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Companies increasingly engage in corporate volunteering (CV), in which employees are encouraged to partake in
societally beneficial activities that are organized by their employer in collaboration with non-governmental
organizations (NGOs). In addition to direct effects for CV beneficiaries, company–NGO relationships in CV
also generate a variety of effects through the individuals and organizations involved, resulting in the emergence
of social impact. This study examines the emergence of social impact within relationships between companies
and NGOs in CV. Existing research on CV, social impact, and value creation in business relationships is employed
to examine the social impact emerging from such relationships. Four cases of CV projects undertaken by com
panies with NGOs are analyzed. The present study concludes that social impact emerges in company–NGO re
lationships in CV throughout the duration of the relationship and the volunteering project episodes and through
the interplay of value created at individual, organizational and societal levels.

1. Introduction
To respond to the increasing calls for contributing to sustainable
development, as a part of their corporate social responsibility (CSR)
activities, companies have increasingly become involved in CV. In CV,
employees are encouraged to partake in societally beneficial activities
that are strategically organized or facilitated by their employer (Liu &
Ko, 2011; Haski-Leventhal et al., 2019). Typically, companies carry out
CV activities in collaboration with NGOs that connect companies and
employee volunteers with beneficiaries. Companies and NGOs combine
activities and resources in CV projects to improve the community’s so
cial or environmental conditions (Samuel et al., 2013; Escher & Brzus
tewicz, 2020). Previous research has extensively demonstrated that CV
is a source of numerous benefits for companies, employees, NGOs and
beneficiaries (Wilson, 2000; Bartsch, 2012; Lee, 2015; Kim & Kim, 2016;
Gomez & Fernandez, 2017; Haski-Leventhal et al., 2019; Mason et al.,
2021; Zhang et al., 2021).
Even though the benefits to participating actors have been examined
in previous research, the more general social consequences, or social

impact, of these kinds of activities have received less attention. In gen
eral, social impact by commercial organizations has been extensively
examined in previous research, especially in terms of the assessment of
social outcomes (e.g., Terrapon-Pfaff et al., 2017). Studies focusing on
social impact in the context of company–NGO collaboration often also
focus on the nature of social impact as an outcome (e.g., Sakarya et al.,
2012; Yan et al., 2018; Bode et al., 2019). However, in addition to the
outcome, the activities which may lead to beneficial social outcomes and
impact are also considered essential (Rawhouser et al., 2019; Barnett
et al., 2020). Currently, the activities and the process through which
social impact emerges in company–NGO relationships in CV have not
been thoroughly described in the literature (Rodell et al., 2016). The
process of the emergence of social impact resulting from interorganizational collaboration within CV is, however, an important
aspect to examine to advance the use and effectiveness of such activities.
Rawhouser et al. (2019) call for research on the social impact of orga
nizations that focuses both on the activities and types of outcomes
associated with these activities and examines the nature of their implied
causal link instead of measuring the outcomes directly. The existing
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research has also argued for the lack of research focusing on the
designing of CSR projects in general (Barnett et al., 2020) and project
level activities (Salazar et al., 2012), because not all kinds of activities
lead to desired outcomes. Thus, despite the increasing importance of
company–NGO collaboration on CV, the emergence of the wider social
consequences and impact of such activities as the process and at the
activity level seems to remain unexplored in the existing literature.
Based on the described research gap, the present study focuses on the
process of social impact emergence in relationships between companies
and NGOs in CV, and poses the following research question: How does
social impact emerge in relationships between companies and NGOs engaged
in corporate volunteering?
To answer this research question, firstly, literature on social impact is
examined to form a conceptualization of the social impact of organiza
tions. In a general sense, social impact is a kind of change in the status
quo of people because of actions, activities, projects, etc. undertaken by
other actors – other individuals, companies, governments, etc. (Burdge
& Vanclay, 1996; Hadad & Găucă, 2014). In the present study, the
Theory of Change (ToC) is employed to capture the nature of the social
impact of an organization and the processual perspective of its emer
gence (see e.g., Mayne, 2015; Räikkönen et al., 2016). Next, existing
literature on CV is discussed to form an understanding of the nature of
activities related to CV (e.g., Liu & Ko, 2011; Rodell et al., 2016; Farooq
et al., 2021). Thirdly, the present study argues that social impact, as an
outcome of collaborative organizational activity, as well as the process
of its emergence, can be regarded as value creation for the actors within
the relationship, and thus insights from the literature on business re
lationships and value creation (e.g., Eggert et al., 2006; Grönroos, 2011)
are employed to form understanding of how outcomes and processes of
company–NGO collaboration can be captured. By employing these three
streams of literature, a theoretical framework of the emergence of social
impact in company–NGO relationships in CV is developed.
The theoretical framework is empirically elaborated through a
multiple case study of four company–NGO relationships in CV. The
analysis is based on interview data collected from different actors within
the analyzed relationships, including company managers, employees/
volunteers and NGO managers. Our findings show how social impact
emerges in company–NGO relationships in CV throughout the duration
of the relationship and the volunteering project episodes and through
the interplay of value creation at individual, organizational and societal
levels. Implications are made regarding the strategic management of
relationships between companies and NGOs within CV projects. The
study contributes to the CV and company–NGO collaboration literature
by holistically explicating the way social impact emerges within such
relationships.

positive and negative effects (see e.g., Vanclay et al., 2015). Approached
as a positive effect, for example Hadad and Găucă (2014, p. 124) refer to
actions “that contribute to creating a positive, meaningful and sustain
able change for the benefit of society and particularly those at disad
vantage as a result of systemic, long-term problems”.
In line with such an understanding, the social impact of an organi
zation is usually described in management literature as the results, ef
fects or consequences that an organization’s activities (e.g., a project or
operations in general) have on the status-quo and development of in
dividuals and society (see, e.g., Perrini & Vurro, 2013; Volonteurope,
2018; Rakhmatullayeva et al., 2020). Such consequences may vary from
individual physical to emotional aspects of life, from health and edu
cation to working environment and well-being, and from individual to
community. For example, according to OECD (2010), the social impact
of an organization can be seen in employment and the labor market; job
quality; social inclusion and protection of groups; gender equality; in
dividual, private and family life; public health and safety; access to and
effects of social protection, health, and educational systems; and culture
and social impact in third countries.
Thus, as a multidimensional concept, the social impact of organiza
tions can be identified at distinct levels of social issues and associated
with diverse types of changes (Siemieniako et al., 2021). Considering the
fact that social impact is often created when organizations interact with
one another (Hervieux & Voltan, 2019), i.e., based on interorganizational relationships, Siemieniako et al. (2021) use a multilevel framework to present how different inter-organizational relation
ships are utilized to create social impact at three distinct levels (micro,
meso and macro). In such an analysis, the micro level represents
individual-level social issues originating within one organization in the
inter-organizational relationships and networks, an individual person,
an economic unit, or a workplace (e.g., customers, employees and their
families). The meso level represents social issues within interorganizational relationships and networks from the interplay between
a networks’ organizational members and associated groups within a
close environment (e.g., local communities), while the macro level
represents social issues located externally to inter-organizational re
lationships and networks (in the community or society at large).
In the context of organizational activities, social impact is usually
defined as the final stage of a multi-stage process, which coincides with
how social impact and its emergence are most understood in ToC (see e.
g., Reisman & Gienapp, 2004; Mayne, 2015; Räikkönen et al., 2016).
ToC lays out how change is expected to happen or how change has
happened. In ToC, such a multi-stage process is usually named as an
impact pathway or a results chain and understood as a causal pathway
from activities undertaken by an organization through diverse types of
results (changes) to social impact as the end result. In other words, social
impact in ToC is perceived as one of the types of changes or results
within such a causal pathway and considered to be the final and longterm outcome affecting the physical and socio-economic well-being of
target groups whose well-being the intervention intends to improve
(Mayne, 2015). Such interventions can be “planned, clearly defined,
staffed and founded, for example, an awareness-building campaign […]
Others may be spontaneous, emergent, informal or sporadic” (Reisman
& Gienapp, 2004, p. 2).
A variety of terms are used in the literature to describe the sequence
of steps in such an impact pathway. For example, an impact pathway by
Mayne (2015, p. 121-123) includes the following components: (i) ac
tivities: actions undertaken by those involved in the intervention (for
example, by an organization); (ii) goods and services: direct outputs
resulting from the activities undertaken (for example innovative edu
cation and training material on the benefits of a nutritious diet); (iii)
reach and reaction: the target groups who are intended to receive the
intervention’s goods and services and their initial reaction; (iv) capacity
changes: changes in knowledge, attitudes, skills, aspirations, and op
portunities of those who have received or used the intervention’s goods
and services; (v) behavioral changes: changes in actual practices in target

2. Diverse natures of social impact
To date, no single consistent definition of social impact has been
developed in the literature. This is in part due to social impact being
discussed from different perspectives in different disciplines, including
psychology (see e.g., Latané, 1981; Nowak et al., 1990), sociology (see e.
g., Freudenburg, 1986) and management (see e.g., Maas & Liket, 2011;
Grieco et al., 2015; Rawhouser et al., 2019; Siemieniako et al., 2021). In
a wider sense, social impact can be understood as any kind of change in
the status quo of people (individuals or collectives) effected by an ac
tion, activity, process, project, or even policy by different types of actors,
including other individuals, companies, NGOs, and governments
(Burdge & Vanclay, 1996; Hadad & Găucă, 2014). Such activities may be
either intended or unintended, may affect persons directly or indirectly
(Tello, 2020; Hadad & Găucă, 2014), and may generate results as ex
periences or feelings in a cognitive or bodily sense at the individual,
organizational, or societal level (Vanclay et al., 2015).
The nature of these changes, albeit lacking established definitions,
generally includes positive consequences for a target group, although
there are also definitions in which social impact is associated with both
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P. Brzustewicz et al.

Journal of Business Research 140 (2022) 62–75

reach groups that occur as a result of using the intervention’s goods and
services; (vi) direct benefits: improvements in the state of individual
beneficiaries; (vii) well-being changes: the longer-term cumulative
improvement in overall well-being of beneficiaries, such as better
health, reduced poverty, and better food security. In such a pathway
(which is similar to other ToC pathways suggested by, e.g., Mayne,
2015; Räikkönen et al., 2016), goods and services are the direct outputs;
capacity changes and behavioral changes are outcomes and well-being
changes could be understood as an impact. Such an impact is defined
as sizeable, lasting, and positive change in the lives of target individuals
or communities (Reisman & Gienapp, 2004). Usually, changes for in
dividuals are the first ones, and when they reach a greater scale, they
contribute to population-level changes (Reisman & Gienapp, 2004).
In light of ToC, components of the above-described causal pathways
are associated with the causal assumptions “showing why and under
what conditions the various links in the causal pathway are expected to
work” (Mayne, 2015, p. 121). They are salient events, conditions or
critical factors that have to occur for each link in the causal pathway to
work as expected.
Building on the understanding of social impact in ToC, in this study
we define social impact as a final, positive, and long-term outcome of
direct or indirect, intended, or unintended organization interventions
(activities). Such an outcome emerges through diverse types of changes
on the individual or community level and affects the physical and socioeconomic well-being of target groups.
By creating social impact, organizations can affect their surrounding
community as well as the global community. Understanding the process
of creating social impact is vital. We will discuss CV as one mechanism to
create social impact in the following chapter. ToC will help us to
describe and analyze the emergence of social impact within compa
ny–NGO relationships in CV in subsequent sections of the study.

leadership development (Bartsch, 2012), job success and organizational
identity (Mason et al., 2021), as well as job satisfaction and affective
commitment (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2019). Companies can develop
human capital through the improvement of job-related skills of the
employees (Kim & Kim, 2016); their socially responsible behavior cre
ates additional networks within the company that help employees work
together better and with increased trust (Bartsch, 2012). CV also effects
a corporation’s reputation, legitimacy (Gomez & Fernandez, 2017),
profitability, and stakeholder engagement (Bartsch, 2012).
CV is a planned (Wilson, 2000) and collective activity, and typically
inter-organizational relationships are formed with the aim of doing
volunteering work and strengthening the social connections that lead to
social impact (Wu, 2011). Many CV activities are executed through
cross-sector collaborations between companies and NGOs. On one hand,
having an NGO as a partner is beneficial for a company, since NGOs
possess widely recognized reputations, and they work to solve social
problems and provide capacities for companys’ employees to get
involved (Lee, 2010; Liu & Ko, 2011). On the other hand, CV can create
opportunities for NGOs, too, to spread their missions and goals to the
wider society (Samuel et al., 2013). Additionally, corporate volunteers
are vital supplementary human resources for each NGO, enabling them
to undertake their daily operations (Liu & Ko, 2011; Samuel et al.,
2013). Also, company–NGO collaboration leads to resource sharing
which impacts the long-term success of the collaboration (Liu & Ko,
2011). In fact, CV brings benefits for each party of such a relationship, i.
e., companies, NGOs and companies’ volunteers (Bartsch, 2012; Lee,
2015). Apart from the benefits for the volunteers and companies
described above, NGOs can build new networks and contacts. They can
continue working with the company even after the completion of the CV
for further co-operation and can receive external feedback regarding
their work methods and procedural organization because of the pro
fessional skills of volunteers (Bartsch, 2012; Lee, 2015). Value creation
in company–NGO relationships in CV can also be considered as an
important driver for CV activities (Brzustewicz et al., 2021).

3. Corporate volunteering
Organizations are encouraged to provide opportunities for making
social impact (Hills & Mahmud, 2007) since they are increasingly
accountable for the influences of their actions (Basil et al., 2009). In this
study, CV is considered one of these opportunities. CV is an activity
beyond a company’s core task (Samuel et al., 2013) in which employees
are offered an opportunity by the employer to partake in socially
beneficial work (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2019). Volunteering is made
with freewill to benefit other people, groups, organizations, or any so
ciety (Wilson, 2000), hence many studies demonstrate positive out
comes from such activities (Cnaan et al., 2021; Glińska-Neweś et al.,
2021; Howard & Serviss, 2021).
CV is a strategically organized activity by the employer company
(Liu & Ko, 2011). The desire to help others and to create something good
for the public and acquiring job skills are the main motivations for
volunteer employees (Wilson, 2000; Basil et al., 2009). In addition,
value, career, learning, and self-esteem are the main motivations for CV
among the young generation such as Gen Z (Cho et al., 2018). Em
ployees’ time (either personal or working), efforts and skills are the most
important resources for volunteering activities (Rodell et al., 2016;
Farooq et al., 2021). Some company volunteers are using their knowl
edge or expertise for volunteering and others are applying something
outside of their knowledge and working behavior (Lee, 2010; Rodell
et al., 2016). Employers engage in CV because it is, among others, a way
to meet stakeholders’ expectations to the implementation of CSR stra
tegies (Muthuri et al., 2009; Bartsch, 2012).
Both employees and employers benefit from CV. Volunteers can
learn consistency, social competence, and adaptation to unfamiliar sit
uations (Bartsch, 2012). Through meaningful service to other people,
they can express altruistic values (Pajo & Lee, 2011). Volunteers’
engagement in CV has positive effects on their work attitudes (de Gilder
et al., 2005), work engagement via positive emotions (Zhang et al.,
2021), competency and skill development (Lukka, 2000), including

4. Value creation in business relationships
In collaborative CV projects, companies and NGOs join resources and
knowledge required for addressing complex social and environmental
issues (Jamali & Keshishian, 2009; Yaziji & Doh, 2009; Dahan et al.,
2010; Enright et al., 2018). To understand social impact emergence in
such relationships, the present study employs the concept of value cre
ation widely discussed in business relationship literature in marketing
(e.g., Ulaga, 2003; Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005), which sees value as the
trade-off between the benefits and the sacrifices in a market exchange
(Zeithaml, 1988). Value is thus connected to the outcome component of
the impact value chain (Räikkönen et al., 2016) and therefore regarded
here as a useful means to examine the emergence of social impact within
company–NGO relationships in CV.
In business relationships, the value co-creation depicts the process of
integrating different resources from different actors to accomplish their
value potential (Saarijärvi et al., 2013) and is seen as a collaborative
process producing new value, both materially and symbolically (Gal
vagno & Dalli, 2014). Alves et al. (2016) suggest that value co-creation
can be interpreted as a participatory process in which people and or
ganizations together generate and develop meaning. Company–NGO
relationships may exemplify such an approach. Collaborative value
created in this type of relationship is defined as “the transitory and
enduring benefits relative to the costs that are generated due to the
interaction of the collaborators and that accrue to organizations, in
dividuals, and society” (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012a, p. 728). Hence, it
may be a multi-faceted conglomerate (not necessarily economic) value
in which social and environmental value creates economic value and
vice versa (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012b).
Such value may come from various sources (resource complemen
tarity, resource nature, resource directionality and use, and linked
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interests) and manifest as diverse types of value (associational, trans
ferred resource, interaction, and synergistic) (Austin & Seitanidi,
2012b). Companies possess capital, other resources, and managerial
capability; NGOs can offer competencies, knowledge and expertise
(Dahan et al., 2010). Missing competencies and resources that both
parties can bring to such relationships may be a source of both social and
economic value, which additionally can be mutually reinforcing (Dahan
et al., 2010).
One of the key elements of value creation in business relationships
and correspondingly in company–NGO relationships in CV relates to its
multilevel and processual nature, according to which value is seen as not
merely being connected to the actual object of exchange, but instead
being dependent on the whole relationship between the counterparts
(see e.g., Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005). The relationship exists to pro
mote the creation of value, and throughout the duration of the re
lationships the counterparts continually assess and measure this
relationship value (Corsaro & Snehota, 2010). A processual view of
value creation and relationship value also emphasizes the impact that
value from past exchange episodes has on the overall value (Ravald &
Grönroos, 1996). Similarly, future expected value enabled by the rela
tionship also impacts the overall value of a relationship (Hogan, 2001).
A processual view is especially relevant in service contexts as the value
that the customer perceives may be different during the various stages of
the collaboration process; before, during and after the service episode
(Lapierre, 1997). Relationship value is connected to all stages, but a
longer-term focus becomes emphasized as it involves continuous
assessment (Corsaro & Snehota, 2010) and past episodes in the rela
tionship affect the value of the current and future episodes (Ravald &
Grönroos, 1996).
In company–NGO relationships in CV, the value outcome is likely to
be embedded in and realized through the more long-term relational
stages of value creation, as social impact is also a result of an impact
pathway (Mayne, 2015; Räikkönen et al., 2016) that depicts a longerterm change resulting in social impact, rather than mere exchange or
CV activity. Therefore, in the present study, we examine the compa
ny–NGO relationship in CV and connected value creation through the
stages of before, during and after the CV project. By pre-CV stage, we
refer to the activities that the counterparts conduct to embark on CV and
to connect and plan the project and related collaboration. The during-CV
stage refers to the actual volunteering activities by the volunteers but
also activities conducted by the company and NGO to facilitate the work
while it is done. The post-CV stage refers to the activities that take place
when the volunteers return to their actual work and company and the
NGO reflects on the realized collaboration and plans the future, resulting
in revision of the CV cycle.
We present the theoretical framework of the emergence of social
impact in company–NGO relationships in CV projects in Fig. 1. Based on
ToC, we include the activities undertaken within company–NGO re
lationships in a CV project, the main target groups, i.e., individuals or

groups intended to be direct receivers of CV-related activities, the social
impact understood as the end result and the longer-term cumulative
improvement in overall well-being of targeted individuals and society.
In addition, the collaborative conditions for such a social impact which
are understood as causal assumptions needed to make all the links in the
causal pathway work as expected are included. Furthermore, to capture
the processual nature of value creation within business relationships, we
include the pre-, during-, and post-CV stages into our framework.
5. Methods
This research employs a qualitative, multiple case study method as it
gives researchers a tool for developing theory by applying in-depth in
sights of empirical phenomena (Pettigrew, 1989; Flyvbjerg, 2006;
Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009). The empirical data consists of
four cases, two situated in a Polish context and two in a Finnish context.
The contexts were selected to capture the diversity of the research
phenomenon. CV in Poland has a rather long tradition dating back to the
early 1990s. Considering the political transformation toward democracy
in Poland in the 1990s and the social consequences of this process in
some areas to date, CV has often been a tool for solving problems that
cannot be solved by the state or the public sector (Leś et al., 2016). In
Finland, the CV tradition is young, with the first significant examples
from early 2000. In the Finnish context, with a strong social welfare
system, volunteering work has traditionally been associated as a task for
the third sector only, but along with increasing CSR and cross-sectoral
networks, volunteering has recently started to raise interest among
Finnish corporations (Nygren, 2018). Examining cases from these two
different national contexts allows a diversified view on how social
impact emerges from CV in environments where it is considered a part of
normal corporate action (Poland) and where it plays a (still) marginal
role in society (Finland).
Case selection was based on identifying cases of company–NGO re
lationships in CV that would allow a deeper examination of the emer
gence of social impact. The participants in the study were identified in a
sequence of stages. First, potential case companies were chosen based on
publicly available information about their involvement in CV carried out
with NGOs. Then, to make the most of the international nature of the
research team, we ensured to include potential companies from both
Poland and Finland. Thus, companies actively involved in CV within
their own national context were selected in both countries. In the end,
the final selection of the case companies (two from each country) was
made based on their willingness to contribute to the research project.
The company managers were reached with the help of the first
contact person, indicated on the companies’ websites, in the companies’
CSR reports or other official materials. During in-depth interviews
(IDIs), company managers were asked, among other things, to describe
examples of CV projects that had been realized in collaboration with
NGOs. We included company–NGO relationships in our analysis that

Fig. 1. Theoretical understanding of emergence of social impact in company–NGO relationships in CV projects.
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were sufficiently established to allow for the examination of the
relationship-level value and social impact. Based on that, we identified
and approached particular NGOs’ representatives for the subsequent
stage of interviewing. Concurrently, company managers supported us in
identifying and interviewing company employees who participated in
the volunteer projects with these NGOs. More details about the company
and NGO of each case are described in Table 1.
We applied a qualitative abductive research approach, including a
creative reasoning process (Danermark et al., 2019), which allows for
discovering novel phenomena (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), which in our
case was the emergence of social impact from the company–NGO re
lationships through CV. Abductive reasoning enables new insights and
directions about the phenomenon that is researched (Kovács & Spens,
2005). Seen from the perspective of the people interviewed (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966), it enhances the understanding of the phenomenon in
a new way, e.g., distinguishing relations and connections not evident or
obvious (Danermark et al., 2019).
The research data consists of semi-structured IDIs with three groups
of respondents: company employees taking part in volunteering activ
ities [EMP 1.1–1.8; EMP 2.1–2.4; EMP 3.1–3.7; EMP 4.1–4.3], managers
who were directing the CV activities of the case companies [COM 1;
COM 2.1. and 2.2; COM 3; COM 4] and representatives of the case NGOs
[NGO 1; NGO 2; NGO 3; NGO 4.1. and 4.2]. Table 2 includes a summary

of the interviewees’ characteristics. While the number of interviews with
company managers and NGO representatives was restricted by the
number of company–NGO cases selected for analysis, we followed the
methodological concept of theoretical saturation (Guest et al., 2006;
Saunders et al., 2017) in the interviews with company employees. Preanalysis of each interview produced certain themes, which started
repeating in interviews EMP 1.8, EMP 2.4, EMP 3.7 and EMP 4.3 and,
thus, signaled the achievement of saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
In the interviews, the respondents were asked to describe their ex
periences with CV in general and with the company–NGO relationship
within a particular CV project. Questions for each group of respondents
were adapted to fit their professional role, producing three different IDI
scenarios used in the study as research instruments. The IDI scenario for
company managers (COM) included questions covering the basis, pro
cess and outcomes of the CV projects undertaken in collaboration with
NGOs, including the case CV project. Company volunteers (EMP) were
asked to describe their motivations, experiences and outcomes of their
volunteering activity in general and within the case CV project in
particular. Interviews with NGO representatives (NGO) covered the
basis, processes and outcomes of CV projects undertaken in collabora
tion with companies and particularly the case company–NGO relation
ship in the CV project.
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed before analysis.

Table 1
Description of the case organizations.
Case
number

Partners in the
relationship

Background

Volunteering project/activities

Reasons for collaboration

Case 1

Company 1

Poland
Founded in 1989
International bank’s subsidiary
Approx. 8000 employees
4.7 million clients
Poland
Founded in 2001
Aims at helping children and adults with autism and
their families through conducting a therapeutic center
for people with autism spectrum disorder,
disseminating knowledge about autism, supporting the
setting up of local help centers for people affected by
autism, as well as being active in introducing changes in
Polish law with the aim to improve the quality of life for
people with autism
Finland
Provider of telecommunications and digital services
5000 employees
2.8 million customers
Finland
Founded in 1990
Aims at improving the healthy growth of children and
youth by enhancing interaction between youngsters
and adults through sharing information, organizing
meeting places and events for interaction
Poland
International financial group’s subsidiary
Over 1600 employees
Approx. 0.6 million clients
Poland
Founded in 2013
Aims at promoting engaged reading, teaching how to
build relationships through books and conducting
social education
Finland
Financial service provider
12,000 employees
1.7 million customers
Finland
Founded in 1869
Nationwide operations
2300 customer in service every year
Aims at providing education to the young people who
are not participating in any work or education

Enabling employees to use 8 h to volunteer in the
project (preparing, distributing and reading a
therapeutic book about autism) / Allocating funds
for project implementation

Connection to company’s culture
and strategy / NGO’s reputation and
knowledge related to the
project

Offering specialist knowledge and materials
about autism, necessary for the project realization

Compliance of the project goals with
the mission of the NGO / Access to
company volunteers and resources

Enabling employees to use 1 day/year to
volunteer in selected NGOs

Connection to company’s CSR focus
/ NGO’s geographical presence in
similar cities as company / Earlier
collaboration
Access and recruitment of volunteer
resources

NGO 1

Case 2

Company 2

NGO 2

Case 3

Company 3

NGO 3

Case 4

Company 4

NGO 4

Volunteers participated in a youth café where
youngsters could spend time in a safe
environment and meet with volunteers to do
different activities and discussing with them.
Enabling employees to educate ill children in
hospital wards with the use of fairy tale therapy /
Providing office space for employee training in
the field of fairy tale therapy
Training volunteers in using fairy tale therapy
and coordinating the project of fairy tale therapy
in hospitals

The need to develop a corporate
volunteering program

Supporting financially and socially excluded
young people

Collaboration tradition and public
relations

Training employee volunteers and coordinating
volunteering project

Need for volunteers’ skills and
professions
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Table 2
Interview and interviewee details.
Interviewee

Case 1
Company
manager
[COM 1]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.1]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.2]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.3]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.4]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.5]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.6]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.7]
Company
employee
[EMP 1.8]
NGO manager
[NGO 1]
Case 2
Company
managers
[COM 2.1,
COM 2.2]
Company
employee
[EMP 2.1]
Company
employee
[EMP 2.2]
Company
employee
[EMP 2.3]
Company
employee
[EMP 2.4]
NGO manager
[NGO 2]
Case 3
Company
manager
[COM 3]
Company
employee
[EMP 3.1]
Company
employee
[EMP 3.2]
Company
employee
[EMP 3.3]
Company
employee
[EMP 3.4]
Company
employee
[EMP 3.5]
Company
employee
[EMP 3.6]

Gender

Female

Work profile of
interviewee

Table 2 (continued )
Date of
interview

Length of
transcription
(in pages)

Corporate
Communications
Manager
Senior Mortgage
Specialist

25 May
2018

21

31 January
2019

7

Female

Operational
Specialist

26 April
2019

7

Male

IT Specialist

20 May
2019

17

Female

Employee in the
Complaint
Department
Corporate Client
Analyst Advisor

30 January
2019

15

3 June
2019

4

Male

Retail Customer
Specialist

1 February
2019

5

Male

Financial Product
Specialist

1 February
2019

6

Female

Banking Specialist

30 January
2019

7

Female

Vice-President

26 June
2019

13

Female

HR Manager and
Communications
Manager

28
November
2018

14

Female

Communication
Specialist

8

Female

Customer Service
Developer

Female

Business Services
Expert

Male

Customer Data
Developer

Female

Volunteering
Coordinator

28
November
2018
28
November
2018
28
November
2018
28
November
2018
29 October
2020

Female

CEO

18 May
2018

9

Female

Internal
Communication
Specialist
Procedures
Specialist

28 January
2019

11

28 January
2019

9

Male

Marketing
Specialist

28 January
2019

9

Male

Tax Manager

28 January
2019

8

Female

Marketing & PR
Specialist

26 April
2019

6

Male

Occupational
Health and Safety
Specialist

26 April
2019

9

Female

Male

Female

Interviewee

Gender

Work profile of
interviewee

Date of
interview

Length of
transcription
(in pages)

Company
employee
[EMP 3.7]
NGO manager
[NGO 3]

Female

Planning Specialist

26 April
2019

7

Male

Vice-President

2
November
2020

19

Female

CSR Specialist

9

Female

Services
Development
Specialist
Customer Service
Development
Specialist
Business
Development
Specialist
Development
Manager

19
December
2018
19
December
2018
19
December
2018
19
December
2018
18
November
2019
22
November
2019

Case 4
Company
manager
[COM 4]
Company
employee
[EMP 4.1]
Company
employee
[EMP 4.2]
Company
employee
[EMP 4.3]
NGO manager
[NGO 4.1]
NGO manager
[NGO 4.2]

Female
Female
Male
Female

Service manager

9
10
9
11
12

In order to minimize research bias during data analysis and interpreta
tion, one generally binding codebook (in form of a coding table) was
introduced. Codebooks are especially critical when multiple team
members work together on the same project’s data (Saldaña, 2021), as
was the case in our study where interview data was collected and
analyzed in two different languages.
An initial version of the coding table was created based on our
theoretical knowledge of social impact and value creation within busi
ness relationships. In the first stage of analysis, the researchers coded the
data based on three phases: pre-CV, during-CV and post-CV. Pre-CV
included the objectives of the organization and expectations of the
volunteers. During-CV included volunteering project activities and
volunteer experiences and activities. Post-CV included organizational
benefits and volunteer reflections. Each phase was examined to identify
indications of social impact emerging from the data either at the indi
vidual or organizational level. Importantly, as our focus was not on
depicting the social impact as such, but its emergence, we focused on
activities that indicated the emergence of social impact in the analysis.
Initially each transcription related to a particular company–NGO rela
tionship was independently coded by a minimum of two researchers.
The process of coding was done manually or with the use of MAXQDA
software. The results of the individual work were shared with another
research group member to reach a consensus. After that, one table for
four cases was formulated (see Table in the Appendix), and the whole
research group again elaborated the initial understanding to avoid any
other bias in the analysis. After the first round of analysis made by the
research group, the researchers noticed emerging patterns in the
empirical data, which led them to study the volunteering activities
described in the data in more depth. In the second stage of the data
analysis, the focus was put on the characteristics of the relationships and
nature, facilitators and inhibitors of social impact arising from the
relationship and CV. The researchers created a new empirical coding
table to guide the second round of analysis. After these two rounds of
analysis, synthesis was created based on theoretical understanding and
the data. Each case was first analyzed separately to form a thorough
understanding of the emergence of social impact in it. Subsequently, the
cases were summarized to contrast the findings by investigating simi
larities and differences and their underlying reasons to identify the
logics of the emergence of social impact within company–NGO

8
8
10
35
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relationships in CV.
Data triangulation was ensured through engaging three different
groups of respondents involved in company–NGO relationships within
CV projects, as well as the use of additional sources of information
(materials provided by the studied organizations, such as company or
NGO websites, CSR reports, leaflets, etc.) to support the interpretations
made in the analyses of selected CV projects. Additionally, the
involvement of several different researchers in the analysis process
provided investigator triangulation. Both types of triangulations
increased the validity of the study (Denzin, 1978; Eriksson & Kovalai
nen, 2015).

focused on doing good for society. The company was supported by
specialist knowledge and materials about autism offered by the NGO. On
the other hand, thanks to the compliance of the project goals with the
mission of the NGO and access to company volunteers and resources, the
NGO could realize its goals on a larger scale.
In terms of the period after the CV project, volunteers reported,
among others, satisfaction and joy after completing voluntary work,
acquisition of new skills, improving relationships with colleagues at
work, willingness to be engaged in subsequent CV projects, and – in
general – an increase of their interest in social problems and in autism,
which all indicate the emergence of wider social impact.
The emergence of wider social impact was also visible at the orga
nizational level. Among other factors, an increase in employees’ job
satisfaction and loyalty to the company, as well as improved commu
nication between employees were reported. Additionally, volunteers’
reflections shared during post-CV meetings improved the CV program in
the company. On the NGO’s side, collaboration with the company
resulted in reflections about future relationships with business partners
in terms of the ways in which the activities and resources of each partner
should be combined to make the emergence of social impact more
feasible.

6. Findings
In the following, we present the findings of our analysis of the in
dividual cases.
6.1. Emergence of social impact in case 1
In Case 1, the objective of the collaboration was to advance the wellbeing of families with children with autism. The relationship between
the company and NGO was initiated originally by a group of company
employees that coped with children with autism in their families. Based
on this, the idea of a CV project consisting of preparing a therapeutic
book addressed to parents and siblings of such children was born and
incorporated into a CV program.
The emergence of social impact at the individual level at the pre-CV
stage was primarily triggered by previous employees’ experience with
volunteering. In cases of employees less experienced in volunteering
work, high motivation of other colleagues for doing volunteer work,
positive attitudes from supervisors towards employees’ volunteer ac
tivity, extensive internal communication aimed at promoting employee
volunteering, as well as regular meetings with company volunteers
allowing for the sharing of experiences and ideas were reported to be an
inspiration to change their own awareness and approach to CV projects.
Such a change indicates the emergence of wider social impact that goes
beyond the direct outcomes of the CV project:

6.2. Emergence of social impact in case 2
In Case 2, the overall objective of the collaboration was to advance
the well-being of youths, which was considered an important target
group from the company’s side and among the reasons why the company
wanted to initiate collaboration with the NGO.
In terms of the emergence of social impact at the pre-CV stage, as
volunteers contemplated their participation, they explored their per
sonal motivation and previous own and acquaintances’ experiences of
volunteering work. This initiated a process for individual level changes
in their own awareness and approach to sustainability, indicating the
emergence of wider social impact. At the organizational level, as the
company planned the CV in general and the project in more detail,
together with NGO, it also explicitly defined that taking part in doing
good for society was an integral part of their company strategy. This
included people at the top management level having personal interest in
social aims. From the NGO’s perspective, the importance of thoroughly
discussing the expectations for the volunteering relationship between
the company and the NGO and agreeing on the targets for the rela
tionship was integral. Such a dialogue between the organizations from
different sectors also indicated the emergence of wider social impact.
The NGO’s experience was that differing expectations between the
company and the NGO may hinder value creation. The company has also
allocated resources, e.g., people to direct and organize the volunteering
activities. Support at the strategic and operational level from the orga
nization’s side not only enabled the CV and collaboration with the NGO
to exist, but also enhanced the volunteers’ motivation and seriousness
towards the volunteering, as well as strengthened the organization’s
overall commitment towards responsibility, thus indicating the emer
gence of social impact.
During the CV project, in practice, the volunteering work performed
by the company employees involved participating in a youth cafe and
interacting with the youths that came there to socialize discussing with
them, playing board games, cards, making and serving coffee etc. In
addition to the emergence of direct social impact through these en
counters, the employees reported strong emotions and learning about
diversity in society. From the organization’s perspective, by offering the
possibility to take part in volunteering, the company also lowered the
threshold to partake in such activities and increased further awareness
of responsibility within the organization.
In terms of the period after the CV project, volunteers reported e.g.,
increasing respect towards colleagues, the need for reflection of CV
experience within their organization and the willingness to continue
volunteering, which all indicated the emergence of wider social impact.

“I was involved in this volunteering work, because my workmate drew me
into it. She has been doing volunteering at our bank for many years and
she is such an active volunteer. She infected me with it too” [EMP 1.2]
From the organizational perspective, the dialogue between all the
actors involved in the CV project also indicates the emergence of wider
social impact. The incorporation of the employees’ initiative into the CV
program enhanced their motivation to get involved in the project, and
thus allowed them to continue a long-term tradition of company
engagement in creating something good for society. The company–NGO
contacts at the pre-CV stage helped both parties get to know each other’s
expectations and the specificity of their functioning, leading to an
agreement on common goals, as well as on resources and activities
needing to be allocated in the collaboration.
During the CV project, in practice, the volunteering work performed
by the company employees consisted of writing the above-mentioned
therapeutic book, and finally disseminating it through reading it in
schools and kindergartens. Interacting directly with target groups sup
ported the emergence of direct social impact. Additionally, the emer
gence of wider social impact could be indicated. The volunteers reported
positive emotions and additional energy appearing during voluntary
work. As it was a non-competence-based CV project, the employees
perceived it as a mental rest or an escape from the tough problems that
arise every day in their workplace. From the company perspective, of
fering employees 8h for volunteering and organizational support from
the corporate foundation, as well as conducting intensive internal
communication and meetings during the CV project realization, made
more employees join the project and enhanced organizational culture
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Also, understanding society as a more diverse place and seeing out of
one’s own surroundings were emphasized, indicating further emergence
of social impact:

each other in their private lives. In addition, the project raised em
ployees’ awareness of social problems around them and, as a result, their
willingness to help others increased, which all indicated the emergence
of wider social impact. Participation in the project made employees not
only more tolerant and respectful of other people but also led to personal
reflection and discovering truths about themselves. Sometimes this
impact was even deeper, leading to a change in their hierarchy of values,
making helping others become a superior value. On the organizational
level, the positive relationships between employees increased their
satisfaction and fostered greater commitment to work. Increased
employee commitment encouraged the company to increase support for
the implementation of subsequent iterations of the project, which
further strengthened the emergence of social impact.

“It (the volunteering work) felt like stepping out of one’s comfort zone, I
felt like a fish out of water there with the youths. Interacting with them
was not at all natural. At nine o’clock in the evening at home I still felt
good about it and I decided to continue there as a volunteer in the future”
[EMP 2.4]
For the organization, greater employees commitment to the organi
zation based on the CV project reflected increased commitment to re
sponsibility of the organization, as its members were more committed.
Furthermore, as the company allocated extensive resources to CV
management and training, it increased the organization’s commitment
to responsibility, which further indicated the emergence of wider social
impact. The data indicated that as the company explicitly engaged in
doing good, the employees also started to become more aware and
concerned about the responsibility and challenges society is facing.

6.4. Emergence of social impact in case 4
In Case 4, the analyzed company–NGO relationship focused on socioeconomically underprivileged young people. The overall objective of
this CV project was to advance the economic skills of younger people
with a disadvantaged socio-economic background.
In this case, social impact emerged during the pre-CV stage in several
ways. Sustainability-passionate employees started taking responsibility
for societal problems through planning the improvement of socially
disadvantaged beneficiaries and connecting personal value with com
pany value that resulted in engagement in CV activities. Indicating the
emergence of social impact, this engagement helped employees to
disperse a sense of responsibility in society, and also increase their un
derstanding and awareness of customers through interaction.
Providing economic skills and thus a solution to young people’s
economic challenges showed how wider social impact emerged during
the CV activities. During the CV project, the well-being of employees
improved, and the volunteering helped them widen their personal ho
rizons through developing empathy toward socially disadvantaged
people. As the data indicated, they increased their understanding of
different people through noticing them and their social challenges. In
addition, employees acquired new competencies, i.e., project manage
ment, which was related to enhancing their well-being in work and life.
On an organizational level, the emergence of the social impact from the
relationship between the case company and the NGO indicated that they
mutually support the development of financial, temporal and skill-based
resources. In this case, financial and skills-related support of companies
to NGOs were an important factor for collaboration and the emergence
of wider social impact in society:

6.3. Emergence of social impact in case 3
In Case 3, the main objective of the collaboration was to help ill
children in hospital wards deal with emotions by using fairy tale ther
apy, which was in line with both the mission of the NGO and the social
goals of the company.
In terms of the emergence of social impact at the pre-CV stage, the
volunteers’ internal sense of obligation to help people in a worse situ
ation was the most important factor for their participation in voluntary
work. It initiated changes at the individual level and was a source of
motivation to make a wider social impact beyond their organization. At
the organizational level, for both partners, meeting the needs of the
beneficiaries was of the utmost importance from the very beginning. For
this reason, the volunteers took part in the training conducted by the
NGO, preparing them to conduct fairy tale therapy among children. This
made the value offered to the beneficiaries unique and gave a chance to
trigger a wider social change. The fairy tale therapy project was sup
ported by the top management of both organizations. The compatibility
of the strategic goals of both organizations, sharing complementary re
sources, and the high commitment level of the top management on both
sides of the relationship not only enabled the collaboration of both or
ganizations to exist, but also led to positive changes in the social
awareness of employees and strengthened the commitment of both or
ganizations to achieve their CSR goals, which indicates the emergence of
social impact.
During the CV project, in practice, company volunteers visited hos
pital wards, read special books to children, taught them how to identify
and name emotions, and supported them in coping with difficult expe
riences. In addition to direct social impact, participation in the project
was a source of high emotional involvement of the volunteers and
volunteer satisfaction, which, as a result, motivated volunteers to
further engage in the project. The social impact that emerged during the
CV project was enhanced by involving not only the volunteers and
beneficiaries in this process, but also their families and medical staff:

“They [the bank] practically gave us money (…) They are quite capable
of giving financial coaching for young people in groups and on an indi
vidual level” [NGO 4.1]
In the post-CV stage, employees’ existing passion for corporate sus
tainability and sustainability at large provided crucial inner motivation
for them to engage in CV and thus indicated the emergence of social
impact. For employees, the CV experience strengthened the relationship
between them and their employer, especially when employees’ personal
values were in line with the employer’s CSR activities. Some employees
endorsed participating in CV projects among their colleagues, thus
increasing CV’s leverage and wider social impact. Moreover, the vol
unteers were able to create a more realistic view of their target customer
group and their challenges. For the organizations, the outcome of the
collaboration showed that the CV activities were worth replicating
because the company was keen to support its employees in acquiring
new competencies in the future, too. At the same time, the CV collab
oration enabled the company to improve its public relations with NGOs
and beneficiaries.
In Case 4, human-centric values were considered as the core of the
company’s strategy for portraying their social responsibility policies to
the public. For this reason, the company started CV collaboration with

“Parents also benefit from the project, and so do we (…). Parents often
listen to or ask what fairy tale therapy is about, and this is also a very
important aspect of our fairy tale activities” [NGO 3]
From the company’s perspective, participation of selected employees
in the project as volunteers also increased the social awareness of other
employees and enhanced interest in voluntary work in the company,
which also indicates wider emergence of social impact.
In the post-CV phase, as indicated by the volunteers, the project
influenced all aspects of their lives, both inside and outside the orga
nization. It improved relationships between employees and made them
rely on each other more, in such a way that they were ready to also help
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engagement as well as personal experience related to societal problems.
At the organizational level, contributing to society in a concrete way
through the CV activity allowed integrating resources from the com
panies and the NGOs to facilitate the emergence of social value, not only
in terms of the actual CV project, but also more widely. The emergence
of a wider social impact, however, required the effective combination of
resources between sectors. Thus, during the CV project, not only the
direct consequences to the beneficiaries, but also value creation at in
dividual, organizational, and societal levels indicated the emergence of
social impact.
The post-CV stage refers to a long-term perspective in which changes
to individual and organizational behaviors take shape and is reflected in
the company and NGO, but also other stakeholders and the wider public.
As the volunteers returned to their actual work, the company and the
NGO reflected on the realized collaboration and planned future CV ac
tivities, resulting in a revision of the CV cycle. At the individual
volunteer level, the social impact manifested in the sense of fulfillment
of the volunteers, in increasing their awareness and sensitivity to social
problems, as well as their empowerment, as the project helped em
ployees work together better and with increased trust. The emergence of
social impact at the organizational level was indicated by an improved
company and NGO image, increased job commitment and an improved
employer brand image. At the societal level, the emergence of social
impact manifested in the changes of citizens’ attitudes to be more so
cially responsible, as well as in the creation of new networks based on
multisector collaboration to advance societal value. The emergence of a
wider social impact required continuous improvement in collaboration
and the combining of resources across sectors. Overall, within the postCV stage, the emergence of social impact takes shape through changes in
individual and organizational behaviors based on increased awareness
and first-hand experiences of “doing good”.
In conclusion, the emergence of social impact in pre-CV projects was
connected to companies starting to be more aware of the variety of so
cietal problems and to identify partners for collaboration to solve those
problems. During the CV project, companies and NGOs combined re
sources for societal level value creation. After the CV project, the

NGOs to be able to meet its CSR needs and create responsible citizens.
Simultaneously, the emergence of wider social impact in the CV
collaboration benefited the common good, i.e., in the context of CV, the
internal and external CSR expectations were aligned.
6.5. Summary of social impact emergence in cases
Based on the findings of our case analyses, we elaborate our theo
retical framework in Fig. 2 to show how social impact emerges in CV
projects. Based on ToC, the figure details the CV activities, the stake
holders they are targeted at, consecutive value creation at the individ
ual, organizational and societal levels and the conditions for
collaborations which allow for the creation of social impact. This
pathway is broken down by the different stages of a CV project: pre-,
during-, and post-CV.
In the pre-CV stage, as the planning of the company–NGO collabo
ration and CV was carried out, the management of both the company
and the NGO and company employees were involved and interacted in
diverse ways to organize activities around CV, both at organizational
and individual levels. At the individual volunteer level, as individuals
contemplated their internal motivation and previous experiences of
their own or a colleague in participating in CV activity, their social
awareness in general also increased. At the organizational level, the
planning enabled the organizations to implement their strategic goals in
the form of CV, which also initiated the emergence of wider social
impact. At the societal level, in terms of the planning of CV, identifica
tion of societal problems and collaborating partners allowed cross-sector
interaction that increased the positive climate for volunteering and
collaboration towards social impact emergence. Thus, social impact
emerged within the pre-CV stage through individual, organizational,
and societal level value creation.
In the during-CV stage, actual volunteering activities aimed at
helping the beneficiaries were implemented. At the individual volunteer
level, the emergence of social impact was initiated by high emotional
involvement of the volunteers, which had positive effects on their work
attitudes, leading, among other factors, to job satisfaction and work

Fig. 2. Social impact pathway in company–NGO relationships in CV projects.
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volunteers reflected on acting more as responsible citizens and organi
zations formed inter-organizational multisector networks to advance
societal value creation. Thus, we conclude that in addition to the indi
vidual and organizational levels, societal level value creation is also
integrally connected to the emergence of social impact in compa
ny–NGO relationships in CV.

volunteering enabled by the employer company and conducted in
collaboration with the NGO, the social impact emergence is also con
nected to companies’ behaviors and thus even more impactful than the
volunteering act itself.
To a large extent, existing research on CV (Rodell et al., 2016; Cnaan
et al., 2021) as well as company–NGO collaboration (Liu & Ko, 2011;
Samuel et al., 2013; Enright et al., 2018) has focused on examining the
benefits for beneficiaries (e.g., Kim & Kim, 2016; Vermeulen & Maas,
2020), company employees (e.g., do Paço & Nave, 2013; HaskiLeventhal et al., 2019; Mason et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021), com
panies (e.g., Gomez & Fernandez, 2017; Brzustewicz, 2020; Escher &
Brzustewicz, 2020; Brzustewicz et al., 2021) and NGOs (e.g., Bartsch,
2012; Samuel et al., 2013; Lee, 2015) separately. In contrast, our study
provides a holistic examination of how the value creation at individual,
organizational and societal levels is connected to provide explicit un
derstanding of emergence of social impact. Previous research on com
pany–NGO collaboration has also acknowledged that joining resources
and knowledge to address complex social and environmental issues is
integral to generating successful relationships and mutual value (Jamali
& Keshishian, 2009; Enright et al., 2018). Our study extends this by
describing the way individuals, by acting as resources within compa
ny–NGO relationships in CV, act as sources of wider social impact.

7. Discussion
In this section, we focus on two aspects of social impact emergence
within company–NGO relationships in CV to which our empirical data
provides new insights. Firstly, such relationships enable social impact
emergence throughout the relationship (pre-, during- and post-CV
project stages) and not just during the actual volunteering projects, as
a result of the actual volunteering activity directed to specific benefi
ciaries. Secondly, our study shows that social impact emergence in
company–NGO relationships within CV projects come about through
individual-level, organizational-level and societal-level value, which are
highly interconnected.
In terms of the first aspect, our analysis of company–NGO relation
ships, through the lenses of pre-, during- and post-CV project and in
accordance with value creation literature in business relationships (e.g.,
Ravald & Grönroos, 1996; Lapierre, 1997; Corsaro & Snehota, 2010),
suggests that social impact already emerges during the planning phase of
the CV project and company–NGO collaboration. As companies and
individual volunteers contemplate participating in volunteering, they
reflect on their motivation and increase their awareness of social con
cerns. Furthermore, by committing to CV and engaging in collaboration
with NGOs, they contribute to a positive climate of volunteering and
collaboration for social impact. During the actual CV project, the
collaboration with an NGO enables experienced value both at individual
and organizational levels but importantly allows effective combining of
resources from corporate and NGO sectors to generate joint value inte
grally intertwined with social value. In relation to the post-CV project
phase, the individual, company as well as societal value adhere to
continuous improvement towards combining cross-sector resources to
advance societal value and social impact.
Previous research on CV has thoroughly discussed the various forms
of benefits achievable for actors involved (Bartsch, 2012; Gomez &
Fernandez, 2017; Haski-Leventhal et al., 2019), and our findings further
explicate how such benefits and related value creation during the
different phases of the CV project unfold towards the emergence of
wider social impact and changes at the societal level. The examination of
the value creation within the emergence of social impact in compa
ny–NGO relationships in CV also highlights the role of actors’ value
perceptions. Indeed, the long-term value creation has been acknowl
edged as difficult to capture as value perceptions within relationships
are actor-specific, largely incomplete, and changing (Corsaro & Snehota,
2010). Our findings also emphasize the importance of examining the
perceptions of each actor as composed of experiences in the distinct
phases.
The second key aspect raised in our analysis relates to the inter
twined nature of all three levels of social impact emergence: individual,
organizational, and societal. In particular, our study puts forward the
need to examine the emergence of social impact of company–NGO re
lationships in CV at all these levels and, how these are interconnected.
The role of individual employees/volunteers was emphasized in the
sense that through their increased awareness and experiences, their
behaviors in relation to their organization as well as society in their
personal lives indicated the emergence of social impact beyond the
direct effects of CV. Existing research has acknowledged that the indi
vidual volunteers’ behaviors may directly affect the organizational level
(da Silva et al., 2020) as well as the societal level outcomes, resulting in
the emergence of crucial social impact. Through the organizational
level, individuals also indirectly affect the societal level. This is of course
connected to volunteering acts as such, but as our analysis reveals that in

8. Conclusions
The present study has focused on examining the emergence of social
impact within inter-organizational relationships between companies
and NGOs in corporate volunteering. The social impact of organizations
has been seen as a positive and long-term outcome of direct or indirect,
intended, or unintended organization interventions on the individual or
community levels (Fredline et al., 2003; Reisman & Gienapp, 2004;
Maas & Liket, 2011; Mayne, 2015; Räikkönen et al., 2016). The present
study concludes that social impact emerges in company–NGO relation
ships in CV throughout the duration of the relationship and the volun
teering project episodes and through the interplay of value creation at
individual, organizational and societal levels.
Our findings contribute to literature on CV (Wilson, 2000; Bartsch,
2012; Rodell et al., 2016; Farooq et al., 2021) and on company–NGO
collaboration (Dahan et al., 2010; Enright et al., 2018) by explicating the
impact pathway of social impact emergence throughout the relationship
and CV project stages. This emphasizes the importance of strategic ap
proaches to company–NGO collaboration in CV (Bartsch, 2012; Lee,
2015), for example in terms of choosing the NGOs and CV projects to
match with company strategies and identity as it also affects value
creation within the relationship and ultimately social impact. In addi
tion, the value creation concept adopted from business relationship
literature (Ulaga, 2003; Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005) adds understand
ing of the social impact of company–NGO relationships in CV as it allows
the examination of perspectives of the different actors and, in particular,
the relationship-level aspects by the three stages examined in this study.
A key contribution of the present study to CV and company–NGO
collaboration lies within depicting the way these kinds of relationships
can be managed towards broader social impact, beyond the direct
beneficiaries of the CV activity. Our study’s finding is in line with earlier
studies regarding value creation being not merely connected to the
actual object of exchange, but instead being dependent on the whole
relationship between the counterparts (Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005).
The present study also contributes to existing knowledge on the so
cial impact of organizations (see e.g., Reisman & Gienapp, 2004; Mayne,
2015; Räikkönen et al., 2016) by depicting the way social impact
emerges through the company–NGO relationship in CV, beyond the
direct impact for the beneficiaries of the CV project. By focusing on the
process of emergence of social impact, instead of characterizing or
measuring the actual impact, the present study contributes to literature
on the social impact of organizations from an important yet less studied
viewpoint (see Rawhouser et al., 2019). Our study exemplifies the role of
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individuals within the emergence of the social impact of organizations as
volunteering activity and NGOs’ respective support (specialist knowl
edge, expertise, training) enhances a responsible mindset of volunteer
ing individuals. Those individuals, in turn, increase the responsible
behaviors at the organizational level, thus generating more socially
responsible organizations. Finally, socially responsible companies can
create social impact for the surrounding community through their CSR
and other activities and through their employees as socially responsible
citizens. This contribution highlights a holistic view on the emergence of
social impact and gives insights into the role of individuals therein,
which is, among others, in line with Siemieniako’s et al. (2021) frame
work of the three distinct levels at which social impact can be created
within different inter-organizational relationships.
Managerially, our study proposes that companies should view CV
holistically and more carefully design the divergent phases of volun
teering (Salazar et al., 2012, Barnett et al., 2020), especially at the preand post-CV phases, which may have had less attention in the man
agement of CV projects. In the pre-CV phase, companies should consider
the type of volunteering project and how it is connected to their own
competence base and strategic focus. The data indicated that when
companies’ volunteering activities are in line with their actual business,
e.g., people get involved in the kind of volunteering that requires
competences they already possess, CV requires less managerial resources
and training from NGOs and thus, is more effective resource-wise for
both companies and NGOs. In addition, the partnering company and
NGO should discuss and agree openly on the target of their collaboration
to avoid misunderstandings later in the project (Barnett et al.; 2020). In
the post-CV phase, there should be space for facilitating the transference
of individual-level volunteering experiences to organizational-level be
haviors. This transference can be increased by reflecting and sharing
individual learning from CV experiences (Zhang et al., 2021). The vol
unteers learned, for example, about the diversity in society when they
had the possibility to do volunteering work outside their own normal
social, professional and personal surroundings. This knowledge can
advance the contextual understanding of business environments. NGOs
possess the knowledge to help companies create space for reflection on
volunteering experiences. Hence, companies should deepen their
collaboration with NGOs to create a proper feedback mechanism to
learn from their CV projects and, thus, improve the effective manage
ment of future projects (Salazar et al., 2012), the positive volunteering
climate (Rodell et al., 2017) and even promote new social innovations
(Barnett et al., 2020).
Our study features certain limitations which can be overcome in
future research. The present study is based on a social constructivist
notion, i.e., depicting the experience of actors within CV projects con
ducted in collaboration between companies and NGOs. Therefore, the
findings related to the social impact arising from such relationships
should be considered specific to the analyzed CV relationships. Although
our case data did give some indication about the organizational-level
changes, societal-level changes and social impact, the data did not
extensively include aspects of these stages due to the data collection in
the early stage of the CV project. Our study puts emphasis more on the

company–NGO perspective in understanding the pathway for social
impact and, additionally, does not include the beneficiaries’ direct ex
periences of volunteering projects. Hence, data from beneficiaries could
enrich and enhance (Vermeulen & Maas, 2020) the understanding of the
whole pathway and stages towards social impact.
We suggest that future research examine the pathway of social
impact emergence in more detail and as part of longitudinal studies, as
our study is limited in terms of factors affecting the creation of social
impact, particularly at the societal level. Moreover, the role of different
societal contexts in social impact emergence in company–NGO re
lationships in CV should be further explored in order to understand the
particular challenges which company managers may face when selecting
and evaluating the specific CV projects (Salazar et al., 2012). Our data
from two national contexts indicate that such contextual factors affect
actors on the organizational level in particular. Future studies could also
enhance knowledge about the mechanisms through which the reflection
and sharing of learning from CV at the individual level can more
effectively be transferred to the organizational level. There are prom
ising studies in the field of leadership to advance understanding of social
responsibility in various levels of organizations, for example the concept
of distributed leadership (Raelin, 2011) and responsible leadership on
micro, meso and macro levels (Voegtlin et al., 2012). Distributing
leadership from formal leaders to other actors enables the emergence of
new, wider forms of responsibility organizing, which happens across all
organizational levels but also within networks and inter-organizational
relationships for adding value to society (Raelin, 2011).
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Appendix
CV project characteristics and social impact emergence

Relationship characteristics
Length of CV-relationship
Objective of collaboration

Case 1

Case 2

Case 3

Case 4

Several months (collaboration for
one CV project)

Couple of years (project-based,
one year at a time)

2017-ongoing (continuous
collaboration within one CV
project)
Advancing well-being of ill
children in hospitals

2012-ongoing (twice a year, each
project lasts several months)

Advancing well-being of youth
generally in society

(continued on next page)
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(continued )
Case 1

Type of CV
CV project characteristics
Pre-CV
Individual level

Organizational
level

DuringCV

Individual level

Organizational
level

PostCV

Case 3

Case 4

Non-competence based

Non-competence based

Advancing economic skills of
younger people with difficult socioeconomic backgrounds
Competence based

High motivation to do
volunteering / Previous experience
with volunteering outside the
company / Being inspired by
another employee’s volunteer
activity within CV

Personal motivation / previous
own good experiences of
volunteering work

Organizational culture in which a
need to help the others is strongly
emphasized / Long-term tradition
of CV in the company / Openness
and high motivation of NGO to
collaborate with the company
within the project / Similar goals
of both partners to collaborate
Joy when doing voluntary work /
Additional energy / Mental escape
from the problems that arise in the
workplace

Organization’s strategic aim to
take part in doing good for society
/ People at top management level
having personal interest towards
social aims

Internal motivation of employees
to help others / Previous
voluntary experience of
employees outside work /
Personal characteristics of
employees / Difficult experiences
of employees in the past
The company’s willingness to
develop CV program /
Compatibility of organizational
goals of both partners / Analyzing
and taking into account the needs
of beneficiaries and volunteers /
Financial and organizational
support from the company
Sense of responsibility for
beneficiaries / Satisfaction when
doing voluntary work /
Experiencing intense emotions /
Better employee integration
Offering employees one day off a
year for volunteering / Financial
and non-financial support from
the company / Project
coordination and training of
employees conducted by the NGO

Advancing well-being of families
having children with autism
spectrum disorder
Non-competence based

Individual level

Organizational
level

Offering employees 8 h for
volunteering / Conducting
intensive internal communication
and meetings with volunteers/
Organizational support from the
corporate foundation / Significant
substantive support of NGO at all
stages of project implementation
Satisfaction and joy after
completing voluntary work /
Acquisition of new skills /
Improving relationships with
colleagues at work / Reflections
about too few hours for
volunteering within the project /
Willingness to be engaged in the
project after company-NGO
relationship / Willingness to be
engaged in subsequent volunteer
projects / Increase of interest in
social problems
Increase in employees’ job
satisfaction and their loyalty to the
company / Better communication
between employees / Creating
positive external and internal
image / Strengthening
organizational culture

Social impact of company-NGO relationship in CV
Respondents’ perception of
Disseminates the knowledge about
social impact
autism in society / Supports
families, therapeutic institutions,
schools, kindergartens, etc. to
work with children with autism /
Teaches tolerance for otherness in
the society /Increases employees’
social awareness and their
willingness to continue
volunteering inside and outside the
company

Case 2

Sharing experiences between
volunteers / Indirect or direct
contact with beneficiaries /
Learning about diversity in
society/ Strong emotions
Organization offering the
possibility to take part in
volunteering lowered the
threshold / Organization
supporting the activity

Passionate employees for
sustainability issues / Connecting
personal with company value

CSR implementation through
contribution to common good /
Increasing employee’s awareness
and understanding of customers
through CV / Financial and skill
support form companies
Upskilling employees / Improving
well-being of employees / Creating
empathy and widening personal
horizons
Mutual company-NGO support
(financial, temporal and skill-based
resources)

Respect towards colleagues /
Need for reflection of CV
experience / Willingness to
continue volunteering /
Understanding the society as
more diverse place / Seeing out of
one’s own surroundings

Greater sense of meaningful work
/ Perceiving the world as a better
place / Better self-understanding
/ Greater awareness of social
problems / Greater willingness to
help others

Employees’ social empowerment /
Corroborating personal and valuebased identification of employees
with their employer / More
realistic view on who potential
customers are their challenges /
Endorsing CV project and its
experience among colleagues /
Creating positive external
company image

Greater employees’ commitment
to organization / Requires
extensive managerial resources
and training / Higher aims in the
beginning than results or benefits
in the end

Positive relationships between
employees / Better internal and
external image / CV as a tool for
implementing CSR strategy /
Greater commitment of
employees / Acquiring socially
sensitive job applicants / Better
position in CSR rankings

CV as means for company’s and
NGO’s public relations /
Simplifying long-term
collaboration (in contrast to public
sector partnerships) / Creating
replicability of collaboration mode
for extension into other fields with
other partners

Increases awareness of diversity
in society / Increases interaction
between adults and youngsters /
Increases volunteers’ readiness
and willingness to commit
volunteering work in the future /
Supports company’s strategic aim
to advance social inclusion in
society

Helps ill children cope with
emotions / Disseminates fairy tale
therapy among society / Changes
company employees’ approach to
social problems / Makes
employees more tolerant and
respectful of other people

Distributes responsibility for and
engagement in society (creates
responsible citizens) / Creates
employees’ empathy for society or
social groups / Provides economic
skills and thus a solution to young
people’s economic challenges /
Supports companies in becoming
socially responsible corporate
citizens
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Nygren, E. (2018) Yritysvapaaehtoistyö Suomessa: hauskaa puuhastelua vai yhteiskuntavastuun kivijalka? In: Hirvonen, S., & Puolitaival, S. (Eds.). Vapaaehtoistoiminta
nyt ja tulevaisuudessa, Kansalaisarenaan julkaisuja 2/2018.
OECD (2010). Sustainability impact assessment: an introduction. Available at: https:
//www.oecd.org/greengrowth/48305527.pdf. Accessed 7 April 2020.
Pajo, K., & Lee, L. (2011). Corporate-sponsored volunteering: A work design perspective.
Journal of Business Ethics, 99(3), 467–482.
Perrini, F., & Vurro, C. (2013). La valutazione degli impatti sociali: Approccie strumenti
applicativi. Milan: Ege.
Pettigrew, A. M. (1989). Longitudinal methods to study change: Theory and practice. In
R. M. Mansfield (Ed.), New frontiers of management (pp. 21–49). London, UK:
Routledge.
Raelin, J. (2011). From leadership-as-practice to leaderful practice. Leadership, 7,
195–211.
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Poland. At Oulu Business School, Jan leads the UN PRME activities. Jan’s research in
terests are in business responsibility and sustainability and a grassroots approach to
organizational institutionalism. Jan has published for example in Industrial Marketing
Management, Social Responsibility Journal and Journal of Business & Industrial
Marketing.
Anne Keränen (anne.keranen@oulu.fi) holds a D.Sc. degree in international business and
management and works as university researcher at Oulu Business School, at the University
of Oulu, Finland. She also holds a position of trust in Globally Responsible Leadership
Initiative (GRLI) as Guardian. Her research interests are responsible leadership and busi
ness, sustainability, and narrative research. Her work has appeared in South Asian Journal
of Business and Management Cases, Hallinnon Tutkimus – Administration Studies, Social
Responsibility Journal.
Pauliina Ulkuniemi (pauliina.ulkuniemi@oulu.fi) is a Professor of marketing at Oulu
Business School, at the University of Oulu, Finland. Her research interests include value
creation in business relationships and networks in different industry contexts, such as
services, circular economy and sustainable innovations. She has published in e.g., Indus
trial Marketing Management, Journal of Industrial & Business Marketing and Management
Decision.

75

