bottom-of-Pyramid (BoP) Market 

 

Kamath, Reshma 

International Cooperation 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 

NGOs are increasingly subject to scrutiny, even more so, as NGOs now enter into 

alliances with firms to collaborate on projects in the Bottom-of-Pyramid (BoP) market. The 

legitimacy of the NGO is at stake and the pressure to demonstrate legitimacy-acquisition 

increases. This paper analyzes the patterns of legitimacy-acquisition from the perspectives of 

development studies, organizational theory and the BoP Protocol. The three patterns of 

legitimacy-acquisition (Horizontal, Structural & Process), through which NGOs can 

maintain and enhance their legitimacy in firm-NGO alliances in BoP-based initiatives, are 

identified in this paper. Case studies of Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP) and Carolina for 

Kibera (CFK) are presented to prove the validity of these three patterns of 

legitimacy-acquisition. 

 ……………………………………… 

Keywords: Patterns of Legitimacy-Acquisition, NGO, Horizontal, Process, Structural, 

firm-NGO alliance, Bottom-of-Pyramid (BoP) Market 

 Student ID: 2010-24195 
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I Introduction 

The key resources that the NGO was known to possess was legitimacy vis-à-vis the 

society, and thus as firms started getting involved in socially responsible initiatives, they 

partnered and collaborated with NGOs for this legitimacy. As the NGO was seen as an 

external actor to the firm’s core business, a firm could “garner (NGO) legitimacy if (the 

NGO met)…the expectations of its key constituencies (NGO) in the environment.” However, 

in recent years, NGOs have been questioned and scrutinized for their undemocratic behavior, 

for their lack of downward accountability to constituents and for their lack of strategic 

accountability (Bendell, 2006). The legitimacy of NGOs is at stake more than ever before, as 

NGOs are increasingly collaborating with firms and firm-NGO alliances become more 

visible in the global order. This gives rise to the fear of cooptation, i.e., the NGOs serving the 

interests of the firm rather than their own missions. The issue of NGO legitimacy within the 

firm-NGO alliance, thus, is ever so important to investigate.  

  As firm-NGO alliances become commonplace, it becomes necessary to 

address the issue of actors such as NGOs within alliances, as “within-entity legitimacy 

concerns….are unique to strategic alliances“(Kumar & Das, 2007). In the past, legitimacy 

was seen as “the issue of the interactions among independent member firms, (but not) as 

interdependent components of the larger alliance entities.” But now as the inter-dependent 

nature of legitimacy is known, both entities (in this case, the firm and the NGO) need to 

ensure that they maintain their legitimacy in the alliance.  

The onus of establishing legitimacy within this alliance is usually placed on firms 

by means of implementing voluntary CSR codes (Arya & Salk, 2006), or partnering with 

NGOs to gain more legitimacy (Marano & Tashman, 2011). The source of NGO legitimacy 

was only to be derived from its constituents. While this is true, NGO legitimacy can be 

further affected by its actions and dealings with firms and other entities in an alliance, as 
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NGOs are meticulously watched when they collaborate with firms because of the 

dependence of NGOs on firms for their funding and the basic interest of profit-making for 

the firm. In addition, even firms have become meticulous in choosing their partner based on 

legitimacy, and although NGOs possess social legitimacy, firms understand that “the 

prospective partner (NGO) needs to be assessed in terms of several types of legitimacy and 

also in the context of the different stages of alliance development” (Kumar & Das, 2007). 

This need to assess the NGO across various stages of the alliance and through several types 

of legitimacy is the basis of this paper. The three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition 

introduced in this paper will be useful for NGOs to maintain and enhance their legitimacy 

throughout the different stages of the firm-NGO alliance process.  

Moreover, in order to maintain the long-term effectiveness of this alliance, it is 

important to establish the legitimacy of the entities involved (Kumar & Das, 2007), and 

when NGOs are involved, the long-term influence of NGOs will be determined by their 

ability to demonstrate legitimacy (Crespy & Miller, 2010). In addition, inter-partner 

legitimacy can “facilitate cooperation, lower transaction costs, and enhance the reputational 

capital of the partners, (and)…has a critical role in alliance success.” As both actors 

demonstrate legitimacy, the success of the alliance can be realized as well. 

A new domain for the increasing interaction of firms and NGOs is the Base of 

Pyramid (BoP) Market (Prahalad & Hart, 2002). In the groundbreaking literature “Fortune at 

the Bottom of the Pyramid,” Prahalad & Hart (2002) state that there is an historical division 

between managers and NGOs and a huge opportunity (lies) in breaking this code. As this 

historical division is slowly starting to melt down, more firms are entering the BoP market to 

collaborate with NGOs from product development, market research to distribution and 

feedback. As seen below, NGOs are involved in every phase of product development in the 

BOP (Simanis et al, 2008; SSP, 2012). As NGOs and firms work together in the market place 
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to create and deliver products and services to solve society’s pressing needs, the legitimacy 

of the changing NGO needs to be checked even more. How can NGOs maintain and enhance 

their legitimacy in such BoP-based projects?  

 

 

Figure 1: Summary of NGO partnership in Product Innovation phase (Chang 2006) 

 

Moreover, there is minimal research conducted on the role of NGOs in the 

firm-NGO alliance in BoP-based projects. As NGOs have previously been known to work 

with IOs, much of the documented literature focuses on IO-NGO relations or International 

NGOs-Private Sector relations. 

 

II Literature Review 

 

A. Firm-NGO Alliances 

 

i. Cross-sector alliances 

 

Cross-sector alliances, such as firm-NGO alliances, are partnerships between two or 

more organizations with fundamentally different governance structures and missions that 

include collaborations between a corporation and a non corporate entity such as a nonprofit 

organization (Rondinelli & London, 2003). While an “alliance can corroborate resources for 
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mutual goals and be a vehicle for networking with distant stakeholders, it is also a distinct 

organizational form that seeks legitimacy and is susceptible to institutional pressures” (Scott, 

1995). Although as “non-state actors,” firms and NGOs are both able to exert legitimate 

authority in the international system as they possess “private political authority” (Hall and 

Biersteker, 2002), the objective of gaining organizational legitimacy (Kumar & O. Nti, 1998; 

Inkpen & Currall, 2004) or increasing credibility (Prahalad &Hart, 2002) has mostly been 

applied to firms, whereas the role of giving legitimacy has mostly been placed on NGOs, 

with minimal attention been given to legitimacy-gaining aspect of the latter actor in this 

alliance (Baur & Palazzo, 2011). 

In addition, firms have been stated as gaining legitimacy (Marano & Tashman, 2011) 

and known to “develop the capabilities needed to respond to increasing pressure from 

stakeholders to address environmental and other social issues” (Rondinelli & London, 2003). 

Rondinelli & London (2003) further state that firms which proactively embrace social 

development strategies may not only preempt criticism but also be able to develop goodwill 

that could translate into larger market developments at later stages. The role of the NGO, as a 

civil society actor, is particularly important for firms in meeting their social development 

initiatives. An increasing number of businesses acknowledged the value of the NGOs 

campaigning and monitoring role ‘to keep things honest and confer credibility’ 

(Edelman) .This shows that NGOs are perceived to be legitimacy-providers to firm, who in 

turn rely on NGOs for their source of legitimacy when entering the public sector. This 

legitimacy-seeking driver of forming firm-NGO alliances has become more visible in the 

corporate discourse for firms entering into an alliance with NGOs.  

NGOs, on the other hand, are mostly known to enter the alliance to achieve their 

social missions or objectives or to gain increased funding from the MNC as a donor. The role 

of NGOs as legitimacy-providers to the private sector comes from their role as civil-society 
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actors, who “base their social legitimacy on the premise that they exist to serve the needs of 

third parties-persons who are not themselves members of the organization” (Korten, 1990). 

This comparative advantage of NGOs “over the private sector and the government in relation 

to sustainable poverty alleviation arising out of their access to the poor, their relations with 

intended beneficiaries, and their organizational freedom” (Jennings, 1995) and their 

“presumed efficiency and effectiveness in terms of program delivery and meeting the needs 

of the poor” (Atack,1999) portray NGOs as credible actors. Moreover, NGOs are said to 

possess the four broad sources of legitimacy as defined by Atack (1999) are: (a) 

Representativeness, which includes transparency, accountability and participation, (b) 

Distinctive values from “market principle of price and the state regulatory principle of 

authority,” (c) effectiveness in achieving development goals and (d) empowerment of the 

““poorest of the poor” to take direct control over their lives” (Thomas, 1992). Thus, they are 

increasingly portrayed as legitimacy-providers by the private sector.  

Within the firm-NGO alliance, if firms are portrayed as legitimacy-gainers and 

NGOs are portrayed as legitimacy-providers, then the questions arises: What about the 

legitimacy of the NGO within the alliance? As firms and NGOs form alliances, this 

imbalance of legitimacy between the two actors or the so-perceived unilateral flow of 

legitimacy from NGOs to firm within the alliance can be a hindrance to the long-term 

sustainability of the alliance as legitimacy in alliance is previously mentioned to be of 

interdependent nature (Kumar & Das, 2007). The firm-NGO alliance is “likely to be 

harmonious and stable when they reach inter-organizational equilibrium, thus creating 

satisfactory economic value and facilitating appropriation of knowledge by all partners” 

(Kumar & O. Nti, 1998). Therefore, both actors need to achieve a balance in gaining 

inter-organizational legitimacy within the alliance.  

The balanced state of legitimacy in the firm-NGO alliance is much needed as NGOs 
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themselves have been subject to scrutiny and criticism over legitimacy and accountability 

issues. There has been some literature that has argued that NGOs have “conflicting demands 

for accountability, (where) corporate partnerships represent a significant risk for their 

legitimacy, and that increasing personal ties between profit and non-profit sector may lead to 

co-optation (MacDonald 2008; Baur & Schmitz, 2011). This paper acknowledges the risks 

involved in firm-NGO alliances, and recognizes that it is this risk that makes the legitimacy 

of the NGO in the firm-NGO alliance an important topic to be dealt with.  

 

ii. Conflict to Collaboration 

The birth of the firm-NGO alliances came from a period of struggle and 

confrontation between the two actors to a more recent acknowledgement of joint efforts and 

mutual collaboration. The role of NGOs in checking the legitimacy of firms initiated 

exogenously as firms were subject to criticism based on their neo-liberal and capitalistic 

tendencies (Porter & Kramer, 2006), their failure to comprehend the developing market 

(Prahalad & Hart, 2002; Simanis et al 2008) and their recent debacles such as Shell in 

Nigeria, Unocal in Burma and others.  

In response to such events, NGOs utilized accountability politics to scrutinize firms 

for their failure to maintain expected performance and publicly disclose any lapses thereof 

(Keck & Sikkink, 1998) by investigating and reporting on MNC pledges and actions in the 

areas of governance, labor practices, human rights, environmental impact and a host of other 

issues. These pressures had become especially acute for firm activities in emerging 

economies, which are the primary locations of BoP markets, as it is here that MNCs were 

criticized for paying insufficient attention to the social, ethical and environmental 

responsibilities of their investment (Doh, 2003).   

Having come under increasing pressure from civil society (NGOs) and advocacy 

groups (Porter & Kramer, 2006), firms moved towards creating more socially responsible 
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practices (Vachani, Doh & Teegen, 2009) adhering to variety of standards such as the Global 

Compact Codes of Conduct, sustainability and social reporting, eco-labeling (Perez-Alman, 

2008) and initiating a host of philanthropic and donor-driven initiatives. As firms became 

more socially responsible, NGOs have also realized the potential of firms in creating social 

impact. Hence nowadays, NGOs are keen on collaborating with firms, taking on 

characteristics of the businesses and working more actively in the market place. 

 

1. The changing nature of the firm 

The change in corporate thinking to focus on social and environmental goals along 

with profit-oriented objectives (i.e. Triple Bottom Line) has been accepted by many 

contemporary MNCs as part of their business agenda. The ‘extended enterprise’ metaphor 

originating from manufacturing and logistics management, further justifies the contemporary 

MNC as the “nodal element in a network of actors and interests” (i.e. stakeholders) who 

“share the benefits and risks arising from the firm’s operations.” Moreover, as the primary 

goal of a business is profit maximization, the stakeholder view (SHV) of the firm further 

“holds that stakeholder relationships are the ultimate sources of the firm’s wealth-creating 

capacity” (Post & Carroll, 2006; Prahalad & Hart, 2002; Simanis et al. 2008; Porter & 

Kramer, 2006). The interconnectedness amongst diverse actors as central to business success 

(Schilling, 2000) explains the growing tendency of firms to collaborate or partner with actors 

such as civil society organizations, NGOs, academic and research institutions, local religious 

institutions and others. This has given rise to more and more firms entering the BoP market 

and collaborating with NGOs and other local institutions. 

In addition, to further legitimize the actions of the firm, the concept of shared value 

creation was born (Porter & Kramer, 2006), which focuses on connecting economic and 

societal progress, thus creating value for the firm and all its stakeholders. Porter & Kramer 

(2006) state that learning how to create shared value can regain the lost legitimacy of 
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businesses, which once again places the goal of gaining legitimacy on the firm by 

establishing relationships with stakeholders such as NGOs. Moon et al (2011) further 

categorize such companies as “Good Corporations” which “focus on creating social benefits 

than the corporate benefits..(and)..“corporations such as Microsoft, which create both 

corporate and social benefits, are categorized as “Smart Corporation.”” As many firms either 

try to be good or smart corporations, their involvement with the civil sector and the third 

sector, i.e. NGOs, increases. Thus, many businesses have affirmed their “growing 

dependency on, in particular local NGOs” (Edelman) and increasingly expect NGOs to 

monitor the actions of private sector and multinationals in the field of international 

development. But what about NGOs in alliances with firms? How can they increase their 

legitimacy with interactions with firms? 

 

2. The changing nature of NGOs  

According to stakeholder literature, NGOs were characterized as secondary or 

derivative stakeholders (Phillips, 2003), whose connection to the corporation was rather 

loose and indirect. But in recent years, the trend toward a greater role for NGOs in 

influencing international business and in decision-making (Teegen, Doh & Vachani, 2004) 

reflects an epochal power shift (Mathews, 1997; Taylor, 2002) wielded by NGOs to pressure 

MNCs to respond to demands for socially responsible strategies and/or contribute to the 

social development of the countries in which they operate (Doh, 2003).  

In addition, Brugmann & Prahalad (2007), placed NGOs in three roles based on 

their corporate interactions: (a) NGOs as corporate sector’s de facto regulators, (b) 

companies investing heavily to develop expertise to cope with NGOs and (c) markets are 

emerging as an arena in which companies and NGOs interact. As NGOs and firms work in 

the marketplace (especially in the BoP marketplace), NGOs are acquiring more attributes of 

the firm in this process, hence changing the nature of the NGO.  
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For example, “the Minneapolis-based HealthStore Foundation represents a new 

breed of nonprofits that is designed from its inception to operate as a business” (Brugmann 

& Prahalad, 2007). Another example is the Sakhi Retail, which was established as a private 

enterprise of the Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP) in India, after its collaboration with the 

firm, British Petroleum India Pvt. Ltd. Thus, growing from the friction of MNCs and NGOs, 

a new generation of NGOs has been emerging that is willing and open to participate in 

collaborative efforts with the private sector, and to even absorb the strategic capacities of the 

firm. As these NGOs take on attributes of businesses and work with them, the NGOs 

legitimacy is at stake. How can NGOs maintain and enhance their legitimacy? 

 

Figure 2: The Three Stages in Convergence between the corporate sector and civil society (Brugmann & Prahalad, 2008) 
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III Growing Collaboration 

Despite the formerly hostile relations between these two kinds of organizations 

(Elkington and Beloe, 2010), the number and intensity of collaborations between firms and 

NGOs have risen during the last 30 years (see e.g. Lucea, 2010; Selsky and Parker, 2005; 

Googins and Rochlin, 2000; Arts, 2002). In a survey by C&E Corporate-NGO Partnerships 

Barometer 2011, “seventy eight per cent of business and NGO professionals participating in 

an annual survey expect their investment in corporate-NGO partnerships to grow over the 

next three years. 57% of corporate respondents classify over half their partnerships as 

‘strategic’ – an increase of 14% over the 2010 equivalent.” The business community and 

civil society are portrayed as becoming actively involved in shaping socio-economic change 

through partnerships (Kjaer et al 2001). The partnership phenomenon is seen by many as the 

next step leading towards a better society and a sustainable future (Ä hlström & Sjöström 

2005). 

There is increasing acknowledgement by both NGOs and businesses that the private 

sector has much to offer international development efforts, in skill and expertise as well as 

capital (The Networker, 2010). In a survey conducted by (Edelman) “both NGOs and MNCs 

agreed that successful partnerships are possible as long as all parties are committed to a 

common objective, recognize the needs and interests of other partners, and are open to the 

possibility of discovering new ways to understand and address development issues.” In 

addition, Brugmann and Prahalad (2007) state that the “relationship between companies and 

NGOs is moving beyond an adversarial stance toward partnership through systematic, if 

uncharted, steps.” In the BoP market, there have been many recent cases that have focused 

on these aspects of firm-NGO alliance. 

The following figure shows the evolution of the firm and the NGO in collaborative 

approaches as both find innovative responses to challenges facing them.  
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Figure 3: How companies and NGOs find common ground (2008) 

In the first phase, both NGOs and firms are trying to pool knowledge together, to 

negotiate and make new standards and regulations for various industrial sectors, e.g. the 

Apparel Industry Partnership and others. In the second phase, both firms and NGOs work on 

access to markets focusing on cause-related marketing. In this phase, they both try to learn 
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approaches from the other’s perspective. The firm learns NGO-specific techniques like viral 

marketing whereas the NGO learns corporate methods like brand management. It is in this 

phase that the two start “leveraging each other’s credibility” to access new markets. 

Although in recent years, both firms and NGOs have been leveraging legitimacy from each 

other, as this paper earlier confirmed that only the legitimacy gaining aspect of firms from 

NGOs has been discussed. The legitimacy of NGOs gained from working with firms has not 

been a major part of the alliance discourse.  

In addition, the third phase of firm and NGO collaborations, both sectors have 

learned to integrate the other’s voice into their respective discourses, and are working to 

“facilitate coordination between two sectors.” The BoP market portrays the workings of the 

firm and the NGO in phase 2 and 3, where both sectors learn from each other as well try to 

accommodate each other into their organizations. Moreover, there is growing 

acknowledgment that “the next generation of NGO-Business strategies (should) focus on: 

 Move from confrontation to collaboration (to remain credible, businesses and 

NGOs that are working together should be prepared to demonstrate measurab

le impact from their partnerships) 

 More selectivity around partnerships (successful NGO-corporate engagements  

are likely to be time bound and focused on specific outcomes, and partnershi

ps in general are likely to be scrutinized more) 

 An increase in social ventures (especially in India, China and Brazil, i.e.  

majority of the BOP market) 

 More pressure on multi-stakeholder initiatives 

 More collaboration between NGOs 

 Rise in virtual campaigns  

 Source: Barenblatt (2011) BSR (Business of a Better World) 
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Therefore, it is the growing consensus in corporate and civil sector discourse that 

collaborations between the two are the future direction of both sectors. The rising trend of 

firms and NGOs working together to “co-create business models and increase the NGO 

capacity” is what makes this study very important for the present and the near future of 

firm-NGO alliances.  

The BoP Market is one such domain, in which increasing number of firms and 

NGOs are collaborating and “co-creating” new business models to solve pressing societal 

issues. To ensure the success of this alliance, understanding the legitimacy of the two entities 

within the alliance is very important. As much research has focused on the firms’ legitimacy, 

this study will investigate the sources of NGO legitimacy within the firm-NGO alliance 

especially in the BoP Market. Case studies will be used to demonstrate how NGOs have 

demonstrated three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition in their alliance with firms in the BoP. 

 

A. New Alliances 

 

i. Firm-NGO Alliances in the BoP  

 

1. What is BoP? 

 

Although the BoP phenomenon is not new, it has becoming increasingly popular 

with western firms in recent years after the groundbreaking literature of Prahalad & Hart 

(2002) “Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid.” Firms have realized that there is an untapped 

and potential market that they can access with the help of NGOs and other local institutions, 

while also solving some of society’s crucial needs.  

The Bottom-of-Pyramid (BoP) Market, also known as Tier 4, comprises of the 4 

billion people with an annual per capita income of less than $1500 in US purchasing power 

parity (Figure 1).This population continues to rise with projections of approximately 6 

billion people in the next 40 years (World Bank, Prahalad & Hart, 2002). 
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Figure 4: The world economic pyramid; tier 4 is the Base of the Pyramid (BOP). (Prahalad and Hart,2002). In recent research 

the boundary of the BOP segment has changed by definition to include all with an annual per capita income of less than $3000 

(WRI, 2007) 

Recent surveys by the World Bank Group, and the World Resources Institute (WRI) 

have provided a more accurate picture on the BoP market (WRI, 2007). They define the BoP 

population segment as those with annual incomes up to and including$3,000 per capita per 

year in local purchasing power and propose that this segment of the population consists of 

four billion people living in or near poverty (WRI, 2007). The report also explains that the 

choice for the $3000 upper limit is based upon the world mean income (Hammond, 2007). 

The BoP is mostly located in developing countries with Asia accounting for the 

majority of the BoP population.  

 

Figure 5 BOP Market - $5 Trillion: Total by Income Segment 

 Source: World Resources Institute (2007) 
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Some examples of BoP initiatives are British Petroleum’s Oorja Stove that provides 

solutions to eco-friendly and pro-health cooking in parts of India, Danone-Grameen’s 

Shoktidoi that gives yogurt induced with vitamins and minerals in Bangladesh and Cemex’s 

Patrimonio-Hoy program that uses local assistance and micro-financing to allow people to 

rent houses in Mexico. Along with structural problems, the BoP also has unique 

characteristics that defy conventional business practices, such as high opportunity cost, less 

purchasing power, local inflationary pressures of goods, no demand, minimal-to-no 

consumer awareness, marketing/advertising pressures, cultural heterogeneity, geographic 

diversion marketing to the (Karnani, 2007;Garette & Karnani, 2010). Due to this 

unfamiliarity with the BoP environment, many firms cannot use the traditional distribution 

and logistical supply chains as in the more urban areas of these countries. These institutional 

differences (Marano & Tashman,2011) allow firms to seek out partnerships and alliances 

with local institutions such as NGOs to better comprehend the BoP domain. 

 

 

Figure 6: BoP Market Structure 

 

The BoP Paradigm has now shifted from finding the fortune at the bottom of the 

pyramid (Prahalad & Hart, 2002) to BoP Protocol: Towards a next generation strategy 
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(Simanis et al., 2008). The differences between the BoP 1.0 and BoP 2.0 Protocol are listed 

below in the figure. Whereas BoP 1.0 focused mostly on the BoP as a consumer while 

maintaining arm’s length relationships only mediated by NGOs, BoP 2.0 focuses on the BoP 

as a business partner, focusing on shared commitments and direct relationships facilitated by 

NGOs. 

 

Figure 7 Next Generation BoP Strategy Source: Simanis et. al (2007) 

 

The Co-creation logic based on maintaining close relationships with NGOs can be 

viewed by further delving into the BoP 2.0 Protocol made up of Phases I, II & III in the 

following diagram: 
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Figure 8 Co-Creation Logic Source: Simanis et. Al, 2008) 

 

This diagram will be explained as needed in the next few sections of this paper. As 

shown, the role of the NGO has become more crucial in BoP engagements as firms have 

started depending on NGOs to better comprehend the BoP market. But although the new BoP 

2.0 Protocol portrays ways in which firms can actively engage with NGOs, not all companies 

are following these principles strictly. Some companies only utilize the NGO in the product 

distribution phase, whereas others involve the NGO even in pre-planning stages till the final 

phase of product distribution and feedback phase. This paper will demonstrate the latter, 

successful cases in which the NGO, while working with firms in BoP-based projects, 

maintained as well as enhanced its legitimacy and thus, demonstrated three patterns of 

legitimacy-acquisition as a result. 

 

B. NGO Legitimacy 

 

The rise of the firm-NGO collaborations, the changing role of NGOs and the 

increased visibility of these alliances in the BoP market, bring up the much-debated question 

of NGO legitimacy. In recent years, many prominent examples of NGO malpractice have 

fueled the skepticism of NGO missions and their accountability. As NGOs partner with firms 

in a variety of ways, and even change their model to serve more like businesses, the critical 

Phase I 
Opening Up 

Phase II  
Building the 
Ecosystem 

Phase III  
Enterprise 
Creation 
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view towards NGO governance and partnerships perpetuate. As NGOs are faced with 

conflicting demands for accountability, corporate partnerships represent a significant risk for 

their legitimacy, and increasing personal ties between profit and non-profit sector leading to 

co-optation (MacDonald 2008; Baur & Schmitz, 2011).  

Even firms who were known to partner with NGOs to gain legitimacy are now 

being cautious. Global surveys of firms have depicted that firms are getting more concerned 

about the accountability and legitimacy of their partner NGOs (Dalberg Global Development 

Advisors, 2007) because the reputational issues of the civil society partner, i.e., NGO, can 

have long-term negative externalities for the firm and its CSR activities (Rondinelli & 

London, 2003; Vachani, Doh & Teegen, 2009).  

This increased pressure for NGO accountability has given rise to a whole new set of 

watchdog organizations as Charity Navigator and others assessing non-profits based on 

overhead spending and efficiency of operations, thus making NGOs more vulnerable in 

losing their legitimate positions in society. To add to this, donors are increasingly demanding 

efficient use of resources and promoting corporate practices as a means of increasing the 

effectiveness of NGOs (Baur & Schmitz 2011). In particular, there has been mounting 

pressure for NGOs to provide quantifiable results of their activities (Schmitz and Mitchell 

2009; Lucea 2010).  

“The challenge for NGOs now is to show that they can put into practice the 

[accountability] principles they campaign for in others”(Zadek 2003) and thus, NGOs need 

to show their legitimate stance when in collaboration with firms, i.e., maintaining and 

enhancing their legitimacy within the alliance. This becomes even more important because 

the pressure of NGO accountability is mostly focused on International or Northern NGOs 

that are from western countries. Many NGOs working in the local capacity in emerging 

markets might not have standards set in place to maintain their legitimacy while working in 
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alliances with firms. As “responsibilities between firms and stakeholders work both ways, 

rather than in one direction” (Goodstein & Wick, 2007) in interdependent relationships, so it 

is crucial to check the responsibility of both partners in the alliance to maintain their 

legitimacy and the legitimacy of the alliance as a whole. 

The legitimacy of NGOs, thus, becomes increasingly crucial within the realm of 

firm-NGO alliances, and the question then becomes: How is legitimacy defined for NGOs? 

How can NGOs maintain and enhance their legitimacy by partnering with firms in 

BoP-based projects. 

i. Definition of Legitimacy (Development Studies & Organizational Theory) 

As the legitimacy of firms and the legitimacy of the NGO have often been observed 

in separate schools of thought and viewed as distinctive, not much literature exists to 

determine NGO legitimacy within a firm-NGO alliance. Organizational scholars note that 

legitimacy is essential for an organization’s survival (Human and Provan, 2000) and also 

important for the success of the alliance between organizations (Kumar & Das 2007). The 

most popularized definition of legitimacy in organizational theory is from Suchman (1995) 

who states that “legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an 

entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, 

values, beliefs, and definitions.”  

Moreover, legitimacy has been defined in three ways: regulative, normative and 

cognitive (Kostova and Zaheer, 1999). “Regulative legitimacy is dependent on conformity 

with the regulatory institutions, rules and laws that exist to ensure stability and order. 

Normative legitimacy requires congruence between the values pursued by organizations and 

wider “societal” values. Cognitive legitimacy is related to conformity to established 

cognitive structures in society, what is often described as having “taken for granted” status.”” 

In this study, it is already assumed that the NGO possesses these three forms of legitimacy in 
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order to maintain its threshold legitimacy. Normative legitimacy, i.e. maintaining congruence 

between the values pursued by organizations and wider “societal” values, is more applicable 

to this study, as it has shades of grey, i.e., has the quality of increasing or decreasing by 

degrees, whereas the other two types of legitimacy are more black and white, i.e. either the 

NGO conforms with regulations or cognitive structures or it loses its credibility. Normative 

legitimacy can be established and can be augmented through legitimizing actions of the 

NGO. 

In development studies, authors have stated that moral justification for action 

(Atack, 1999), rightful authority (Saxby, 1996) and grounds for participation in policy 

processes (Nelson, 1997; Collingwood, 2005) are related to the definitional aspects of NGO 

legitimacy. Lister (2003) affirms that NGO legitimacy is considered to be complex, 

multi-faceted and dependant on a number of elements, but the three key aspects of 

accountability, representativeness and performance (Atack 1999; Bendell 2006; Slim 2002) 

are emphasized in the development studies literature, as a way for NGOs to gain legitimacy 

with its constituencies. These three legitimacy enhancing factors will be included in the 

theoretical framework introduced later in this paper.  

In addition, Slim (2002) affirms that NGO legitimacy can be both “derived and 

generated..derived from morality and law and generated by veracity and tangible support and 

more intangible goodwill.” As NGO legitimacy can be derived and generated, this paper will 

show how the three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition can be derived and generated through 

NGO participation in a firm-NGO alliance in BoP-based projects.  

More applicable to the new generation of NGOs working in the marketplace, 

according to Edwards & Zadek (2007), NGOs can show legitimacy through representation, 

expertise and ability to create change on the ground like businesses. Besides accountability 

and representation, new literature in development studies acknowledges the changing role of 
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the NGOs and includes effectiveness and capacities of the NGO as a sign of their legitimacy. 

This newer strain of literature in development studies shows a greater degree of overlap with 

organizational studies in understanding the legitimacy of organizations and captures the 

newer generation of NGOs.  

In this paper, notions of legitimacy-acquisition, based on the afore-mentioned two 

schools of thought along with the BoP 2.0 Protocol, will be used to analyze the patterns of 

legitimacy-acquisition of the NGO within the firm-NGO alliances in BoP-based projects. 

As there is no overwhelmingly cited definition of legitimacy in development studies 

literature, the proven definition of legitimacy by Suchman (1995) is used to define the 

legitimacy of NGOs in this paper: 

“Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 

desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 

beliefs, and definitions.”  

Moreover, this paper is in complete alignment with previous research, which states 

that NGOs gain their legitimacy from serving their constituencies (Kumar & Das, 2007). The 

three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition that the NGO demonstrates in the alliance with the 

firm in BoP-based projects can demonstrate accountability, effectiveness as well as 

representativeness of the NGO to its constituents, who might have a skeptical view of the 

NGO working with the corporate sector. As “legitimacy exists on a continuum” (Kumar & 

Das 2007) and its essence is based on “collective making of meaning” that is shaped by the 

‘politics of propriety, trust, and awareness,” (Nielsen and Rao, 1987) the NGO in a 

firm-NGO alliance can increase its social legitimacy from its constituents and even enhance 

it by gaining three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition within the alliance: Horizontal, 

Structural & Process.  

Furthermore, this paper is not underestimating the NGO’s existing legitimacy, i.e. 
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the very reason that made the NGO attractive to the firm in the BoP Market. As Zimmerman 

and Zeitz (2002) mention that “an organization must achieve a base level of legitimacy-it 

either does or does not meet the threshold.” This paper agrees with the concept of threshold 

legitimacy that the NGO acquired by past work experience in missions, and increased and 

satisfactory engagement with constituencies. However, when a NGO enters into an alliance 

with a firm in the BoP market, its threshold legitimacy is at stake, and its ability to represent 

its constituents, to deliver its services and to be effective will also be questioned. Therefore, 

acquiring legitimacy in such situations becomes imperative for the modern NGO.  

The main objective of this paper is to show how the NGO can maintain and 

enhance their legitimacy with their constituents as well as other sectors by demonstrating 

three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition in the firm-NGO alliance in BoP-based projects. 

Thus, in order to maintain its existing threshold of legitimacy and to gain more degrees of 

legitimacy (Kumar & Das, 2007), the NGO in the BoP market has to be quite cautious and 

adhere to the three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition upon entering into an alliance with the 

firm.  

ii. Three Patterns of Legitimacy-Acquisition  

 

 

 

                 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9: Three Patterns of Legitimacy-Acquisition by the NGO 
in the firm-NGO Alliance in the Bottom of Pyramid (BoP) Project 
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1. Horizontal Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

Pattern of legitimacy-acquisition derived from the ability of partners (firm-NGO) in an 

alliance to maintain equitable democratic accountability and a critical attitude within a 

shared value system in the alliance 

 

A. Development Studies Perspective 

Horizontal legitimacy-acquisition stems from the notion of democratic 

accountability, which can be defined as the “quality of being accountable to those with less 

power who are affected by one’s actions or decisions, when they in turn exhibit the same 

accountability, where accountable means both justifying to and being regulated by those to 

whom one is accountable” (Bendell, 2006). From the perspective of the local NGO and the 

MNC, the actors with less power in the BoP market would be the BoP beneficiaries, and 

from the perspective of the MNC, it would be the local NGO. Thus, democratic 

accountability allows the flow of accountability of actions and decisions, but as previous 

scholars have claimed in an upward and downward manner (Bendell, 2006).  

Horizontal legitimacy-acquisition incorporates the implied notions of upward 

accountability to the donors and downward accountability to the beneficiaries but on a 

horizontal level, because upward and downward accountability create the sense of a 

hierarchical power structure between the various actors of the BoP. The BoP Projects don’t 

focus on such divisional power structures between actors in the alliance.  

This is especially true since the World Bank (2009) has reported that local NGOs 

often have “strong incentives to cater to donors’ (in this case MNCs’) programmatic 

priorities and reporting requirements, and weak incentives to respond and account to 

grassroots constituencies” who are the BoP beneficiaries (Edwards & Zadek, 2003; Ebrahim, 

2003; Bendell, 2006), which portrays that the actions and decisions of the MNC, NGO and 

the BoP beneficiaries are not actualized on a level-playing field within the alliance but in a 
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hierarchical power flow. This does not equate with the concept of BoP 2.0 Protocol which 

promotes co-creation and a marriage between alliance partners and the BoP (Simanis et al, 

2008).  

In addition, horizontal legitimacy-acquisition also addresses the problem of 

cooptation. Some scholars state that “increasing demands for accountability directed at both 

businesses and NGOs can have the unintended effect of compromising the autonomy of 

non-profits and fostering their co-optation.” Co-optation or “the process of aligning NGO 

interests with those of corporations” is argued by some scholars to result from more 

accountability between the MNC and the NGO. This could manifest “itself in sponsoring 

relationships, labeling agreements, and personal ties established with corporate leaders” 

(Baur & Schmitz, 2011).To avoid this kind of situation from arising, a critical attitude 

between the firm and the NGO is extremely important. 

In a survey by Edelman, businesses and NGOs both stated that development 

partners (such as MNCs and NGOs) should be skeptical, but not cynical of each other. It 

further stated that “skepticism meant that development partners should remain critical of the 

interests, motivations and activities of each other, while also remaining open to their 

questions and criticisms. This was regarded as a healthy and productive way to view and be 

viewed by their partners and an essential part of effective development partnership.” This 

was observed in the case of Swayam Shikshan Prayog and BP, where the NGO questioned 

the company’s activities and process if it was not favorable to their terms and conditions.  

In addition, within the firm-NGO alliance “by openly questioning one another’s 

insights, development partners test and refine their own positions and commitments, while 

developing a deeper understanding of the commitments and positions of others.” 

The BoP project of SSP and BP demonstrates that the NGO, that can actively 

establish its independence and demand its leverage in the firm-NGO alliance, can increase its 
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critical legitimacy within the alliance and to its social constituents. Thus, to avoid the fear of 

co-optation from arising within the firm-NGO alliance, critical legitimacy provided asserted 

by NGOs as well as firms is a very important aspect of providing legitimacy to NGOs within 

the firm-NGO alliance of the BoP market.  

Based on this, horizontal legitimacy is more conducive to the firm-NGO alliance in 

the BoP as the notion of upward and downward accountability disregards the notion of 

equity amongst the various actors of the alliance. Moreover, horizontal legitimacy also 

addresses the issue of cooptation  

 

B. Organizational Theory  

Legitimacy implies congruency of values (Lagenspetz, 1992) which means that one 

partner accepts the decisions and behaviours of the other party as one’s own (Kumar & Das, 

2007). Based on inter-partner legitimacy which is “the mutual acknowledgment of proper 

behaviour stemming from shared values,” the notion of shared values between the firm, 

NGO and BoP beneficiaries has been observed in BoP projects. This also touches upon the 

notion of representativeness within the/external to the alliance which is “focused on the 

consent of the represented and is also directly linked to the legitimacy of the organization” 

(Pearce, 1997). Therefore, if all members of the alliance are well-represented and there is a 

consensual, shared system of values, it can be implied that the legitimacy of such an alliance 

and the legitimacy of the individual actors within the alliance will also increase.  

 

C. BoP Protocol: Business Concept/Prototype Co-Creation  

In the BOP 2.0 Protocol, Phase 1-Opening up states the notion of business concept 

co-creation by “building understanding and a shared business language between the two 

groups, as well as culminating with idea co-creation workshops that converge the group on a 

single, actionable business concept.” In Phase 2-Building the Ecosystem, all team members 
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“develop a rich, shared sense of the business” by various role-playing activities and group 

field visits. This sense of shared values and commitment of the alliance defies the notion of 

upward and downward accountability, as all actors of the alliance are in direct, personal 

relationships with each other. The congruency of values is mentioned as one of the key 

factors in building inter-partner legitimacy in alliances from the organizational perspective. 

MNC-NGO alliances within BOP projects follow this fundamental notion and apply it to 

alliances between the corporate and non-corporate partners such as the NGO and the BOP 

Beneficiaries. Thus, they form a horizontal structure for decision-making and governance in 

the BOP project.  
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Figure 10: Previous Model of firm-NGO alliance in BoP-based projects 
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Figure 11 Proposed Model of firm-NGO alliance in BoP Market: Horizontal Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

2. Structural Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

Pattern of legitimacy-acquisition derived from the firm’s transfer of strategic resources and 

assets needed by the NGO in a specified setting, making an institutional change within the 

NGO, and thus creating strategic accountability for the latter (NGO) within that alliance. 

 

A. Development Studies Perspective 

Strategic accountability for NGOs is stated as “how NGOs are doing in relation to 

their mission.” For NGOs, strategic accountability in general is not strong, as short-term 

priorities still dominate actions and decision-making (Nizam, 1996; Bendell, 2006).In many 

instances, NGOs might not be able to perform their mission-related duties on a long-term 

basis due to strategic deficiencies. For example, in a Kenya-wide regional study conducted 

by the Poverty Eradication Network (PEN), absence of strategic planning was listed as one 

of the challenges faced by local Kenyan NGOs including lack of funds, poor governance, 

poor networking, poor communications, limited capacity, and political interference (2004). 

Other studies on local Cambodian NGOs have also stated reasons such as lack of strategic 

thinking beyond a short-term plan along with a lack of capacity, being less assertive, lack of 

self-confidence and inability to suggest alternatives to plans or projects by donors (Hughes, 

2003; Hughes & Verkoren, 2009).  
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Even if a NGO is focused on its mission and goals, doesn’t compromise on its 

values, and is transparent, but without strategic resources, it will fall short of meeting the 

needs of its constituents. This depicts that NGOs lacking in their strategic resources and 

planning, can lower their credibility amongst global/ local actors for not being able to meet 

the demands of their constituencies. Therefore, the strategic gain of resources for a NGO 

within a firm-NGO alliance provides it more legitimacy as they are more effective in 

achieving their mission, thus resulting in enhancing their legitimacy towards its 

beneficiaries. 

 

B. Organizational Theory Perspective 

In a study on firm-NGO collaborations in developing markets, Dahan et al. (2010) 

state that strategy is “a description, plan or process for how to move from the current 

situation to a desired future state….a business model describes that state.” This can help 

NGOs plan their future projects but they also need the accurate resources to perpetuate their 

undertakings. The authors also state three cases out of which Case 2 and Case 3 most 

resemble BoP Projects. 

 

Figure 12 Three Cases of Collaboration (Dahan et al, 2010) 
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In Case 2, the NGO or the firm possess pre-existing yet incomplete business models 

“since they rely on resources and skills the organization does not possess or fully control-and 

can only be realized by accessing the capabilities of the other partner.” In Case 3, “assistance 

from a for-profit can facilitate the business model of a NGO’s project for generating and 

delivering social value to its target public.” This case will be demonstrated by the three cases 

studies of Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP), Covenant Centre for Development (CCD) and 

Carolina for Kibera (CFK).  

The authors further state that “NGOs and companies can offer missing capabilities 

to complete each other’s business models, or even co-create new and innovative 

multi-organizational business models.” The “NGOs and the firms contribute complementary 

capabilities-both intangible assets such as knowledge, reputation, and brand, and tangible 

resources, such as human capital, production capabilities and market access along each stage 

of the value chain and affecting many aspects of the business model…Although these 

interactions might be project based, they can result in prototypes for deeper, longer term 

collaborations…” As a means of increasing the effectiveness of local NGOs, donors (in this 

research, firms) promote its corporate practices (Edwards 2010). Thus, through structural 

legitimacy-acquisition, the NGO can gain significant strategic resources from the firm in a 

BoP-type project alliance, which could result in “more fundamental business model and 

strategic changes in both firms and NGOs” (Dahan et al, 2010).  

As the NGOs gain strategic resources from firms within the BoP alliance, they are 

even more capable in fulfilling their missions and carrying on their work with BoP 

beneficiaries on a long-term basis with fewer hindrances. Thus, as strategic accountability 

increases, the NGO’s process legitimacy which is “legitimacy derived from one partner’s (i.e. 

firm) contribution of strategic resources and assets needed by another partner (i.e. NGO) in a 

specified alliance, thus creating strategic accountability for the latter within and external to 
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the alliance (NGO),” also increases.  

 

C. BoP 1.0-2.0 Protocol 

 

 

 

Table 1: Three Phases of the BoP Protocol 
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The BoP Protocol ensures that the Project Team or the alliance follow the steps of 

Enterprise Co-Creation and Market Co-Creation in Phase I, II, and III. This is a step-by-step 

process of forming a co-created business model with all actors in the BoP Project Alliance. 

Although all BoP projects might not follow this exact model, there is a combination of 

similar processes that take place in every BoP Project as the ‘firm-NGO-BoP+ other actor’ 

alliance is crucial to the success of the project. The components of this process are strategic 

resources that all partners within the alliance can utilize, even the NGO can benefit from the 

business model process of the firm. 

In addition to this, NGOs are also used for collecting information about initial 

products/services needed from the BoP market, sharing information with the MNC during 

the product development phase, distributing the prototype or final product or service and 

training local people for employment in selling those products/services (Simanis et al, 2008). 

Other strategic resources of process are also provided to the NGO throughout the product 

innovation phase, through dialogue-building meetings in the BOP or throughout Phases I, II, 

& III (Simanis et al, 2008). 

 

Table 2: Challenges and Innovative Responses of NGOs and firms 
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From the above diagram, it is clear that NGOs and firms are utilizing each other’s 

strategic resources. NGOs are gaining valuable strategic resources in the form of co-branded 

campaigns with companies, marketing techniques, maintaining stricter fiscal controls to 

separate economic and policy decisions, as well as integrating business management 

mentalities into the organization and establishing new professional norms related to 

non-disclosure of sensitive corporate information (Brugmann & Prahalad, 2007).Thus, in 

many BoP projects, NGOs have been forthcoming, vocal and have built their long-term 

capacity while engaging with their corporate partners such as in the case of Covenant Centre 

for Development, Swayam Shikshan Prayog, and Carolina for Kibera mentioned later in this 

paper. This has provided the NGO with strategic accountability, by which it can provide clear 

and definite strategies and plans to enhance the BOP project to the MNC as well as to its 

BOP beneficiaries. Thus, the NGO has enhanced it pattern of structural 

legitimacy-acquisition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 13 Previous Model of firm-NGO transfer of resources 
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3. Process Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

Pattern of legitimacy-acquisition derived from the process of alliance formation with allies 

and partners (local institutions) who have worked alongside, observed and understood the 

capacity of the alliance partner (NGO) in the firm-NGO alliance, resulting in a greater 

likelihood of future collaboration and partnerships. 

 

A. Development Studies 

In development studies, the importance of NGO networks is gaining more 

awareness. Although there have been successful (Slovakia’s Gremium for Third Sector) and 

unsuccessful (Bulgaria has no body and Bosnia has competition and jealousy amongst NGOs) 

cases for networks, the value of networks for local NGOs is coming to be understood. In 

“places such as Macedonia and Kosovo, NGOs have come together on certain issues only 

after donors have fostered the creation of coalitions” (Abelson, 2003). In our study, the 

networks are usually formed after firm-NGO alliances work with other allies and partners, 

thus fostering broader networks between the local NGO and other local institutions. As other 

institutions become more familiar with the NGOs work and start believing in the NGO’s 

organizational credibility, the chances of developing coalitions, partnerships and 

collaborations in the future are greater. Thus, the NGOs form structural legitimacy, where 

they gain legitimacy within the local structure of organizations. 

Furthermore, up until recently, “accountability mechanisms, such as annual project 

reports and financial records (discussed in more detail below), (were)..used not only by 

funders to keep track of NGO spending, but also by NGOs to leverage funds by publicizing 

their projects and programs” (Ebrahim, 2003). Methods of social auditing and annual project 

reports were how NGOs maintained their reputation and accountability. While all these 

methods are valid and should be perpetuated by NGOs, in the BoP projects firms 
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demonstrate 1:1 relationships with NGOs and are more in direct contact with them. The joint 

discussions, evaluations, research reports and other activities can also demonstrate the 

accountability of the NGO in spending the firm’s funds, while still maintaining its integrity 

(Simanis et al, 2008). This gives firms direct knowledge of the workings of the NGO, its 

capabilities, its level of interaction with its constituents and a host of other things. Thus, the 

firm-NGO alliance in the BoP project can develop the reputation of the NGO in greater 

length as other firms would rely on this reputation to initiate future alliances with the firm. 

 

 

B. Organizational Theory 

In organization, the important of networks has been established. Human & Provon 

(2000) state how networks can be stated as form, entity and interaction. From the perspective 

of firms, Gulati (1998) states that if organizations have successfully collaborated with an 

entity in the past, the chances of forming future alliances with them are greater. Thus, as 

NGOs demonstrate their capabilities in the firm-NGO alliance, other local institutions are 

more keen to maintain long-term relationships and collaborate with the NGO in the future. 

Also, in organizational theory, there is greater knowledge of reputation affecting 

future alliances of organizations. Partners that add legitimacy usually exhibit “records of 

exhibiting norms of trust, equity, mutual gain and strong “alliance history”” (Shah, 2011; 

Gulati, 1998; Gomes-Casseres, 1997). Gulati (1998) mentions that when firm decide to make 

strategic alliances, they “are influenced in their ability to enter new partnerships by the social 

network of their past alliances…(i.e.) actors adopt a more social orientation and resort to 

existing networks to discover information that lowers search costs and alleviates the risk of 

opportunism.” 

 In addition, Granovetter (1985) noted that there is a widespread preference for 

transacting with individuals of known reputation, when making strategic alliances. When the 



 

35 
 

NGO demonstrates attractive traits in a past alliance with the firm, its proven ability to form 

a successful alliance with the firm as well as its demonstration of process legitimacy, attracts 

“high quality partners and allies” (Shah, 2011) in the future. As Gulati (1998) mentions that 

“a person resorts to ‘trusted informants’ who have dealt with the potential partner and found 

him or her trustworthy.” Similarly, “the status of an organization in the network affects its 

reputation and visibility in the system. The greater this reputation, the wider the 

organization’s access to a variety of sources of knowledge, and the richer the collaborative 

experience, which makes it an attractive partner.” Thus, the NGO gains more reputational 

legitimacy among potential partners and allies, either in the corporate world or in civic 

society. This is demonstrated through the case of SSP later in this paper.  

 

C. BoP Protocol 

The BoP Protocol has clearly identified how other local institutions continue to 

work with the NGO after having collaborated with them in the firm-NGO alliance. Even in 

other BoP cases such as SSP-BP-CCD, SSP and CCD continue to maintain strong 

relationships with each other, even after the alliance ended. This shows structural legitimacy 

gained by both SSP and CCD. The BoP Protocol and the BoP projects still need to further 

develop to enhance these studies. 

 

IV Research Question & Hypothesis 

 

 

A. Research Question 

 

How can NGOs maintain and enhance their legitimacy in the firm-NGO alliance in 

BoP-based projects? 

 

B. Hypothesis 

 

NGOs can maintain and enhance their legitimacy in the firm-NGO alliance in BoP 
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based projects by ensuring these three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition: 

 Horizontal 

 Structural  

 Process 

C. Theoretical Framework (Definition Table) 

 
Three 

Patterns of 

Legitimacy-

Acquisition 

Definition Legitimacy in 

Development Studies 

Legitimacy in Alliance 

Literature  

BOP 2.0 

Protocol 

Horizontal 

 

Pattern of 

legitimacy-acquisition 
derived from the ability 

of partners (MNC-NGO) 

in an alliance to maintain 
equitable democratic 

accountability and a 

critical attitude within a 
shared value system in 

the alliance 

(as opposed to upward 
and downward 

accountability, to reduce 
cooptation) 

 

Democratic 

accountability 
Strong upward 

accountability and 

weak downward 
accountability 

(Bendell, 2006; World 

Bank, 2007 Edwards 
& Zadek, 2003; 

Ebrahim, 2003) 

Co-optation or “the 

process of aligning 

NGO interests with 

those of corporations” 
(Baur & Schmitz, 

2011) 

Skeptical View 

needed between 
development partners  

Congruency of values  

(Lagenspetz, 1992) 
Inter-partner legitimacy 

(Kumar & Das 2007) 

Phase 

1-Opening up: 
business 

concept 

co-creation 
Phase 

2-Building the 

Ecosystem, all 
team members 

“develop a rich, 

shared sense of 

the business  

(Simanis et al, 
2008) 

Structural 

 

Pattern of 

legitimacy-acquisition 

derived from the firm’s 

transfer of strategic 
resources and assets 

needed by the NGO in a 

specified setting, making 
an institutional change 

within the NGO, and 

thus creating strategic 
accountability for the 

latter (NGO) within that 

alliance. 
 

Strategic 

accountability in 
general is not strong, 

as short-term 

priorities still 
dominate actions and 

decision-making 

(Nizam, 1996; 
Bendell, 2006) 

Kenya-wide regional 

study of NGOs: 
absence of strategic 

planning was listed as 

one of the challenges 

faced by local Kenyan 

NGOs  

(Poverty Eradication 
Network (PEN), 

2004).  

Local Cambodian 
NGOs have also 

stated reasons such as 

lack of strategic 
thinking beyond a 

short-term plan  

(Hughes, 2003; 
Hughes & Verkoren, 

2009) 

NGOs and companies can offer 

missing capabilities to complete 

each other’s business models, or 

even co-create new and 
innovative multi-organizational 

business models interactions 

might be project based, they can 
result in prototypes for deeper, 

longer term collaborations 

(Dahan et al, 2010) 

Enterprise 

Co-Creation and 
Market 

Co-Creation in 

Phase I, II, and 
III. This is a 

step-by-step 

process of 
forming a 

co-created 

business model 
with all actors 

in the BoP 

Project Alliance 

(Simanis et al. 

2008) 

Process  Pattern of 
legitimacy-acquisition 

derived from the process 

Value of networks for 
local NGOs is coming 

to be understood, 

In organization, the important 
of networks has been 

established. Human & Provon 

The BoP 
Protocol has 

clearly 
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alliance formation with 

allies and partners (local 

institutions) who have 
worked alongside, 

observed and understood 

the capacity of the 
alliance partner (NGO) 

in the firm-NGO 

alliance, resulting in a 
greater likelihood of 

future collaboration and 

partnerships 
 

usually formed after 

pressure from donors 

(i.e. firms) 
(Abelson, 2003) 

(2000) state how networks can 

be stated as form, entity and 

interaction.  
From the perspective of firms, 

Gulati (1998) states that if 

organizations have successfully 
collaborated with an entity in 

the past, the chances of forming 

future alliances with them are 
greater.  

Partners that add legitimacy 

usually exhibit “records of 

exhibiting norms of trust, 

equity, mutual gain and strong 

“alliance history”” (Shah, 2011; 

Gulati, 1998; Gomes-Casseres, 

1997).  

Firms are influenced in their 

ability to enter new partnerships 

by the social network of their 

past alliances…(i.e.) actors 

adopt a more social orientation 

and resort to existing networks 
to discover information that 

lowers search costs and 

alleviates the risk of 

opportunism.” “a person resorts 

to ‘trusted informants’ who have 

dealt with the potential partner 

and found him or her 

trustworthy.” Similarly, “the 

status of an organization in the 
network affects its reputation 

and visibility in the system. The 

greater this reputation, the 

wider the organization’s access 

to a variety of sources of 
knowledge, and the richer the 

collaborative experience, which 

makes it an attractive partner.” 
Gulati (1998) 

A widespread preference for 
transacting with individuals of 

known reputation, when making 

strategic alliances. Granovetter 
(1985) 

 

identified how 

other local 

institutions 
continue to 

work with the 

NGO after 
having 

collaborated 

with them in the 
firm-NGO 

alliance  

(Simanis et al, 
2008) 

SSP-BP-CCD, 
SSP and CCD 

continue to 

maintain strong 
relationships 

with each other, 

even after the 
alliance ended. 

This shows 

structural 
legitimacy 

gained by both 

SSP and CCD. 
(Mr. Patil, CEO 

of Sakhi Retail) 

 

 

V Methodology 
 

The main goal of this research was to analyze the patterns of legitimacy-acquisition 

of the NGO within a firm-NGO alliance in a BoP-based project. Within the firm-NGO 

alliance, the traditional role of NGOs as legitimacy providers is often questioned and subject 

to scrutiny. As the firm-NGO alliance now steps into a new phase of entering and working on 

BoP-based projects usually based in emerging markets, NGOs will now be further subject to 

intense scrutiny and pressure to demonstrate their legitimacy, i.e., they now have to maintain 
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their threshold legitimacy as well as enhance it. While conducting research based on 

legitimacy, challenges that came up were the lack of research understanding NGO legitimacy 

within the firm-NGO alliance in the BoP domain. Thus, different perspectives of legitimacy 

of development studies, organizational theory as well as the BoP protocols had to be 

thoroughly studied and understood to make this model. Moreover, this thesis conducts two 

main case studies as successful examples as there is a lack of successful BoP initiatives that 

maintain the strict guidelines of following BoP ventures or categorizing as NGOs. At times, 

NGOs have minimal roles of distribution of products/services, which this paper argues 

shouldn’t be the case.  

The methodology of this paper will be based on one main case study of Swayam 

Shikshan Prayog (SSP) (and Covenant Centre for Development (CCD)) in collaboration with 

British Petroleum India Pvt. Ltd (BP) and another case study of Carolina for Kibera (CFK) 

and S.C. Johnson. In this study, the firm-NGO alliances in the BoP-based projects are mostly 

focused on providing services and products to the BoP, whereas other initiatives focusing on 

inclusive business models with entrepreneurs and local industries were not included in this 

research. For example, Cemex’s Patrimonio Hoy program is offered by small entrepreneurs 

and promoted by women from low income communities. The implementation of the program 

implies contracting architects and has created jobs in these communities. Engaging these 

people has been paramount for the program’s success. However, since this research does not 

focus on the success of the BoP project rather tries to analyze the legitimacy of NGOs within 

the firm-NGO alliance, the cases similar to the aforementioned one were thus not included. 

 In the case of Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP), it is important to note that Sakhi 

Retail Private Ltd., came out of an institutional chance within SSP during its’ collaboration 

with BP, and then became a separate entity in 2009. It still falls under the umbrella of SSP as 

according to Mr. Upmanyu Patil, CEO of Sakhi Retail Private Ltd, SSP has two roles: social 
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and commercial. Sakhi Retail falls under SSP’s commercial side.  

For Case Study 1: SSP, Mr. Upmanyu Patil was interviewed via email and phone. 

The list of questions asked via email and then via phone are stated below: 

1) What is SSP's primary consideration in choosing to partner with private sector initiatives 

like BP's Oorja Project, Godrej's ChotuKool project, etc? 

2) What was the role of SSP in such partnerships? Was SSP involved in the product design 

processes of these corporate projects? 

3) Did collaborating with corporate partners benefit SSP in: 

a) Learning from Corporate partner's strategic resources 

b) Distribution mechanisms 

c) Building a stronger network with other partners 

d) Building SSP's credibility and legitimacy 

4) How did SSP and its corporate partners ensure credibility of their individual organizations 

within the partnerships? 

5) Did SSP and the corporate partner monitor each other's actions and projects? 

 Based on his responses via email, a phone interview was also conducted to enhance the 

quality of the responses. 

Several other emails and phone calls were also made. Carolina for Kibera (CFK) 

refused to respond due to information distortion problems, whereas responses from other 

NGOs were not thorough. Several other cases and scenarios were also looked into. For 

example, SSP’s collaborations with D’Lite and Honeywell were also studied and determined 

to enhance only one pattern of legitimacy.   

Unsuccessful cases were determined based on not meeting more than two criterias in 

the theoretical framework. This does not imply that the cases have failed, or have not turned 
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into successful alliances. However, they have not demonstrated any pattern of legitimacy of 

the NGO as expected in the firm-NGO alliance in the BoP-based project.  

 

VI Case Studies 

 

A. Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP) 

 

Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP) is a Mumbai-based NGO, which translated into 

English means Self Education for Empowerment. As stated on its official website, “it is a 

learning and development organization that improves the lives of some of the world’s poorest 

people.” In addition, it “offers capacity-building, sustainable livelihoods, income and 

health-enhancing opportunities to women and youth in rural and urban communities. 

Committed to long-term sustainable development, SSP builds community resilience in 

partnership with grassroots organization and local governments in 11 states (in India) 

affected by disasters and climate threats.” SSP is involved in microfinance, social business, 

health & insurance as well as disaster resilience.  

 

Figure 14 Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP)  

Under its social business initiative, the two key features of SSP which have become 

very attractive models for corporate partners to utilize for their products to the BoP market 

are: Sakhi Retail and Sakhi Social Enterprise Network. Sakhi Retail, which was created 
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during its collaborations with BP, improves the health and well-being of rural families by 

making affordable and socially-responsible products in inaccessible areas. It builds on rural 

women’s entrepreneurial skills and helps grassroot women increase income and attain 

sustainable livelihoods. Their corporate partners include Godrej, Honeywell, Hindustan 

Unilever, First Energy (BP), D’Lite, Tata Sky and Villgro. Sakhi Retail has had a significant 

impact as it empowers women as business managers. It has shown a 33% average monthly 

increase in entrepreneur income and it has trained around 830 women in different areas such 

as entrepreneurship, marketing and sales. 

Also, it has created environmental health awareness by reducing indoor pollution 

and enhancing energy conservation in 61,000 village homes. It has also provided food 

essentials and quality appliances since 2009 with 830 retailers and 61,000 families in 630 

villages and 40 towns. It has created a 20% average reduction in annual family spending on 

essential goods. 

 In addition, SSP also has a Sakhi Social Enterprise Network (SSEN) that develops 

marginalized women and youth into business people and entrepreneurs with two tiered 

program: vocational skills development and B-School: School of Rural Entrepreneurship. 

Besides this, it provides business counseling, teaches business planning and money 

management skills training to over 30,000 women and youth, and has supported female 

entrepreneurs in launching enterprises.  

 

i. SSP-BP-CCD alliance 

 

In 2004, British Petroleum India Energy Ltd. (BP) approached SSP along with 

another NGO, Covenant Center for Development (CCD), with the “intention of working 

together in understanding energy needs of low-income households and possibly co-creating a 

solution to meet their needs.” After this, BP and the two NGOs, SSP and CCD worked 

alongside in an alliance to identify that majority of rural household expenses for energy were 
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spent on cooking. Along with the Indian Institute of Sciences, the solution identified was to 

make the Oorja stove that worked with biomass pellets, and was less hazardous to health. 

     

Figure 15 Oorja Stoves 

 

1. Horizontal Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

In the case of SSP & CCD with BP, both sectors “conducted market research 

together in order to become acquainted with each other’s motivations, standards, and 

capabilities.” For example, CCD “was already well-aware of the fact for many years that 

smoke emitted by fuels (such as biomass and dung) used by almost all households was not 

only a major health hazard but also had a negative impact on the environment.” This shows 

that CCD had not changed its mission or values for BP, but had still maintained its own 

organizational values, similar to SSP.  

After the motivations and intentions on both sides were clear, “the two sides 

defined a shared strategic intent and developed a set of working principles” (Brugmann & 

Prahalad, 2007). A relationship based on trust between key individuals of each entity was 

developed, which became greater when BP made a long-term contractual commitment to the 

project. The two sides worked very strongly with each other at every phase of their project.  

For example, a higher level of transparency was demonstrated about cost structures 



 

43 
 

and margins. In one instance, the SSP & CCD “conducted an analysis of the distribution 

process, identifying every cost element and breakeven scenario related to LPG cylinders, 

which are heavier, more regulated, and more dangerous than the products the NGOs usually 

handle, which they conveyed to BP. Usually during negotiations, suppliers and distributors 

withhold information about gains, but in this instance, BP and the NGOs openly shared their 

internal economics with each other so they could understand all the choices they faced in 

terms of distribution costs, consumer service options, growth rates, and breakeven points.” 

This “unusual level of transparency helped overcome the traditional mistrust between the 

two sectors” and made the process much more democratic, rather than the upward 

accountability to donors that has been observed in past alliances between firms and NGOs, 

or between donors and NGOs.  

Both sides not only co-created and co-ventured the project, but also shared a 

strategic intent at every stage. SSP and CCD gained more legitimacy as it continued to 

adhere to social norms and values, and both the organizations did not stray from their 

mission. Additionally, both SSP and CCD came across as strong, equal partners that were 

involved in a democratic manner with the firm, BP. 

While building trust and openness, there could have been a fear of co-optation. 

However, even non-negotiable issues were tackled in tandem by both sectors. For example, 

“BP would not compromise on safety standards for the transportation, storage, and use of 

LPG or violate its own standards of business ethics. Health and safety standards became a 

central part of the NGO training curriculum; the NGOs’ employees even had to learn to use 

seat belts while driving around. For their part, the NGOs wanted to protect their credibility 

and goodwill with villagers. BP therefore had to make some accommodations, as well. The 

company had to ensure, for instance, that the women the NGO’s company recruited as local 

sales agents were the first to receive cash generated by the business, thus allowing the 
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villagers to recover their working capital.” Moreover, in the interview, Mr. Patil stated that if 

the terms and conditions of BP or other corporate partners are not favorable to the mission of 

the SSP, then they openly stated this difference in intent. Thus, although there was trust and 

openness, there was a healthy skepticism based on respect that existed between the two 

entities. This allowed the NGOs to build the horizontal pattern of legitimacy-acquisition. 

 

Transparency

SSP Shared Valuable Cost, 

Production, Distribution-related 

Information with BP otherwise not 

shared by suppliers

“Democratic 

Accountability”
No Upward or Downward 

Accountability within Alliance Long-

Term Contractual Agreement 

Representativeness

BoP Consumers in Alliance 

Critical Attitude
No Compromise Unfavorable Terms 

& Conditions Not agreed upon

BP: Healthy &Safety Standards

SSP: First Payment to Locals 

otherwise not shared by suppliers

Source: SSP Website, Interview with Mr. Patil.Brugmann & Prahalad (2007)
 

Figure 16 Horizontal Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition in SSP-BP-CCD Alliance 

 

2. Structural Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

As SSP and CCD were involved in every phase of the project with BP, they 

“refined the business model, developed the roll-out plans, and executed them through joint 

working groups. BP and the NGOs worked together to identify markets and train the 

distribution agents. They jointly evaluated the stove’s design, costs, usability, and safety. 

They held discussions about the economics of production, distribution, consumer offers 

(including financing), capital investment, returns, and risks for everyone involved—not only 

BP and the NGOs but also customers, distributors, and microcredit federations”( Brugmann 

& Prahalad, 2007). In the interview with Mr. Upmanyu Patil, he stated that SSP greatly 

benefitted from working in collaboration with BP and other corporate partners later on, in 

terms of creating networks, logistics, contractual agreements and other strategic resources. 
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However, this was not mirrored with every company (only BP and Godrej-Boyce worked 

with the SSP at every stage). Other companies like D’Lite (solar lamps) and Honeywell 

(solar water heater) only worked in the distribution phase. Therefore, the SSP-BP-CCD 

alliance is stated as the most successful case of firm-NGO alliance in terms of the NGO 

gaining legitimacy.  

It is additionally stated in Brugmann & Prahalad (2007) that “the NGOs established a new 

company that serves as a joint business vehicle through which village agents can pool their 

investments, licenses, and risk. That was new; the social groups had never before set up a 

joint operation with one another or with a corporation.” SSP has created Sakhi Retail and 

CCD has created Adharam as their commercial enterprise providing products and services to 

their BoP constituencies and related to their mission. This institutional change was the effect 

of transferring strategic resources from the firm to the NGO. It created more long-term 

strategic accountability, as well as made SSP and CCD more efficient in delivering their 

services to the BoP constituencies. The BoP constituencies further trusted and believed in the 

actions of SSP and CCD to be legitimate. This shows that the structural pattern of 

legitimacy-acquisition was observed in the actions of SSP and CCD while in alliance with 

BP and they were in conformity with their values and missions. 

 

Figure 17 Structural Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition in SSP-BP-CCD Alliance 
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3. Process Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

BP and the SSP/CCD built an ecosystem “that brings different economic entities—a 

global corporation, local social organizations, informal micro-entrepreneurs, and a research 

institute—into an efficient value chain.” Even the network between SSP and CCD was 

strengthened due to their working in alliance with BP. According to Mr. Patil, SSP and CCD 

together had the power to negotiate with BP, which created an intra-sectoral bond between 

them and SSP continues to maintain good relations with CCD. This shows that the formation 

of an effective network can significantly increase the NGOs structural legitimacy as other 

entities within the sector and outside the sector have worked with the NGO before. Even in 

the case of BP, once BP sold its Oorja Project initiative to First Energy, SSP continued to 

work in the Oorja project with the new company. 

Browsing through SSP’s website, one can see the list of corporate partners that SSP 

has attracted in the recent years. SSP’s success with consumer durable goods has helped 

SSP’s subsidiary (i.e. new institutional structure), SRPL to move into larger installation 

based systems. The encouraging success of cooking stove, Oorja, with BP and First Energy 

helped SRPL venture into innovative products that touch other fundamental aspects like 

clean water and affordable lighting. Even when BP transferred this business to First Energy 

to maintain “Oorja” on domestic-scaled costs, SSP has continued to maintain its strong 

involvement in the project. This shows that as the NGO and its related components 

legitimizes its position in one successful venture with a corporate partner it becomes credible 

and legitimate in the perception of other potential corporate partners. Some of the successful 

ventures of SSP are: 

(a) SSP & D’Lite, Solar Lamps Project 

SSP has worked with the French company, D’Lite to sell solar lamps which is quite “handy 

for kids during long power cuts in summer time.”  
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Figure 18: SSP & D’Lite Solar Lamp Project 

 

(b) SSP & Hindustan Unilevers (HUL), PUREIT Project: 

SSP also sold Hindustan Unilever’s water purifiers with this same model. 

(c) SSP & Honeywell, Solar Water Heater 

(d) SSP & Godrej-Boyce, ChotuKool Project 

Recently, SSP has used its Self-Help Groups (SHGs) to work with Godrej-Boyce in 

its “ChotuKool” Project. As it was found that one of the problems in many Indian villages 

was the inability to preserve food even for a day or two, which created problems for 

household spending and also wasted time and effort for villagers. Thus, a nano-refrigerator, 

Chotukool, was co-created, designed, refined and tested with the help of female SHGs 

created by SSP. Thousands of alterations were created based on the feedback of the village 

women, and the product was constantly tweaked.  

SSP is currently selling the refrigerator by linking “women entrepreneurs, village 

institutions and corporations under the Sakhi Retail. It currently has 860 women in 1000 

villages working for it.” In this case, SSP acts as an NGO MFI for Godrej-Boyce. Along with 

SSP, Godrej Boyce has “junked the traditional model of a proprietary channel with sales 

force and a distributor-dealer chain, but has created a new distribution ecosystem along with 

SSP. “Sakhi Retail” a specialist company of SSP is part of this new business model.  
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Figure 19: Godrej sells chotuKool, a refrigerator priced at about Rs 4,000, through India Post and an NGO, Swayam Shikshan 

Prayog (Courtesy: SSP) 

As seen, SSP has been successful in building alliances with various corporate firms. 

By demonstrating its success and effectiveness in working with one corporate partner, BP 

and then First Energy, SSP has attracted several other corporate partners. The legitimacy that 

SSP has built with its corporate partners has also diffused to its BOP beneficiary clients. For 

SSP “offering multiple products..has also resulted in enhanced loyalty of clients…it also 

enables..(SSP) to grow with..(its) clients as they climb the social ladder.” This 

loyalty-building with clients is a result of successful alliances with multiple corporate 

partners and is very important in showcasing the process pattern of legitimacy-acquisition 

for SSP.  

 

Figure 20: Oorja Stove in Practice 

As Brugmann & Prahalad (2007) stated that the NGO “shared in the credit for 
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developing the stove, and they gained credibility as successful collaborators with a global 

firm” (Brugmann & Prahalad, 2007).Thus, an alliance with a corporate partner, and success 

thereof, can demonstrate the effectiveness of the NGO to other corporate partners, thus 

showing the process pattern of legitimacy-acquisition. 

 

Figure 21: Process Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

SSP has successfully demonstrated the three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition. It 

has increased its credibility with its social constituencies created stronger distribution 

patterns and networks and has worked democratically with firms and built legitimacy in its 

larger ecosystem. 

 

B. Carolina for Kibera (CFK) & S.C. Johnson 

 

Carolina for Kibera (CFK) is a local Kenyan NGO with an office located in Kibera 

area in Nairobi, Kenya and another office located in the University of North Carolina. One of 

CFK’s key values is collaboration with local leaders and community members and it believes 

in creating local solutions by local leaders. Its staff is made of sixty full- and part-time staff, 

who are all Kenyan and many are from Kibera. Kibera houses one of the largest African 

slums in Nairobi, where 50% of the population is under 15 years old and where around 10-25% 

of people are affected with HIV/AIDS. The work of CFK in Kibera has had a positive impact 
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on the community. CFK has established several sports association, education programs and 

initiatives such as Daughters United, Trash is Cash, Education Program, Tabitha Clinic, 

Reproductive Health and others.  

Following is a brief background on SC Johnson: 

SC Johnson, A Family Company, started in 1886 as a parquet flooring company and 

now is one of the world’s leading makers of household products like Pledge, OFF, Mr. 

Muscle and Glade. Along with this, SC Johnson has established a decades-long legacy of 

environmental responsibility, community leadership and a good working atmosphere. The 

formal statement of their core values focuses on the “We Believe” concept: “The goodwill of 

people is the only enduring thing in any business. It is the sole substance. The rest is shadow.” 

SC Johnson supported the BOP Protocol project in Kenya.  

In 2005, SC Johnson sent a 6-person team of interns to Kenya for 11 weeks to work 

and live alongside their hosts and understand the ecosystem of Africa’s largest slum: 

Nairobi’s Kibera. They “forged valuable relationships with residents and a critical 

partnership with Carolina for Kibera (CFK), a local NGO, and several entrepreneurial youth 

groups generating income through the Taka Ni Pato (“Trash is Cash”) program. The 

employees of SC Johnson Kenya and CFK along with the interns hosted local business-idea 

generation workshops (Simanis et. al, 2008).  

 

1. Horizontal Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition  

 

The Horizontal Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition was demonstrated by the 

partnership and method of the firm and NGO in this alliance. Using the BOP 2.0 Protocol, 

SC Johnson pursued a business opportunity in partnership with Nairobi slum communities of 

Kibera, Mathare, and Mihtumba, and in the rural village of Nyota township with the help of 

local and international NGOs and institutions. With action learning, dialoguing, participatory 

methods and other ways, the Project Team came up with the idea of “Community Cleaning 
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Services,” which involves “combination of home cleaning, sanitation and pest control.” 

These methods did not maintain the divisions of donor, NGO and beneficiary, but came from 

a collaborative and inter-connected partnership which defies the notions of upward and 

downward accountability. Edwards (2011) state that “alliances among equals, genuine 

partnerships, and synergistic networks that come together and then break apart” are 

possibilities for NGOs in this changing global context. 

As all partners within this alliance worked together “co-creating” the project, there 

is a shared commitment between partners of the alliance, where businesses are “co-ventured.” 

Thus, the NGO doesn’t speak on behalf of the beneficiaries, but directly facilitates 

relationships between the business and the BOP to produce strong, personal relationships. So, 

the notions of upward and downward accountability, which imply an indirect connection 

between the actors, does not hold true. The horizontal nature of this alliance between the 

MNC, NGO and BOP allows greater accountability between the partners, and thus 

legitimizes their actions. Therefore, the MNC’s presence to initiate such an alliance creates 

greater horizontal pattern of legitimacy-acquisition for the NGO. 

A reflection of the horizontal nature of this project can be perceived in the 

“representative consolidation team (which) eventually drafted a unified statement that 

reflected the full Project Team’s shared principles and values.” Even the business idea of 

“Community Cleaning Service (CCS) was branded as a partnership among SC Johnson, a 

coalition of slum youth groups and Carolina for Kibera (CFK). By engaging with the 

business, NGOs like CFK, Pamoja Trust and Niaje Initiative can gain more credibility with 

the local people as these NGOs with the help of MNCs are engaging the communities in 

generating livelihood and employment for their communities, as well as providing good 

services and products to improve their quality of life. This shows that NGOs can demonstrate 

the ‘horizontal’ pattern of legitimacy-acquisition from alliances with firms.  
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2. Structural Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition 

 

As firms like SC Johnson are more willing to listen to and to learn from NGOs like 

CFK, the NGO has a greater chance to voice its’ opinions. When partners in an alliance are 

working together mutually in an equitable horizontal manner, NGOs have an equal say in 

influencing the outcomes of the decision-making process, as well as in contributing its 

competitive advantage (local know-how, local network as well as research-oriented results) 

to the alliance (BOP).When SC Johnson introduced its interest to “co-venture” a new project, 

CFK also an opportunity to think innovatively in order to contribute its own know-how and 

enhance its pre-existing resources. This kind of alliance allows NGOs to be more assertive, 

more confident and builds trust between the MNC and NGO.  

The Corporate Team had used methods like the Rapid Assessment Process (RAP) to 

“explore issues and questions about the community that surface during the mapping sessions 

and/or meetings” (Simanis et al, 2008). By being in the same Project Team, this also allowed 

the NGOs to learn corporate assessment techniques and thus, build upon its existing strategic 

resources, acquire new skills and methods to tackle pressing social problems, and focus on a 

long-term strategic goal in the slum communities of Kibera. 

The BOP 2.0 protocol states that one of the most important characteristics of an 

effective local partner is that “the organization is open to learning new capabilities and using 

enterprise as a way to advance its mission.” CFK and other NGOs were open to learn and 

follow the BOP 2.0 protocol method of forming the alliance. They also utilized the corporate 

method to solve local problems in the slums of Kibera. By learning new methods of 

community appraisal and assessment, CFK and others can be more accountable and effective 

in their current and future projects, as well as maintain long-term visions for their problems.

 In addition, the partnership with SC Johnson shows a long-term strategic plan for the 

alliance and for the NGOs also if they choose to be involved. As equal partners in the 
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alliance in terms of research, strategic planning, and other contributions, these Kenyan 

NGOs can be perceived by local community members and organizations as more effective in 

terms of long-term vision as well as capacity, and thus more legitimate in their actions. In 

this way, the actions of the CFK and other Kenyan NGOs will be perceived as “desirable, 

proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 

definitions” (Suchman,1995) to the MNC and to its beneficiaries via legitimacy derived from 

the ability of one partner (i.e. firm) in the alliance to transfer strategic resources and assets 

needed by another partner (i.e. NGO) in a specified setting, thus creating strategic 

accountability for the latter (NGO). This demonstrates the structural pattern of 

legitimacy-acquisition. 

However, one fundamental difference in this case was that there was no institutional 

change, but only the transfer of strategic resources. 

 

3. Process Pattern of Legitimacy-Acquisition  

 

The team of SC Johnson worked with Carolina for Kibera and a host of other local 

institutions such as Taka ni Pato (Trash is Cash) Youth Groups, Pamoja Trust, Niaje Initiative, 

K-REP, KickStart/ApproTEC, Faulu Kenya, Mathare Community Resources Center, ITDG, 

Egerton University, CARE Kenya, Institute of Social Work, and even the Ministry of 

Agriculture. This process of building a strong network (i.e., demonstrating the process 

pattern of legitimacy-acquisition) would greatly benefit CFK’s work and mission in the 

Kibera community in Nairobi, Kenya. Even if some of these entities had previously known 

CFK, they now understand the work of CFK now more closely than before and thus, view 

CFK with more credibility.   
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VII  Findings 

 

A. Successful cases 

 

The successful cases of SSP-BP and CFK-SC demonstrate all three patterns of 

legitimacy-acquisition: horizontal, structural and process, through varying degrees. Both 

worked with their partner firms in the alliance in an equitable and democratic manner 

including the constituencies in their discussions and research. In the case of SSP & CCD, 

they also demonstrated a critical attitude, which allowed them to work as independent 

partners who shared a strategic intent, but yet maintained a healthy skepticism of the partner 

firm if their terms and conditions were unfavorable to the NGOs. Thus, the horizontal pattern 

of legitimacy-acquisition was observed in their alliance. 

Moreover, they also demonstrated the structural pattern of legitimacy-acquisition by 

learning corporate methods and practices in conducting research, holding discussions, 

making contractual agreements, and other strategic resources. Lastly, the process pattern of 

legitimacy-acquisition was observed, as they interacted with a strong local network in the 

BoP and showcased their abilities to the network. In the case of SSP, it maintained and 

replicated the process with BP with several other firms, thus fully demonstrating the process 

pattern of legitimacy-acquisition.  

 

Horizontal 
  Greater Transparency

   Checks   &  Balances in 

Negotiations

Process 
  Reduces uncertainty and 

risk,  e.g.: long-term 

negative externality to firm

Structural
  Civil society actor with business 

resources & capacities 

  Greater Strategic Accountability

   Long-term Priorities

 

Figure 22: Findings of Patterns of Legitimacy-Acquisition 
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Figure 23: Overview of Case Studies 

 

VIII  Conclusion 

 

 

A. Summary of Findings 

It was found that legitimacy of NGOs in an alliance with a firm can be observed 

when the NGO maintains the three patterns of legitimacy-acquisition: Horizontal, Structural 

and Process. To summarize, this study focuses on the Three Patterns of 

Legitimacy-Acquisition of the NGO in the firm-NGO Alliance in the Base of Pyramid (BoP) 

Project as stated in Fig. 9. 

The most successful cases demonstrate all or most of these patterns of 

legitimacy-acquisition as in the case of Swayam Shikshan Prayog (SSP) and Covenant 

Centre for Development (CCD) with BP, and Carolina for Kibera (CFK) with SC Johnson. 

 

B. Limitations  

Firstly, it would be hard to measure the increase or decrease of the patterns of 

Key 

NIC= No Institutional Change        

SR= Strategic Resources 

D=Distribution Only                 

NFP= No Firm Partner 
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legitimacy-acquisition on a quantifiable scale. However, as case studies in organizational 

theory in the past have shown that in alliances, legitimacy can be increased after a threshold, 

but in a matter of degrees (Kumar & Dad, 2007). If the legitimacy of the NGO within this 

alliance can be quantified using indicators, then this could be the next step of the study as 

well. This study however shows the patterns of legitimacy-acquisition that the NGO 

demonstrates and thus, quantifying legitimacy-acquisition could help in better observations 

of the patterns of legitimacy-acquisition as well.  

Secondly, as BoP-based projects have either just started in the last few years or 

beginning to take off, there is not enough research in this area. While applying the 

perspectives of development studies, organizational theory on alliances and the BoP Protocol, 

this research has tried to come up with a holistic view of the definition of legitimacy. But as 

the BoP field is relatively new with many unforeseen circumstances, it is hard to measure the 

results and make a solid prediction for the future. Further research can be conducted to study 

whether firm-NGO alliances mimic other alliances as well, or if there are unique 

characteristics in firm-NGO alliances especially in BoP-based projects. The role of the firm 

can be further studied as well. This study hoped to give a greater perspective on the role of 

changing NGOs within firm-NGO alliances in BoP-based projects, which seems to the next 

generation domain for firms to target for a market and make a social difference.  

 

C. Implications 

In the past, alliances were mostly made between the government & the firm, but 

nowadays, alliances are increasingly formed between the firm & NGO (+Government). 

Moreover, NGOs have taken on various roles and try to mimic businesses to solve social 

problems. Findings of this study are important to understand the evolution of NGOs, 

especially in the BoP market and in alliances with firms. These patterns can aid in 
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understanding how the development of new alliance structures are affecting legitimacy and 

how the patterns of legitimacy can be transformed. Also, these patterns can shed light on the 

nature of NGOs and the regulations applied to them. Should NGOs be treated as the private 

sector or a civil society actor, often known as the third sector? In addition, NGOs now need 

to maintain and enhance their legitimacy in emerging and new alliance structures with firms 

and through the changing structures of the NGOs themselves, not just from its beneficiaries. 

The patterns of legitimacy-acquisition can help us better understand the nature of the 

emerging NGOs with redefined and changing roles.  
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