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COMMUNICATIVE DECISION-
MAKING IN THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN CORPORATE DONORS 
AND NGO RECIPIENTS

ABSTRACT 
As the competition for corporate funds donated to NGOs 
increases, the need to know corporates’ communicative 
decision-making processes, leading to who they fund and 
why, as well as how their decisions are communicated to 
recipients, increases. The main aim of this study was to 
investigate the communicative decision-making process that 
takes place in the relationship between corporate donors 
and non-governmental organisation (NGO) recipients in 
South Africa. The study used the qualitative strategy of 
enquiry and identified eight corporate social responsibility 
managers and eight corporate organisations as participants. 
Data were analysed by means of both non-automated 
and automated thematic analysis, for which the software 
programme Leximancer was used. Concept maps indicated 
that “reputation”, “legal considerations”, “relationship” and 
“stewardship” influence a corporate’s decision-making 
regarding which NGOs to fund. Results also indicate 
that corporate organisations fund according to a donor 
strategy, which determines the criteria for funding. The 
decision-making process is furthermore followed through 
decision-making structures established specifically for this 
purpose. Evidence was also found that regular two-way 
communication with recipients forms an integral part of 
decision-making processes.

Keywords: communicative decision-making; stakeholder 
rela tion ship; corporate social responsibility; strategic 
commu nication; reputation; sustainability

INTRODUCTION
Although traditionally the relationship between corporates 
and NGOs is seen as that of donor and passive recipient, 
new views put forward show that stakeholders like NGOs 
can be active participants and collaborators in the value 
creation process. They can be co-creators of solutions 
with numerous public-private-social enterprises. From this 
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perspective, co-creation is about engaging with stakeholders in an inclusive, creative 
and meaningful manner; generating mutual expansion of value; embarking on 
practices that are human-centric; strategically constructing engagement opportunities 
throughout the business-civic-social ecosystem; and providing transparency, access, 
and engagement in dialogue and reflexivity (Ramaswamy 2011: 39). 

In the corporate social responsibility (CSR) domain, NGOs channel organisational CSR 
activities to communities in society, for which they raise funds from various sources, 
including corporates. Through CSR funding, corporates enter into a partnership with 
NGOs to implement projects that benefit communities on the corporates’ behalf. 
However, the way NGOs rely on the external environment for financial support 
can also expose them to resource dependence and possibly to external control 
(Mitchell 2014: 69).

This view of NGOs as partners and co-creators of solutions has seen CSR evolving 
from an altruistic response to requesting support into a response entrenched in the 
corporate strategy and which supports organisational identity. From this perspective, 
corporates now consider CSR funding processes that also provide a competitive 
advantage (Cantrell et al. 2015) to the company. To achieve this, corporates need to 
develop good two-way relationships with the NGOs that are their CSR partners.

As the competition for corporate funds donated to NGOs increases, the need to know 
how corporates’ follow communicative decision-making processes, leading to who 
they fund and why, as well as how their decisions are communicated to recipients, 
increases. Research into the corporates’ giving strategies and decision-making criteria 
is crucial to NGO fundraising efforts as NGOs need to know how corporates reach 
their decisions on donations and partnerships. Funds raised are often the lifeblood of 
NGOs and the latter can save time and resources if they know how corporates arrive 
at their decision on who to fund, which corporates are most likely to fund which NGOs, 
and how donors communicate their decisions about the funding to recipients. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
In South Africa, government and civil society are looking to corporates to assist 
with solving social problems like poverty, unemployment and education. For most 
corporates, CSR is part of their brand management strategy, as the more they 
communicate about their CSR activities, the more their brand value increases. Some 
corporates have opened up two-way communication channels with their NGO recipient 
stakeholders and have embraced collaboration through dialogue. According to Dahan 
et al. (2010), NGOs and companies can offer missing competences to “complete” 
each other’s business models. They can also co-create novel and innovative business 
models. The authors postulate that just like companies, NGOs use business models 
to map out the tools (mostly social, rather than economic) they intend to use to deliver 
value to their target public. NGOs are independent, campaigning and self-governing 
organisations that do not make any profit and whose attention is on the welfare of 
others (Gray et al. 2006). They are categorised as organisations that primarily exist 
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to promote environmental and social goals, instead of protecting economic power or 
political power through the electoral process (Gray et al. 2006: 322). 

Relationship between corporates and NGOs 
The integrative strategic communication management theory was used as a metatheory 
for this multi-disciplinary study, as it emphasises integrative communication in the 
processes leading from decisions to action and strategy implementation. The study 
cuts across the three academic disciplines of corporate communication (including the 
reflective paradigm, systems theory, relational theory and the two-way symmetrical 
communication model), business management (including stakeholder theory, decision 
theory and game theory), and business/corporate law and governance (including 
legitimacy theory). 

In the discipline of corporate communication, the terms “reputation” and “credibility” 
have been used interchangeably in some literature. Senior executives of large 
corporates and multinational companies see protecting their company’s reputation as 
important and regard it as a strategic objective. Reputation represents stakeholders’ 
perceptions of an organisation’s capability to meet their expectations. The former could 
be interested in the company for various reasons, including buying the company’s 
products, and being an employee or an investor (Cornelissen 2012: 3). For Rensburg 
and De Beer (2011), communication plays a pivotal role in growing stakeholder 
identification with the organisation – which is an element of corporate identity and 
therefore corporate reputation. Corporate reputation also mirrors a stakeholder’s 
overall assessment of an organisation and is based on the stakeholder’s first-hand 
experiences with it. From this perspective, reputation is built inside an organisation’s 
stakeholder network (Rensburg & De Beer 2011: 160).

Stakeholder relationships
Stakeholders are individuals or groups who are affected by, or can affect, the 
organisation or its outcomes (Bourne & Walker 2008; Bourne 2011: 1004). NGOs 
also fall in this category of stakeholders when they deal with corporates. The theories 
of legitimacy, urgency and power are furthermore important for the identification 
of key stakeholders. Also of importance is centrality and density for recognising 
and showing the power and communication ties within the stakeholder community 
(Bourne 2011: 1004).

Methodologies established to comprehend and manage key relationships with 
stakeholders need to offer support for the all-inclusive view of stakeholders 
(Savage et al. in Bourne 2011). Mainardes et al. (2012) argue that the stakeholder 
management approach takes place across three levels: identifying stakeholders; 
developing processes that take into consideration their relevant needs and interests; 
and establishing and developing relationships with them and with the overall process, 
taking cognisance of organisational objectives. As a result, stakeholders develop 
expectations, experience the impact of their relationship with the organisation, evaluate 
the obtained results, and act appropriately as determined by their evaluations; thus, 
strengthening their links (Mainardes et al. 2012). 
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NGOs have increasingly become key stakeholders for corporations who partner 
with them to address social or environmental community needs. Together with 
corporates, they play vital roles in big institutions moulding our society, yet they often 
have very different agendas. Their relationship is both conflictual and collaborative. 
It is conflictual as NGOs and corporations can be antagonistic and filled with conflict 
(McIntosh & Thomas 2002). On the other hand, NGOs, through campaigns aimed 
at corporations, can exert pressure on companies to meet social expectations and 
legal requirements, and to change expectations about corporate responsibility and 
government regulations. 

Partnerships and collaborations
To highlight NGOs’ relationship with corporates, Reichel and Rudnicka (2009) argue 
that business organisations regard NGOs as valued partners who can play a significant 
role in bringing society and business together. As a result, corporates try to establish 
long-term relations with non-profit organisations. To show that NGOs are valued, 
Beaudoin (2004) argues that, for management decisions to be effective, it is necessary 
to include NGOs as players in the market place. Corporates also need to consider 
other opinions, apart from their own, when shaping decisions. In general, NGOs have 
been integrated into the business agenda through the stakeholder theory, while at the 
same time the pragmatic managerial business perspective has mainly focused on the 
identification of key stakeholders (Laasonen 2010: 528). With the ongoing escalation 
in NGO-corporate relations, engagement is widespread. Molina-Gallart (2014: 44) 
posits that engagements can be categorised as funding/philanthropy, partnerships, 
and NGO-corporate campaigning. From this perspective, corporates regard NGOs 
as partners.

Corporate-NGO collaboration for cross-sector relationships differ and can take the 
form of social partnerships, social alliances, inter-sectoral partnerships, issue-oriented 
alliances, as well as strategic partnerships (Dahan et al. 2010: 330). Reichel and 
Rudnicka (2009) furthermore argue that collaboration is not in itself without risk as 
one partner’s good image can be damaged by another partner’s unforeseen and 
irresponsible behaviour. As a result, taking time to build trust and reaching agreement 
between partners is paramount. It is also important to be aware of the power dynamics 
between the partnerships.

Stakeholder governance
Ackers and Eccles (2015: 524) argue that as much as compulsory legislation and 
regulations can force companies to up their disclosure levels, some companies will only 
give minimum (tick-box) disclosures in order to comply, without granting stakeholders 
significant value. Effective CSR, however, should extend beyond merely showing 
compliance to legislation and regulations (as in the case of governance), to include 
behaviour that is both moral and ethical, and to be considerate of the expectations 
society has of business (Ackers & Eccles 2015: 524). 

Rensburg and Botha (2014: 144) furthermore assert that globally, corporate reporting is 
going through drastic changes as stakeholders increase their demands on companies 
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and as resources have increasingly become restricted. Companies are being compelled 
to analytically evaluate how they can communicate financially, and transparently, 
with all their stakeholders. An integrated report can be regarded as communication 
that shows how, over the short, medium and long-term, an organisation’s strategy, 
governance, performance and prospects can create value (IIRC 2013: 2). For Eccles 
and Saltzman (2011: 57), an integrated report presents and explains how a company 
has performed, financially, non-financially, environmentally, socially, and according to 
its governance (ESG) performance. 

Strategic and communicative decision-making
The term “strategy” flourishes in discussions of business. The key issue uniting 
all discussions of strategy is a clear sense of an organisation’s objectives and an 
understanding of how it will achieve those objectives. A strategy is viewed as a pattern 
in the organisation’s major decisions and actions, and contains some key areas, which 
distinguish one firm from another (Digman in Nooraie 2012: 406). 

Strategic management can be viewed as decisions and actions resulting in the 
formation and implementation of strategies developed to attain the objectives of an 
organisation (Pearce II & Robinson in Nooraie 2012: 12). It is further characterised 
by its emphasis on strategic decision-making. As an organisation expands and 
becomes more multifaceted with higher degrees of uncertainty, decision-making also 
becomes more complicated and difficult. Decision-making is one of the most crucial 
processes that managers take part in; strategic decision-making is a complicated 
process that needs to be understood entirely before it can be practiced it effectively 
(Nooraie 2012: 405). Corporates also apply strategic decision-making in the way they 
decide which NGOs to fund. Most decision-makers, be they individual or organisational, 
are concerned with discovering and selecting satisfactory options. As a result, strategy 
must deal with choosing the alternative that appears to satisfy a basic set of criteria 
(Vasilescu 2011: 105).

Reflection is considered to be part of the decision-making process and is identified as 
being vital, although it is regarded as subjective. Schön (in Walger et al. 2016: 657) 
defines reflective thinking as the type of thinking that entails going over a subject in 
one’s mind and considering it seriously and consecutively. Two forms of reflection 
are suggested: reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action. The former happens 
subsequent to the action occurring or during a careful consideration. Reflection-in-
action takes place during the action, without interrupting it.

Another perspective to communicative decision-making is the concept of participatory 
decision-making, which has been defined as the involvement and influence of a group 
of individuals in decision-making processes, which are customarily the prerogative or 
responsibility of a different group of individuals (Pollock & Colwill 1987: 7). For Carmeli 
et al. (2009), participatory decision-making refers to a management style that includes 
a high level of employee and supervisor participation in decisions that affect their 
work. This is done in teams and is often seen as a power sharing practice among team 
members, which empowers them to partake in strategic decision-making.
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Strategic decision-making
Papadakis et al. (1998) describe the strategic decision-making process as a system of 
steps, phases or routes towards a decision. For Vasilescu (2011), there are four factors 
that affect decision-making processes: the definition of the problem; the existing rules; 
the order in which alternative options are presented and considered; and everything 
that affects aspirations and attention. It is important to note that the dynamics of 
decision-making mainly occur because stakeholders make efforts to come up with 
decisions that are as close as possible to their own position. Finally, decision-makers 
will shift their positions to choose a decision that is as close as possible to their own 
position (Stokman et al. 2000:137).

In management of meaning processes, convincing information plays a dominant 
role. The position and importance of a stakeholder are connected to their particular 
incentive structure. They postulate that the more directly an issue is connected to the 
central higher order objectives of a stakeholder, and the more an issue is seen as an 
important condition for its realisation, the more important it is to the manager. The 
manager’s position on the issue then corresponds to the outcome of the decision that 
they see as best for meeting their objectives.

Information for strategic decision-making
Brunsson (in Huebner et al. 2008) defines strategic decision-making as embedded 
in organisational discourse and communication, and argues that the company is 
continuously built in communication. From this perspective, the only decisions that 
matter are those that are communicated (Huebner et al. 2008).

The availability of relevant information internally and externally is essential in the 
strategic decision-making process. Information of interest to decision-makers, such as 
on markets, and environments impacting on the company, like the society, competition, 
markets and technologies, shows the effects of the possible alternatives for decisions 
to be made. This information plays an important role in establishing the structures 
of these alternatives (Citroen 2009: 11). For this information to be useful, it needs to 
be strategic.

Rensburg and De Beer (2011) posit that, compelled by information technology and 
social media in particular, organisations are starting partnerships and joining social 
networks – even networks of networks. They postulate that stakeholder engagement 
and communicating enables the identification of stakeholder concerns and allows the 
organisation to set objectives and crucial performance for each stakeholder group. 
They further argue that the adoption of corporate dialogue would enable multi-
directional flows between the stakeholders, engaging them in communication through 
the contribution of content, comments, and tagging.

Decision communication
Decision communication is about implementing decisions, following up, and getting 
feedback on how the decisions are accepted and the kind of impact they have 
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(Mykkänen 2014: 134). Mykkänen (2014: 132) argues that decision communication’s 
role in organisations can be considered as being much more important and significant 
than just communicating the outcomes of every decision. He cites Luhmann’s (2003) 
organisation theory that states that decision communication can be seen as the force 
around which organisations are formed. Decisions are confirmed through decision 
communication and transformed for new premises for organisational decisions. 
Organisations as systems have a need for communicative action and organisations 
live in communicative rationality. From this perspective, decision-making can be 
regarded as a social action and needs communication to be meaningful. 

The two-way symmetrical communication model endeavours to reach this balance by 
improving the relationship between organisations and stakeholders, and by focusing 
on, amongst others, conflict resolution to negotiate mutually beneficial outcomes. 
Two-way communication gives-and-takes information through dialogue (Grunig 1992). 
Corporates’ use of two-way communication between themselves and their stakeholders 
opens up dialogue and feedback so that they can negotiate mutually beneficial 
outcomes, such as a stakeholder involvement strategy towards CSR communication, 
which assumes a dialogue with its stakeholders (Morsing & Schultz 2006: 328). 

From this perspective, the relationship between a corporate and the NGOs that it 
funds is also vital, and trust is an important component of that relationship. Trust is 
paramount for successful decision-making in collaborative networks - it is characterised 
by transparency, fairness, and openness. NGO recipients should be free to participate 
in dialogue without fear of disrespect for their ideas. Reducing the risk of vulnerability 
is part of the decision-making process that corporates go through in deciding which 
NGOs to fund. Also of interest are the strategic decision-making processes that a 
corporate follows before a decision to fund or not to fund an NGO is finalised. 

Research has shown that decision-making processes take place in contexts that 
usually include task forces, councils, executive boards, or boards of directors. 
Parts of these processes include formulating a strategy at a higher level, as well as 
implementing the strategy at managerial level. Thus, the efficient implementation of 
any strategy ensures that the structure and processes internally match the strategy 
envisaged (Gębczyńska 2016: 1081). Part of decision-making also includes self-
governing structures, in which decision-making happens through the meetings held 
by members or through frequent interactions that are not formal. Decision-making 
processes can be seen as a reflection of organisational policy or strategies and in turn 
are influenced by the same. 

From the above discussion, communicative decision-making can be defined as the 
two-way strategic communication flow of the strategic decisions made by management 
that affect all stakeholders. This starts when deciding what to communicate to the 
stakeholders and how to communicate effectively in such a way that the reputation of 
the company is not affected and relationships with the stakeholders are maintained 
both internally and externally. 

To investigate communicative decision-making in the relationship between corporate 
donors and their NGO recipients, it is imperative to show how corporates and NGOs 
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communicate. It has been pointed out that communication remains the missing link in 
the practice of corporate responsibility and that, although many companies commit to 
fulfilling their social responsibilities, they fail in communicating their efforts sufficiently to 
convince anyone of it (Dawkins in Moreno & Capriotti 2009). For initiatives undertaken 
by corporations to gain legitimacy and the confidence of the public, responsible 
corporate behaviour ought to be in tandem with a capacity to communicate with 
and respond to the demands of stakeholders. Responsible corporations ought to 
engage with their stakeholders on CSR issues, and should regularly communicate 
about their CSR programmes, products, and impacts with concerned stakeholders 
(Crane & Glozer 2016). 

METHODOLOGY
This study used the qualitative strategy of enquiry to explore the phenomenon of 
communicative decision-making and how it manifests in the relationship between 
corporate donors and their NGO participants. The research is phenomenological, as 
it sets out to understand the participants’ standpoints and views of social realities 
(Leedy & Ormrod 2010: 108). Phenomenology is viewed as a philosophy, a research 
method, and a perspective for qualitative research (VanScoy & Evenstad 2015: 339). 
The participants consisted of both corporate practitioners and NGO practitioners. 

An initial literature review and consideration of theories showed certain concepts 
as being important in the communicative decision-making process that corporates 
go through before they fund NGOs. The concepts that came up included legal 
considerations, decision-making, processes, structures, relationship, stewardship, 
trust, communication management, stakeholders and reputation. 

From the concepts above, secondary research questions and items for the interview 
schedule were formulated for both corporates and NGOs, as the interest was in the 
nature of the relationship between the two parties and how corporates arrive at the 
decision to fund or not to fund NGOs. The researcher wanted to dig deeper through 
empirical research to determine how this plays out in the corporates’ communicative 
decision-making processes, and then to compare it to the literature.

Sampling
The purposive sampling method was adopted for this study. Saunders et al. (2009: 237) 
argue that purposive sampling assists a researcher to use his/her judgement to 
choose cases that will best allow him/her to answer research questions and to meet 
objectives. The goal of purposive sampling is to include those participants who will 
produce the most relevant and ample data given the topic of study as well as those 
who will give the widest range of information and perspectives on the subject of study.

The sampling decisions for this study were not made in isolation from the rest of the 
design. It took into account the researcher’s relationship with the study participants; 
the feasibility of data collection and analysis; validity concerns; as well as the goals of 
the study.
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The target population was corporate funders who fund NGO projects and NGOs 
who have received funding from the same corporate organisations. As the research 
problem sought to investigate the relationship between corporate donors and their 
NGO beneficiaries, both parties were interviewed. The representatives from corporate 
donors who were interviewed were CSR managers, while the representatives from 
NGOs who were interviewed were programme managers responsible for raising funds 
and reporting to the relevant corporate donors. 

The sample comprised of 16 field studies. Field studies 1 to 8 represented corporate 
organisations, while field studies 9 to 16 represented NGOs. Eight CSR managers who 
have been involved in the decision-making processes to fund NGOs were interviewed 
individually, after which eight representatives from (eight) NGOs who have received 
funding from the (eight) corporates were also interviewed. The sample size was 
therefore made up of 16 individuals in total. The corporates were from various sectors, 
including the financial, construction, scientific and manufacturing sectors. The NGOs 
were established organisations, have been operating for more than three years, and 
were in a relationship with one of the corporates interviewed at the time of the study.

Data collection
The first phase of the research involved the design of an administered semi-structured 
interview schedule, which was used to guide the collection of data in interviews. Eight 
essential items were developed from the literature review. The items focused on asking 
about the participant’s experience of the communicative decision-making process in 
the relationship between corporate donors and NGO recipients. Eight main questions 
were posed, while sub-questions were used as probing and follow-up questions. The 
extra probing questions were used in the event that the initial questions did not reveal 
all that is required. Flexibility in questions was also used to explore other issues. The 
time length of the interviews varied between one and two hours.

Data analysis
The thematic analysis model, using the Leximancer data analysis tool, was used to 
analyse the data. Before obtaining the final Leximancer results, the data were also 
analysed manually. Braun and Clarke (2006: 79) postulate that thematic analysis is 
a technique for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data that 
minimally organises and describes the data set in detail. 

The data that were analysed for this study were analysed by means of both non-
automated (manually) and automated content analysis, for which the Leximancer 
software was used. Following the qualitative data analysis model provided by Braun 
and Clarke (2006), the data were analysed using the following six phases of thematic 
analysis: familiarisation of the data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; 
reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and producing the report. 
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ANALYSIS OF CORPORATES AND NGO RESULTS
The Leximancer 4.5 concept maps show the theme depicted by a circle - within each 
theme, concepts appear that make up that theme. The concepts assisted in refining 
the themes during the data analysis phase.

The results of the data analysis are illustrated in Figure 1 in the form of combined 
corporates and NGO concept maps.

This section addresses how the various patterns in the responses from corporates 
and the responses from the NGOs link with each other across field studies. It places 
corporate results next to NGO results to see how they overlap/differ and highlights any 
other observations that were found.

FIGURE 1: COMBINED CORPORATES CONCEPT MAP (TOP) NEXT TO 
COMBINED NGOS CONCEPT MAP(BOTTOM)
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TABLE 1: RESULTS OF COMBINED CORPORATE CONCEPT MAP 
(TOP) AND NGO CONCEPT MAP (BOTTOM)

No Theme Hits Relevance Concepts

1 NGOs 387 100% NGOs, partnership, relationship

2 Decision 280 55% Decision-making, fund, 

3 Communication 245 48% Communication, corporate, stakeholders

4 Stewardship 163 45% Stewardship, beneficiaries

5 Organisation 125 48% Organisation 

6 Strategy 95 36% Strategy

7 People 69 26% People

8 Process 58 22% Process

9 CSI 57 22% CSI

10 Board 53 20% Board

11 Focus 39 15% Focus

12 Legal 27 10% Legal

No Theme Hits Relevance Concepts

1 Funding 329 100% Funding

2 Corporates 284 67% Corporates, NGO, partnership

3 Communication 140 28% Communication, relationship

4 Decision 114 27% Decision, processes

5 Reputation 43 13% Reputation 

6 Report 42 13% Report

7 Policy 19 0.6 Board

8 Structures 9 0.3 Structures

Themes
With regards to similarities, the results indicate that the decision theme and the 
communication theme are important to both corporates and NGOs. Differences show 
up in the following themes: the stewardship theme shows up in the corporates’ results 
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but not in the NGOs results; the top theme for corporates is NGOs, whereas the top 
theme for NGOs shows up as funding; for corporates, decision-making processes 
are so important that a separate process theme could be identified from the data, 
whereas for NGOs processes is a concept within the decision theme; corporates 
identified strategy as an important theme, which is linked directly to the board theme, 
the decision theme and the communication theme, while a policy theme, which is 
directly related to funding, was identified from the NGO data.

Reputation: The reputation theme was ranked fifth in importance to NGOs, with 43 hits 
and 13% relevance, whereas this does not feature at all in the combined corporate 
map. As much as reputation is important to corporates, NGOs see their reputation as 
crucial. For them it is important to determine (in the decision-making process) which 
corporates to partner with, because if they partner with the wrong one, it will not only 
cost them their reputation, but can impact their ability to obtain funding from other 
potential funders in the future. 

Co-creation: NGOs showed the highest relevance to corporates with a 100% relevance, 
while funding showed the highest relevance to NGOs with 100% relevance. This 
illustrates that corporates need NGOs to meet their goal of working with communities, 
while NGOs need corporates for funding in order to meet their goals of working with 
communities and making a positive difference in communities. In this way a co-creative 
relationship is established.

Partnership: Partnership came up strongly in both the corporates’ and the NGOs’ 
results. From the data on corporates, NGOs was identified as a theme, within which 
the following concepts were identified: NGOs, partnership and relationship. From this 
it can be deducted that corporates view NGOs as partners with whom they have a 
relationship. On the other hand, the NGOs have corporates as a theme, which has 
corporates, NGOs and partnerships as concepts, showing that the NGOs also regard 
the corporates as partners.

Communicative stakeholder relationship: The communication theme was identified 
as the third highest in relevance for both corporates and NGOs. For corporates, the 
communication theme has communication, corporates and stakeholders as concepts; 
while for NGOs, the communication theme has communication and relationship as 
concepts. This shows the communicative nature of the relationship between corporate 
donors and their NGO recipients. Dialogue is also important in the relationship.

FINDINGS
The six research questions are addressed below. 

RQ1: What is the nature of the relationship between corporate 
donors and their NGO recipients?
From the findings of this study, it is clear that the nature of the relationship between 
corporate donors and their NGO recipients has many different layers and takes different 
forms. The co-orientation model offered a framework for identifying relationships among 
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various groups involved in the communication process, including corporate donors 
and their NGO recipients. Co-orientation provides a uniting structure for determining 
the nature of the relationships between the stakeholders in a communication process 
(Brønn & Brønn 2003: 292). 

From the empirical findings of the study, it appears that funding is the main reason for 
the corporates interviewed being in a relationship with their NGO recipients and that 
the two parties’ relationship is a contractual one, from a stakeholder theory perspective. 
Hult et al. (2011: 44) highlight that a contemporary stakeholder theory in management 
can be found in the development of an all-inclusive and integrated comprehension of 
the stakeholder concept. 

The systems theory supports the funding principle that corporates are giving to NGOs 
for the benefit of society in a social context. From this perspective, organisations forge 
linkages with other organisations because they depend on these components within 
the system to enable them to survive and to reach goals (Baldwin et al. 2004: 295). 

The findings show that corporates value their NGO recipients and attempt to establish 
long-term relations with them. Because they see them as partners, they take time to 
do research on the potential partner and to conduct due diligence before they enter 
into a partnership with the NGO. The active management of relationships from a 
relational theory perspective, and the promotion of shared interests, further shows an 
intentional understanding and valuing of the relationship between corporates and their 
NGO recipients.

Trust emerged as a vital part of the relationship between corporates and their NGO 
recipients. All the participants interviewed mentioned trust as an important part of the 
relationship. The concept of power relations also came up and the findings show that 
corporates are aware of these power relations, and that they have the upper hand 
because they provide the funds. One corporate, however, highlighted that “when a 
corporate selects an NGO partner they would also have to look at the extent to which 
the NGO brings expertise to the relationship”.

The findings also indicate that the relationship between corporates and their NGO 
recipients is collaborative, as they partner to achieve common goals.

RQ2: What factors contribute towards a good relationship 
between corporate donors and their NGO recipients?
The main outcome and basis of the relationship between corporates and their NGO 
recipients is funding. All the corporates and NGOs interviewed for the study were in a 
relationship because of funding received from the corporates. Some of the corporates 
interviewed for the study see their relationship with NGOs as a partnership. Empirical 
results also show that corporates use engagement, collaboration, and partnership as 
ways of engaging with NGOs.

The findings further express that NGO acknowledgement of/to the corporate donor 
for the funds or gifts received, and thanking the donor in writing for the funds, is an 
important part of the relationship between the corporates and their NGO recipients. 
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Relevant here is relational theory as it speaks to the relationships between corporate 
donors and their NGO recipients. This theory posits that the stakeholder approach 
involves enunciating, expressing, analysing and comprehending corporate relation-
ships (Lozano 2005: 63).

The agreement/contract between the corporates and NGOs includes stewardship of 
donor funds by NGOs. All the corporates and NGOs who were interviewed expressed 
that corporates expected NGOs to demonstrate stewardship through reporting regularly 
via a narrative and financial report to the corporate donor. The findings also express 
that some corporates prefer to hear, not only from the NGO recipients, but also from 
the beneficiaries. Therefore, the reports can include success stories from beneficiaries 
with before and after photographs showing the difference the interventions are making. 
Monitoring and evaluation reports are also used as stewardship measures.

According to Lanis and Richardson (2012), legitimacy theory is an explanation for 
increased levels of environmental CSR, which provides a lens to understand CSR 
reporting. This theory is pertinent to the study, as it is part of the communicative process 
that corporates go through in their relationships with NGOs and other stakeholders, as 
they share information that communicate their CSR efforts.

RQ3: How important is corporate reputation and NGO reputation 
in the relationship between the corporate donor and their 
NGO recipients?
The corporates interviewed indicated that reputation was important because it is at 
the base of the business’s support and if a business loses its reputation, they lose 
everything. Reputation is also important because the organisations interviewed would 
not want to partner with an organisation that would tarnish their corporate’s image.

The results for RQ3 were interpreted using the reflective paradigm. Rensburg and 
De Beer (2011) argue that it analytically defines phenomena like the triple bottom-line 
(people, planet, profit), multi-stakeholder dialogue, symmetrical communication and 
ethical accounts, which ultimately contribute to the corporate reputation.

All the NGOs interviewed in the study stressed the importance of reputation when an 
NGO is looking to partner with a corporate. From the findings, the NGOs indicated that 
they want to be associated with reputable businesses as partnering with the wrong 
corporates could jeopardise future funding. The NGOs interviewed prefer to receive 
funding from corporates with a good corporate business conscience in everything they 
do. These include responsible, ethical corporates that do good in an area where they 
are seen, but that also do not exploit the environment in their daily business operations.

When the corporates were asked how they reduce/mitigate risk when deciding on 
which NGOs to partner with, they indicated that they go through a strict process to root 
out the NGOs that may expose them to reputational risk - this would influence their 
decision-making whether to fund the NGO or not. How the corporates reduce/mitigate 
risk when deciding which NGOs to partner with, will inform their decision-making. 
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The corporate participants indicated that they had someone monitoring corporate 
reputation (even if for some it was an external party). 

RQ4: What are the criteria for communicative decision-making 
when corporate donors fund NGOs?
The findings of this study indicate that most corporates communicate with their 
NGO recipients through their CSI/CSR representative. They choose how often to 
communicate and which channels of communication to use – emails were the most 
used channel. From the findings, it is clear that NGOs communicate what is stipulated 
in the contractual agreement between them and their corporate funders. The commu-
nication takes place through the programme managers who are responsible for the 
relationship with the corporate donors.

Data from the study shows that corporates manage the communication with their 
NGO stakeholders by setting expectations upfront and regularly communicating 
their expectations. They also regularly state what the NGOs can expect, so that 
they “are all on the same page”, indicating a two-way symmetrical communication 
process. The two-way symmetrical communication model strives to attain balance by 
altering the relationship between organisations and publics, and by concentrating on 
dispute resolution to negotiate mutually beneficial outcomes. Two-way communication 
exchanges information through dialogue (Grunig & Grunig 1992.) In the study, the use 
of two-way communication between the corporates and their NGO recipients opens 
up dialogue and feedback so that they can negotiate mutually beneficial outcomes. 

The findings further show that corporates set an annual funding strategy, which aligns 
with the larger organisational strategy, from where they will determine the focus areas 
for their giving. Corporates also need to assign a budget to the focus areas and 
allocate funds per focus area. After decisions have been made on these allocations, 
they communicate this to potential NGO beneficiaries.

RQ5: What are the communicative decision-making processes/
procedures that corporates follow when funding NGOs? 
The findings from the research show that corporates follow communicative strategic 
decision-making processes when funding NGOs. These processes assist them to 
arrive at the decision about which NGOs to fund and how to communicate the decisions 
made. These decisions, therefore, set a precedence on which NGOs receive funding 
from the corporates. Decision theory guided the interpretation of the empirical data 
relevant to this research question, and it is about how decisions are made. According 
to De Almeida and Bohoris (1995), the theory offers a logical framework for resolving 
real-life problems. 

The findings show that corporates set criteria for funding before they fund an NGO. To 
ensure that NGOs qualify under the set criteria, the corporates have to do research 
to find information on the NGO. This information is used by the different structures to 
make the decision to fund or not to fund certain NGOs.
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The empirical findings of the study show that potential NGOs are also given documents 
to complete in order to obtain certain information about their status. This includes 
information about their funders, and how much money they have received, to determine 
whether they have experience in managing large funds. Information required from 
NGOs includes audited financial statements, registration documents, and the CVs of 
the board and the management team.

The empirical findings further show that face-to-face meetings and site visits by the 
corporates to see where the NGOs are operating from are part of the communicative 
decision-making process.

RQ6: What communicative decision-making structures do 
corporates use in deciding which NGOs to fund?
The empirical findings indicate that strategic decision-making takes place through 
different structures in the organisation, as well as individually; to some extent using 
the information at their disposal. Decision-making includes self-governing structures, 
in which the former occurs through meetings of members or through informal, frequent 
interactions. Game theory was, amongst others, deemed suitable for the interpretation 
of these results, as it includes the formal study of conflict and cooperation, which 
provides a language to analyse, understand, formulate and structure strategic settings 
(Turocy & Von Stengel 2001). 

The empirical findings highlight that both NGOs and corporates have decision-
making structures where decisions are ultimately made. The most influential decision-
making structure for corporates and NGOs is the board of directors. The board sets the 
policies and strategies which guide committees, management teams and individuals 
in their decision-making. Other decision-making structures include board sub-
committees, executive committees, advisory committees, management committees 
and CSI/CSR committees.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The main purpose of this research was to investigate the communicative decision-
making that takes place in the relationship between corporate donors and NGOs as 
the recipients of funding. The results indicate that factors such as reputation, legal 
considerations, relationship and stewardship influence a corporate organisation’s 
decision-making regarding which NGOs to fund. The findings also indicate that 
corporates fund according to their strategy, which determines the criteria for 
funding; moreover, the decision-making process is conducted through decision-
making structures.

The traditional view of the relationship between corporates and NGOs is that of donor 
and passive recipient, but findings from this study indicate that stakeholders like NGOs 
can be active participants and collaborators in the mutual relationship between them, 
and as such can be co-creators of development solutions. 
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The research also highlights the importance of a two-way symmetrical communication 
relationship between these strategic partners. With this in mind, the findings recognise 
NGOs who are recipients of corporate funding as strategic stakeholders and also 
highlight the strategic and communicative decision-making processes and structures 
in the relationship between corporate donors and their NGO recipients. 

Lastly, the research indicates that the communicative aspect of the decision-making 
process is important and can be regarded as a catalyst for the relationship between 
corporates and NGO recipients. From this perspective, it is vital that the decision-
making criteria regarding funding should be communicated to NGOs at every level of 
the decision-making process. 
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