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ABSTRACT 

 

The Value of Civil Society Networks: 

A Probe into a Case of Cross-Border Network Partnership in Technology Capacity Building 

 

by 

 

Xiaoyi Zhang 

 

Networks as a distinctive organizational logic have been widely studied at several 

analytical levels and from a variety of theoretical perspectives since the 1990s. While previous 

research has highlighted network structural characteristics that benefit or constrain individual 

organizations, there has been less attention to the influence of different network processes.  

This thesis aims to better understand what process patterns of an interorganizational 

network generate most added value for individual organizations. Through an exploratory case 

study of the TechSoup Global Network, a technology-oriented civil society partnership, the 

research combines network structural characteristics with network processes to explain where 

the network value is located, what the types of network value are, and how these different 

types of network value are delivered.  

The research consists of 23 semi-structured interviews with the TechSoup Global 

Network partner NGOs over the course of three months. Interviews were broadly structured 

in accordance with three initially hypothesized value-addition processes: coordination of joint 

actions, access to organizational resources, exchanges of information and knowledge. Data 
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collected from the interviews were coded and subsequently mapped to a list of pertinent 

conceptual frameworks regarding network value and value-addition mechanisms including 

social capital, structural holes, network closure, and transaction costs economics.  

Results indicated that network value in the TechSoup Global Network case mostly 

stemmed from coordination of joint actions on a global scale, as opposed to access to 

organizational resources or exchanges of information and knowledge. The processes of 

efficient joint actions, which required transaction costs to be reduced, in turn activated the 

structural advantages of the network. Specifically, joint actions enabled network actors to 

bridge across structural holes between nonredundant groups of organizations across borders 

and sectors; these collaborations also created value by providing a certain level of network 

closure in the forms of trust and interconnectedness and serving as a signal of organizational 

credibility and capability. Furthermore, this case study demonstrated network value added not 

only from weaving ties within the boundaries of the network but also from establishing 

connections with third parties and beyond. 

Conceptually, this research enhances our understanding of the interplay among 

network processes, structural features, and network outcomes while providing further 

evidence for Burt’s 2000 assumption that brokerage across structural holes is the source of 

added value whereas network closure contributes to realizing the value buried in these 

structural holes. From a practical standpoint, these findings have significant relevance for 

professionals working with global interorganizational networks in the civic sector: jointly 

implementing projects at the network level can activate certain structural advantages that are 

critical to the success of a network partnership.   
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I. Introduction 

A. Research Background 

Recent decades have witnessed accelerating pace of global transformation and 

technological breakthroughs. Transitioning from printing press to social media, from analog 

transmission to digital controls, from telegraphy to information highway, the world has been 

rapidly reshaped and globally integrated in terms of production, communication, cultural 

identities, and social interactions, to name but four. It is under such circumstances – often 

described as the third wave of globalization – that social movements have increasingly 

assumed a unique logic of organization that is more communicative, flexible, interconnected, 

and open-ended: networks.   

Network forms of organization in global civil society have soared since the 1990s. As 

voluntary and not-for-profit entities, civil society organizations (CSOs) often face a variety of 

constraints in achieving their organizational mission. Many CSOs, nowadays, have partnered 

with other organizations or have become members of one or more networks to gain competitive 

or collaborative advantages through the processes of, inter alia, knowledge sharing, access to 

funding opportunities, joint program development, and collective actions. This research aims 

to explore the added value that a global network of civil society organizations generate for 

individual organizations. More concretely, the main questions that will be addressed 

throughout this research are as follows: From which network process(es) do organizations in a 

network derive the most added value? What are the different types of network value? How are 

these different types of network value delivered? 
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The inspiration for this research originates from my internship experience working on 

a global CSO network analysis project at a nonprofit specialized in technology capacity 

building. This particular CSO, TechSoup Global (TechSoup), is a registered 501(c)(3) 

nonprofit social enterprise located in San Francisco, California, operating in partnership with 

61 independent CSOs from five continents. By means of a single case study of the TechSoup 

Global Network (TSGN), I hope to identify ways in which different theories and 

methodologies may help investigate the burgeoning networked dynamics of global civil society, 

and, by doing so, better understand the scale of impact and added value that these new forms 

of organizing have. 

B. Global Context and Scope Conditions  

Literatures and theoretical debates on the subject of networked logic of social 

organizing and global civil society appear to have gained steam almost simultaneously. What 

is civil society? How should we apprehend network forms of social organizing? What are the 

enabling conditions for the rise of civil society networks across the world? What is the role of 

civil society networks in global governance, in comparison to government networks and other 

network actors? How do civil society networks function as part of the organized private 

voluntary sector in addressing social issues? Since the 1990s, a growing body of research has 

sought to respond to these questions. The following sections will draw on theories and 

literatures from a range of disciplines, such as organizational behavior, communication, 

political science, economics, management, and international relations, with a view to 

contextualizing the research problem and thence delineating the scope conditions of this study.  
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1. Tracing the path of civil society networks in global governance 

Network forms of organization and human interaction are nothing new. If we look back 

in time, networks of kinship and friendship, intellectuals, small businesses, and trade instantly 

spring to mind, a notable example being the Silk Road, a network of trade routes connecting 

core areas of Eurasia and East Africa that dates back to around 200 BCE. The transatlantic 

anti-slavery network and the international alliance for women suffrage in the 19th century are 

among other prominent cases of network mode of cross-border organizing in the not-too-

distant past, which have been often regarded as “historical precursors to modern transnational 

advocacy networks (Keck and Sikkink 1998). Network forms of organizing, albeit an ancient 

pattern of human society, have only been entered on the research agenda around the 1990s. 

Ever since then, there has been increasing knowledge production and ongoing debates on this 

reinvigorated logic of social organization.  

The organizational sociologist Walter W. Powell may have been one of the first 

scholars to discuss network forms of organization as a specific social arrangement contrasting 

with market and hierarchical governance structure. In his pioneering work “Neither Market 

nor Hierarchy”, Powell argues that networks as a distinctive mode of economic arrangement 

had not yet been satisfactorily analyzed by existing approaches at the time (1990, 296). 

Departing from Ronald Coase’s theory of the firm and Polanyi’s perspective on the 

antagonistic relationships between actors in market transactions, Powell posits that 

conventional forms, i.e., hierarchies and markets, had fallen short of capturing the diverse and 

intricate patterns of economic activities (ibid., 296-302). A spectrum of horizontal business 

alliance, global or local, is a case in point. Outplacing the states as trading units in the world 

market, as illustrated by Castells ([1996] 2010, 115), transnational corporations have 



 

 
4 

increasingly engaged in alliances or joint ventures with other large companies (Powell 1990, 

316), joining forces in collective industrial research or setting up global production networks 

in various exporting countries (Dicken 2003, 307; Held and McGrew 2003, 300; Castell [1996] 

2010, 123). Meanwhile, on a parallel track, a number of industries have experienced vertical 

disaggregation in various countries (Dore 1983; Wilkinson 1983; Powell 1990; Castells [1996] 

2010). Local businesses, from various industries and geographic locations with vastly different 

socio-cultural traditions, have also long been forging reciprocal ties with other local firms1. 

Resonating with Castells’s assumption, Dicken et al (2002, 91) go far as to express that 

networks have seemingly become “the foundational unit of analysis for our understanding of 

the global economy, rather than individuals, firms or nation states”.  

Similar to Powell’s discussion, literatures in International Relations highlight the 

checks and balances between markets and state hierarchies as a key organizing feature of the 

1980s and networks as an emerging organizing pattern since the 1990s (Kahler 2009, 2; see 

also Mann 1996, 1960). In the subsequent decades until today, networks as an intensified 

organizational logic have flourished in multiple academic fields and across different sectors. 

Government networks that consist exclusively of state actors (Sikkink 2009, 229) exemplify a 

horizontal model of global governance (Slaughter 2003, 201). Epistemic communities bringing 

together professionals from multiple fields with shared values and a common style of reasoning 

signify “a dynamic for persistent cooperation independent of the distribution of international 

power” (Haas 1992, 4). Clandestine criminal and terrorist networks pursuing violent ends have 

 

1 See Powell (1990) on the Emilian Model (which refers to socially integrated, decentralized production 

units) in Italy; Chung and Hamilton (2001) on the Guanxi network in China; Dore (1983) and Powell (1990) on 

the Japanese textile industry.  



 

 
5 

emerged as a menacing actor against nation states since the outset of the century (Kahler 2009; 

Kenney 2009). Transnational advocacy networks and grassroot movements, a force to be 

reckoned with in global problem solving, epitomize what can be called global civil society 

networks. 

When taken as a form of global social organizing, networks have generally been studied 

within the broader or related conceptual framework of globalization and governance. 

Theoretically, network approaches to analyzing global governance tend to be found in the 

transformationalist school of thought in the globalization debate (Axford 2013, 134), which 

posits that globalization is associated with new patterns of global stratification, reshaping or 

reconstituting the power and authority of nation states (Held et al. 1999, 8). In addition to a 

recasting of sovereignty regime, transformationalists also assume that non-territorial forms of 

social organization are emerging (be it multinational corporations, international regulatory 

agencies, or transnational social movements) in the global domain, in which “there is no longer 

a clear distinction between international and domestic, external and internal affairs” (ibid., 9). 

Manuel Castells’s critically acclaimed work on the network society in a way reflects this 

transformationalist line of thinking, on the grounds of his para-making hypothesis of a new 

social morphology driven by information technologies, i.e., a global network society, that 

transforms space, time, and the material foundations of our time across all walks of life 

(Castells [1996] 2010, 500 and 507). Castells’s analysis as regards the “network state”, 

nevertheless, are sometimes criticized for his “one-size-fits-all model of social change”, 

through which network forms of social organization in the Information Age are the solution to 
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all socio-economic problems in global governance (Axford 2013, 87).2 In a slightly different 

vein,  the sociologist Michael Mann3 articulates in a paper concurrent with Castells’s work on 

network society that global networks are indeed strengthening but in “multiple, variable and 

uneven fashion” while rejecting a singular systemic principle of global interaction (Mann 1997, 

495). Moreover, Mann’s assumption that global networks are segmented by the specificities of 

nation-states in the global North (ibid.) should be taken into account in my investigation of the 

case of a transnational social sector partnership.  

Interestingly, but perhaps not unexpectedly, it was also around the 1990s that scholarly 

work around the concept of a global civil society emerged. In a UNDP report published in 

1999, “the global networks of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other groups that 

transcend national boundaries” are listed by the United Nations as new actors of global 

governance4. Indeed, global civil society and network are oftentimes bracketed together as 

interrelated themes in the study of globalization and global governance5. As depicted by Barrie 

Axford (2013, 134), “linked to the theme of democratizing world politics through the trope of 

‘global civil society’, network interaction bears directly on the changing nature of governance 

in the millennial period of globalization.”  When it comes to issues of governance, a notion 

 

2 Nonetheless, I have one small reservation concerns Axford’s argument: globalization and network 

forming, both driven by progress in information and communication technologies, appear to be mutually 

reinforcing processes in Castells’s account (see Castells [1996] 2011, 502-506). 

 
3 I think that Mann’s assumptions can be bracketed as transformationalist as well, in that he cautions 

against both “a single global society” (1997, 495) and “the more enthusiastic of the globalist and transnationalist” 

(ibid., 494). 

 
4  UNDP. 1999. “Human Development Report 1999: Globalization with a Human Face.” UNDP. 

http://www.hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-report-1999. 

 
5 According to Axford (2013, 141), the study of transnational civil society organizations began to be 

associated with the still novel notion of global governance in the 1990s.  
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that is widely bruited nowadays, the political scientist R.A.W Rhodes (1996) raises an 

unconventional interpretation that blurs the distinction between state and civil society by 

accentuating the role of self-organizing interorganizational networks. In Rhodes’s model, these 

networks, complementary to markets and hierarchies in public service delivery, form the prime 

example of “governing without government” (ibid., 667). In various accounts, global civil 

society, configured to various degrees by individuals, communities, organizations, and 

networks, is regarded as a burgeoning actor in global governance, sometimes referred to as the 

third sector or the civic sector, and serves as a complement to the institutions of world society 

rather than displacing them (Lechner 2009, 149).  

It has come to my attention that the concept of global civil society, vigorously debated 

in the academic realm notwithstanding, has already been used in the day-to-day operations by 

practitioners in the nonprofit sector across the globe. And if we shelve the question of whether 

there exists a genuine global civil society, it remains essential to clarify what this term entails 

and implies in a given setting. From a purely descriptive sense6, Mary Kaldor, leading scholar 

in the field of global governance, indicates that, 

[w]hat we might describe as global civil society would be the interaction of those 

groups, networks, and movements who provide a voice for individuals in global arenas 

and who act as, to paraphrase a well-known dictum, the transmission belts between the 

individual and global institutions (2000, 109) … Global civil society is not a model or 

a blueprint; it is a contested process, in which different views about the world's future 

can be expressed. (ibid., 114) 

 

6 As opposed to normative or analytical categories that are also often applied in the scholarship of global 

civil society. 
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Kaldor’s interpretation is no doubt an encompassing one, in which global civil society 

is not to be taken as a static sphere of society but rather a dynamic process of multi-leveled 

social interaction. To cite a more empirical analysis, Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s 

pioneering work Activists beyond Borders (1998) zooms in on a revealing example of global 

civil society in action – transnational advocacy networks. Such transnational and cross-cultural 

forms of activism connect people from around the world to pursue shared goals, whether for 

humanitarian assistance or for tackling issues such as trade agreements, maritime orders, cross-

border diseases, and so forth. These networks, marked by dense information exchange, find 

their way to cohere around a shared discourse and endeavor to instigate socio-political changes 

in a world where nation states and international organizations predominate (ibid., 2). The 

concept of transnational advocacy network expresses, as the authors put it, “a view of multiple 

pathways into the international arena, a view that attributes to domestic actors a degree of 

agency that a more state-centric approach would not admit” (ibid., 217). Actors in a 

transnational advocacy network range from advocacy organizations, research institutes, the 

media, churches, and foundations to parts of intergovernmental organizations and branches of 

governments (ibid., 9), from which we can observe the essential and indispensable role of non-

state actors, in particular NGOs7, along with a certain degree of states’ involvement. This line 

of thinking not only reflects Kaldor’s interpretation of global civil society as a contested 

process, but also echoes Rhodes’s governance model of “governing without government” that 

features networks’ increasingly important role in multi-stakeholder problem solving. The 

authors highlight the role of, inter alia, NGOs as central and indispensable to all advocacy 

 

7 According to Keck and Sikkink, NGOs is central and indispensable to all advocacy networks, whose 

significance was once unaccounted for in the scholarship of international relations (1998, 6).   
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networks, which apparently was once unaccounted for in the scholarship of international 

relations (ibid., 6).  It can also be observed that transnational advocacy networks mostly consist 

of non-state actors but are open to states’ involvement.  

Twenty years have passed since the publication of this spearheading work on a cross-

border network form of social organizing. Today, civil society networks continue to proliferate 

and actively engage in the problems and issues faced by our global society today: global 

warming, environmental pollution, global pandemics, transnational labor issues, gender 

equality, responsible consumption, global poverty, among others, the impact of which reaches 

far beyond any organizational and national boundaries.  

2. Delineating the scope conditions of the TSGN case study 

The spectrum of civil society networks can be categorized from multiple perspectives, 

such as function, stakeholder, organizing level, rationale, legal framework, issue area, etc.  

In a white paper published in 2013 “Global Solution Networks: Understanding the New 

Multi-Stakeholder Models for Global Cooperation, Problem Solving and Governance”, the 

author, Don Tapscott, proposes a taxonomy of the emerging non-state networks from a 

functional perspective. In particular, Tapscott’s unit of analysis is interorganizational networks 

that aim at social change and problem solving. Tapscott refers to these networks as “Global 

Solution Networks”. His scope of analysis applies to a broader umbrella of multi-stakeholder 

and multinational networks that seek to “improve the state of the world through developing 

new policies or new solutions” (Tapscott 2013, 18). Tapscott’s goal of the taxonomy is to 

provide a comprehensive framework that encompasses all networks, albeit with categories that 

are not completely mutually exclusive (ibid., 21). These overlapping features might be 
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inevitable (considering that one network can have several functions) but are in fact one of the 

shortcomings of this taxonomy. Another caution that should be made is that Tapscott focuses 

on multi-stakeholder networks, some of which are cross-sector partnerships that might be 

beyond the scope of the TechSoup Global Network case, which I will explain in detail in 

Chapter III. For now, the TSGN is, in a nutshell, a network of 61 civil society organizations 

across the globe that manage a range of technology capacity-building and other programs to 

serve communities worldwide.  

The table below references Tapscott’s (2013) taxonomy of multi-stakeholder networks 

for global problem solving, with my notes apropos the TSGN at the end of each network type.  

Network 

Type 
Description Examples Provided N.B. 

Knowledge 

Networks 

The primary function of 

Knowledge Networks is to 

develop new thinking, research, 

ideas and policies that can be 

helpful in solving global 

problems. Their emphasis is on 

the creation of new ideas, not 

their advocacy.  

Wikipedia; TED; 

Stockholm 

International Peace 

Research; Global 

Network for 

Women’s and 

Children’s Health 

Research 

The TSGN has some features of 

a knowledge network as it 

reaches out to more than a 

million local grassroot and 

community organizations to 

build their technology capacity. 

Digital transformation in the 

civic sector is a major 

knowledge theme of the TSGN. 

Operational 

and 

Delivery 

Networks 

These networks deliver the 

change they seek, 

supplementing or even 

bypassing the efforts of 

traditional institutions. 

The Red Cross; Crisis 

Commons; Digital 

Democracy; World 

Wildlife Fund; Kiva; 

The Microcredit 

Summit Campaign; 

Keep a Child Alive; 

Random Hack of 

Kindness 

The TSGN fits in this category 

in that it provides subsidized 

access to technology and 

capacity building for nonprofits 

around the world. Essentially it 

delivers services and programs 

that serve nonprofits as well as 

local communities as a catalyst 

for social change. 

Policy 

Networks 

Some policy networks support 

policy development or create an 

alternative for policy. Policy 

networks also exist to create 

and encourage discussions on 

policy issues. 

International 

Competition 

Network; Internet 

Governance Forum; 

Principles for 

Responsible 

Investment; 

Note the difference between 

policy networks and advocacy 

networks in that the former seeks 

to create policy while the latter 

seeks to change the agenda or 

policies. 

https://wikimediafoundation.org/
https://www.ted.com/about/our-organization
https://www.sipri.org/
https://www.sipri.org/
https://www.sipri.org/
https://globalnetwork.azurewebsites.net/
https://globalnetwork.azurewebsites.net/
https://globalnetwork.azurewebsites.net/
https://globalnetwork.azurewebsites.net/
https://globalnetwork.azurewebsites.net/
https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc
https://crisiscommons.org/
https://crisiscommons.org/
https://www.digital-democracy.org/
https://www.digital-democracy.org/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/
https://www.kiva.org/
https://www.microcreditsummit.org/
https://www.microcreditsummit.org/
https://www.keepachildalive.org/
https://www.rhokaustralia.org/
https://www.rhokaustralia.org/
https://www.internationalcompetitionnetwork.org/
https://www.internationalcompetitionnetwork.org/
https://www.internationalcompetitionnetwork.org/
https://www.intgovforum.org/multilingual/
https://www.intgovforum.org/multilingual/
https://www.unpri.org/
https://www.unpri.org/
https://www.unpri.org/
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Renewable Energy 

Policy Network 

The TSGN is not a policy 

network.  

Advocacy 

Networks 

Advocacy Networks seek to 

change the agenda or policies of 

governments, corporations or 

other institutions. Hundreds of 

Advocacy Networks are listed 

at WorldAdvocacy.com. 

Avaaz.org; 

Conscious Capitalism 

Institute; Keep a 

Child Alive 

Note that Keep a Child Alive is 

considered to be in both 

advocacy and operational & 

delivery categories according to 

Tapscott. 

The TSGN is not an advocacy 

network. 

Watchdog 

Networks 

These networks scrutinize 

institutions to ensure that they 

behave appropriately.  

Human Rights 

Watch; Amnesty 

International; The 

Global Reporting 

Initiative 

The TSGN is not a watchdog 

network. 

Platforms Some networks seek to provide 

platforms for other social actors 

to organize. Platforms include 

some kind of technology but 

also organizational capability 

that facilitates collective action. 

Some platforms hold a promise 

of further dropping the 

transaction costs of global 

problem solving.   

Ushahidi; 

Change.org; Code for 

America 

The TSGN also falls into the 

category of platforms and helps 

drop the transaction costs in 

cross-border collaborative 

actions and service delivery. 

Global 

Standards 

Networks 

Non-state based organizations 

that develop technical 

specifications and standards. 

Internet Engineering 

Task Force (IETF); 

World Wide Web 

Consortium 

Global Standards Networks can 

overlap with Knowledge 

Networks. The value they 

generate can also include 

advocacy and policy 

development. The TSGN is not a 

global standards network. 

Governance 

Networks 

These are multi-stakeholder 

networks who have achieved or 

been granted the right and 

responsibility of non-

institutional global governance. 

International 

Organization of 

Securities 

Commissions; Forest 

Stewardship Council 

Governance Networks, albeit 

registered as nonprofits, tend to 

have more say in governing 

global issues and resources, such 

as forest and water. The TSGN 

is not a governance network. 

Networked 

Institutions 

Some networks provide such a 

wide range of capabilities they 

could be described as 

Networked Institutions. They 

are not state-based but rather 

true multi-stakeholder 

networks. But the value they 

World Economic 

Forum; Global Water 

Partnerships; The 

Clinton Global 

Initiative;  

This category seems much 

broader and includes more global 

organizational networks. Also, 

note that the World Economic 

Forum is more of a business-led 

https://www.ren21.net/
https://www.ren21.net/
http://worldadvocacy.com/
https://www.avaaz.org/page/en/
https://www.consciouscapitalism.org/
https://www.consciouscapitalism.org/
https://www.keepachildalive.org/
https://www.keepachildalive.org/
https://www.hrw.org/
https://www.hrw.org/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/
https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.ushahidi.com/
https://www.change.org/
https://www.codeforamerica.org/
https://www.codeforamerica.org/
https://www.ietf.org/
https://www.ietf.org/
https://www.w3.org/
https://www.w3.org/
https://www.iosco.org/
https://www.iosco.org/
https://www.iosco.org/
https://www.iosco.org/
https://fsc.org/en
https://fsc.org/en
https://www.weforum.org/
https://www.weforum.org/
https://www.gwp.org/
https://www.gwp.org/
https://www.clintonfoundation.org/clinton-global-initiative
https://www.clintonfoundation.org/clinton-global-initiative
https://www.clintonfoundation.org/clinton-global-initiative
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generate can range from 

knowledge generation, 

advocacy and policy 

development to the actual 

delivery of solutions to global 

problems. 

entity with limited extent of 

nonprofit engagement. 

The TSGN is not a networked 

institution. 

Diasporas One of the functions of many of 

today’s diasporas is to address 

and help solve common, global 

problems. 

International 

Diaspora engagement 

alliance; African 

Diaspora 

Marketplace 

The TSGN is not a diaspora 

network. 

Table 1. Tapscott’s (2013) Taxonomy of Multi-Stakeholder Networks and the TSGN 

In accordance with Tapscott’s taxonomy based on network functionality, the TSGN 

can be considered, first, a platform which helps improve other nonprofits’ organizational 

capabilities and reduce the costs of global problem solving via the Nonprofit Technology 

Marketplace8 . Through this platform, eligible organizations around the world are able to 

receive donated and discounted software, hardware, services, and training – digital resources 

(cf. Nonprofit Product Catalog 9 ) that TechSoup has obtained from over 100 technology 

companies such as Microsoft, Adobe, Cisco, DocuSign, Zoom, etc. For example, an eligible 

nonprofit registered with and validated by either TechSoup or a TSGN partner organization 

can acquire an Office 365 product for free from the local Nonprofit Technology Marketplace10 

website in their country. In conjunction with the Marketplace, the TSGN offers validation and 

 

8 TechSoup. n.d. “TechSoup – Technology for Nonprofits, Charities, and Libraries.” Accessed May 7, 

2020. http://www.techsoup.org/?ts_cs_selection=84. 

 
9 TechSoup. n.d. “TechSoup Product Catalog.” Accessed May 7, 2020. http://www.techsoup.org/get-

product-donations/product-catalog. 

 
10 Nonprofits’ eligibility is defined by each donor company. For example, Microsoft’s donations serve 

501(c)(3) organizations in the US (and equivalent organizations in other countries) that advance education, 

provide relief to the poor, preserve or restore the environment, etc., but not museums, libraries, UN entities, 

healthcare organizations, etc.  

 

https://diaspora.globalinnovationexchange.org/organizations/international-diaspora-engagement-alliance-idea
https://diaspora.globalinnovationexchange.org/organizations/international-diaspora-engagement-alliance-idea
https://diaspora.globalinnovationexchange.org/organizations/international-diaspora-engagement-alliance-idea
http://www.diasporamarketplace.org/
http://www.diasporamarketplace.org/
http://www.diasporamarketplace.org/
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data services for corporate charitable giving, ensuring that recipient organizations are valid and 

legally recognized in their country.  

A similar platform network is Ushahidi, a social enterprise based in Nairobi whose 

mission is to “help people raise their voice and those who serve them to listen and respond 

better” through open-source mapping tools and mobile apps11. Ushahidi was initially created 

to map reports of violence in the aftermath of Kenyan crisis in 2008 and has since developed 

into a large organization and catalyzed the Ushahidi Ecosystem (ibid.). Comparatively, 

TechSoup and Ushahidi are both grant funded and revenue generating nonprofit organizations 

with a similar thematic focus on enabling technologies for other social sector activities to 

organize; a key difference lies in the way each network is structured and governed: the TSGN 

with about 50 contractual partners and the Ushahidi Ecosystem with 6 catalyzed organizations 

that operate independently of each other12.  

The second functional designation of the TSGN is an Operational and Delivery 

Network, in that it delivers the change it seeks on the ground through a variety of projects and 

programs. Meet and Code, run by the TSGN’s regional hub TechSoup Europe, is one example 

of on-the-ground actions taken by the Network: twenty four TechSoup Europe partner CSOs 

have joined forces working to promote coding and digital education events for children and 

young adults aged between 8 and 24 in their respective countries, aiming to bridge the digital 

 

11 “About Ushahidi.” n.d. Ushahidi. Accessed May 7, 2020. https://www.ushahidi.com/about. 

 
12 Having searched for all available online information, I have found little on the Ushahidi Ecosystem, 

only that these organizations are catalyzed by Ushahidi and form an association to create technology that solves 

global problems. (https://docs.ushahidi.com/ushahidi-platform-user-manual/about-ushahidi)  

 

https://docs.ushahidi.com/ushahidi-platform-user-manual/about-ushahidi
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skill gaps among young European citizens13. Other TSGN operational examples include, inter 

alia, Tech4Stories, which aims at communication skill-building to combat radicalized 

discourse spread across Central and Eastern Europe, 14  and NetSquared (in-person events 

every month in 60 cities for nonprofit staffers, technologists, and activists)15.  

Keep a Child Alive is similar example of an Operational and Delivery Network, with a 

mission to “improve the health and well-being of vulnerable children, young people, adults 

and families around the world, with a focus on combating the physical, social and economic 

impacts of HIV/AIDS.16” Similar to the TSGN, their work is delivered through partnering with 

local organizations in different countries. Keep a Child Alive operates on a smaller scale and 

the partners are more loosely connected compared with the TSGN, but in both cases, the 

partner organizations within the networks have shared understanding of commitments and 

common values. 

In addition to applying the above mentioned taxonomy based on network functions, it 

is also necessary to account for the structural characteristics of the TSGN. Steve Waddell, 

founder and Executive Director of the Global Action Network Net, puts forth a way to classify 

 

13 “Meet and Code.” n.d. Accessed May 7, 2020. https://www.meet-and-code.org/gb/en/about. 

 
14 “Tech4Stories – Tech4Stories: DIY Program Helps Activists to Create Engaging Social Campaigns.” 

n.d. Accessed May 7, 2020. http://www.tech4stories.techsoupeurope.org/. 

 
15 “What Is NetSquared? | NetSquared.” n.d. Accessed May 7, 2020. https://netsquared.org/about. 

 
16 “ABOUT KCA: Committed to Empowering Children and Young People.” n.d. Accessed May 8, 2020. 

https://www.keepachildalive.org/about-kca/. 
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interorganizational networks by their level of organizing. Table 2 references Waddell’s 

taxonomy (2010, 25). 

 Interpersonal  Organizational  Inter-

organizational 

partnership 

Inter-

organizational 

network 

System 

Legally 

distinct entities 

Many  One  Small to modest Very large All 

stakeholders 

Organizing 

structure 

Information Hierarchical  Hub and spoke Multi-hub Diffuse 

Organizing 

logic 

Personal  Administering/

Managing 

Coordination Coherence  Diverse self-

direction 

Operating 

focus 

Relationships Organization Task System Definitional 

Participation Open  Closed  Highly 

controlled 

Loosely 

controlled 

External 

Table 2. Waddell’s (2010) Taxonomy of Interorganizational Networks 

Structurally, the TSGN is primarily to be considered an inter-organizational partnership, which 

is portrayed by Waddell as such:  

Partnerships are defined as task oriented – they have a relatively limited and well-

defined objective such as producing a report or constructing a water system. The main 

rationale behind them is to coordinate activities, resources, and skills. There are perhaps 

as many as a couple of dozen participants, a small enough number for people (or 

organizational representatives) to know each other and coordinate activities. They are 

organized on a hub and spoke model, with a central coordinating committee or 

organization of some sort. (ibid.) 
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As a network, the TSGN is task-oriented and its central coordinating organization is TechSoup 

US. TSGN partner organizations run the technology marketplace in different countries and 

their shared goal is to enhance efficiency in reaching more local communities and grassroot 

organizations, given that every partner has experience and expertise in their respective 

geographic areas. The organizing objective is to realize benefits of scale, as all partners 

aggregate efforts in both technology donation procurement and validation service provision.  

Overall, the TSGN is representative of a medium-scale nonbusiness and 

nongovernmental global network of independent CSOs with common language and 

commitments partnering to achieve shared goals. It is an inter-organizational partnership, one 

that hinges on the Nonprofit Technology Marketplace and is increasingly reinforced through 

multiple on-the-ground programs and projects (e.g., Meet and Code, NetSquared, etc.).  

C. Methods 

This study is designed to explore the added value of being a partner organization of a 

global CSO network and to formulate a list of working hypotheses about the ways in which 

such a network helps each independent organization navigate their challenges and better 

achieve their mission. I conducted semi-structured interviews with 24 TechSoup Global 

Network partner organizations (PNGOs) to collect qualitative data on their experience within 

this inter-organizational network partnership. Adopting a single case study approach, I aim to 

explain where the network value is located, what the types of network value are, and how these 

different types of network value are delivered.  

Prior to contacting any PNGOs, I outlined my initial hypotheses around three types of 

network value generating processes based on my preliminary research on the characteristics of 
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the TSGN. Table 3 lists three initial hypotheses around: (1) coordination of joint actions, (2) 

access to financial and nonfinancial resources, and (3) exchanges of information and 

knowledge.  

Initial Question From which network process(es) do network partners derive the most benefits? 

Initial Hypotheses 

H1 A global CSO network primarily benefits network partners through coordination 

of joint actions (e.g., collaborative projects or programs) 

H2 A global CSO network primarily benefits network partners through access to 

financial and nonfinancial resources (e.g., funding, in-kind resources, staff) 

H3 A global CSO network primarily benefits network partners through exchanges of 

information and knowledge (e.g., operationally useful information, knowledge 

transfer, learning) 

Table 3. Summary of Hypothesized Value Addition Processes  

Having submitted all required documents via the ORahs portal and received exemption 

status of this research from the UCSB Human Subjects Committee, I contacted directors and/or 

board members from each of the 44 TSGN PNGOs via e-mail to introduce the background and 

purpose of this research. This resulted in contacts with participants from 26 of the 44 TSGN 

PNGOs (response rate = 59%). Over the course of three months, I carried out semi-structured 

interviews with 24 of the 26 PNGOs that responded, 2 of which were interviewed together 

during 1 interview (sample size = 55%). While the average duration of interviews was 77 

minutes, the lengths overall ranged from 43 to 168 minutes. 

The interview question guide was designed and structured in accordance with the three 

abovementioned hypothesized value addition processes (cf. Appendix A). In the first section 

of the interviews, participants were asked about experiences working with network partners on 

various joint initiatives (H1). The constructed part of this section covered questions about the 

origin of joint initiatives, the impact of these joint initiatives on PNGOs’ mission and 
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performance, relationships with TechSoup and other network partners, and challenges 

encountered during collaborative courses of action. The unstructured part gave interviewees 

space to provide reasons for their answers and express their opinions towards various types of 

joint actions. Moreover, I organized questions in this section around two types of joint actions: 

first, the network cornerstone program – the Nonprofit Technology Marketplace (cf. III.C.1) – 

and second, any additional joint initiatives implemented by different cohorts of PNGOs outside 

the Nonprofit Tech Marketplace.17 In the second section, participants were asked about both 

financial and non-financial organizational resources that their organization was able to access 

for being in partnership with the TSGN (H2). The unstructured part gave interviewees space 

to express their perspectives on the TSGN as a potential resource channel. In the third section, 

participants were asked about informational value of the TSGN (H3). The constructed part of 

this section covered questions about communication between PNGOs, knowledge acquisition 

and learning processes, and additional informational benefits brought by the TSGN partnership. 

The interviews would conclude with several general questions which asked the participants to 

assess the network organizing structure, the most beneficial network processes within the 

TSGN, and comparison of the TSGN to other civil society networks that their organization had 

joined or worked with.  

Given the exploratory nature of this study, I did not formulate a full set of hypotheses 

prior to conducting the interviews; instead, I sought to generate hypotheses from different 

patterns recognized from the collected interview data and their connections to pertinent 

empirical and theoretical literature on interorganizational network value (cf. Chapter II). 

 

17 Collaborative initiatives that either include or exclude the participation of TechSoup. 
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Chronologically, this process began with a verbatim transcription of the 23 audio recordings, 

review and examination of the transcripts, sorting and displaying of the interview data (i.e., 

participants’ responses in each of the three sections) using an Excel workbook. Since the 

interviews were semi-structured, I was able to collect comparable data according to the 

grouping of topics and questions from the interview guide. Throughout the entire interview 

process, a few questions were dropped from the initial interview guide and additional ones 

were added. After several iterations, I was able to sort out 20 categories of participants’ 

responses in total, each addressing a specific question area. Table 4 is an excerpt of my raw 

datasheet in Excel for one interview participants (also see Appendix B).  

  

Table 4. Excerpt of Interview Raw Datasheet in Excel 

Applying this workbook, which consists of 533 rows of summarized responses in total, was 

instrumental in my data analysis processes, as it allowed me to familiarize myself with the 

wealth of data collected and recognize patterns and connections across lines of responses. 

While populating this workbook, I assigned an initial code to each one of the responses to 

improve the efficiency of the pattern recognition process. Upon completion of the workbook, 

# Research Objective Response Categories Comment Summarized Initial Code Summary Code

1 Joint Action a. Benefit of the NGO Technology Marketplace ProgramThe donation program has been very important for the organization's finances and cash flow to have a normal regular income, compared to other programs/projects that are provisional. It is very key for sustainability.Financial sustainability $

1 Joint Action a. Benefit of the NGO Technology Marketplace ProgramThe donation program is a common ground which allows collaboration to flow a lot easier. Common ground Interconnectedness 

1 Joint Action b. Origin of other joint project/program collaborationsTechSoup Global Network Summit 2019 TSGN Summit TSGN Conferences

1 Joint Action c. Examples of other joint projects/programs discussedFestival of Innovation and Independent Social Technology (FITSi) - Wingu & CDI Chile Regional program 

collaboration

Between PNGOs

1 Joint Action c. Examples of other joint projects/programs discussedNodo Ká - Makaia & CDI Chile Regional program 

collaboration

Between PNGOs

1 Joint Action c. Examples of other joint projects/programs discussedDonar Online - Wingu & CDI Chile Regional program 

collaboration

Between PNGOs

1 Joint Action d. Benefit of other joint project/program collaborationsLearning from other network partners who have many tools and experience Learning from others' 

experience

Knowledge & Learning

1 Joint Action d. Benefit of other joint project/program collaborationsLaunching other network partners' programs in their country and engage more NGOs locally in capacity building initiatives and platform servicesExpansion & localization of 

other PNGOs' programs 

Upscaling

1 Joint Action e. Challenges encountered in joint action Lack of experience of holding online events Technical difficulties

1 Financial & Other Resources f. Description of fundraising methodologies N/A

1 Financial & Other Resources g. Benefit from accessing financial resources Previous program collaboration leads to a grant opportunity from the International Development Bank which had to be a regional proposal.Regional grant opportunities Regional $

1 Financial & Other Resources g. Benefit from accessing financial resources Being part of the TSGN allows them to work with big tech companies such as Microsoft, Google, Amazon. It opens new doors and opportunities.From big tech companies $ From tech companies

1 Financial & Other Resources g. Benefit from accessing financial resources Being part of the TSGN allows them to co-apply for grants on a regional level.  (E.g. grant from the IDB)Regional grant opportunities Regional $

1 Financial & Other Resources h. Benefit from accessing non-financial resourcesVolunteers from abroad Human resources

1 Financial & Other Resources i. Concerns about competiting for resources Mainly indirect competition with local NGOs as resources are limited from the local public sectorCompeting for resources with 

local organizations1 Financial & Other Resources j. Challenges encountered in accessing resourcesApproaching the private sector through their own training programs rather than  the TechSoup program because of a local tax franchise incentive for companiesLocal legal specificities

1Knowledge and Information Exchangek. Communcations after joining the TSGN Mainly regional partners but also two PNGOs from another region (ATN, Wingu, Makaia, CSI Canada) + (Charity Digital, FTS)4 regional partners + 1 

partners from another region

Regional + Other

1Knowledge and Information Exchangek. Communcations prior to joining the TSGN Knew one PNGO director from another network but hadn't worked together No communication before 

joining

No

1Knowledge and Information Exchangek. Description of PNGO communications Newsletters, mails, concrete notifications about a product offer, strategy-related topics, webinars Multilevel communications

1Knowledge and Information Exchangel. Benefit of Information and knowledge exchangeInvitation to another global CSO association Global connection New Affiliation

1Knowledge and Information Exchangel. Benefit of Information and knowledge exchangeInitiatives such as webinars are great to generate more engagement and knowledge-sharing between partners.Network engagement Learning

1Knowledge and Information Exchangem. Types of Information Content Mostly around the TechSoup donation program TS donation program NTM Program

1Knowledge and Information Exchangen. Challenges encountered in information & knowledgeThe challenge will be to really sit down and understand. Better understanding of other 

PNGO's work

Lack of Strategy

1 General Questions o. Most valuable benefits of the network Program co-implementation Program collaboration

1 General Questions p. Level of network coordination (outlook) Between regional and global; regional strategies because of the shared language, need, objective, and common challenges on a regional level. Global + Regional

1 General Questions q. Difference from other CSO networks TSGN is by far the most concrete network because compared to other networks with interesting conversations but hardly concrete experience of developping projects that could make a difference, the TSGN has concrete services, products, options to help NGOs dailConcreteness of collaborative 

action
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it proved to be essential to draw from preexisting empirical and theoretical research to 

reconfigure the initial codes. By mapping the most relevant responses collected to a list of 

reconfigured summary codes, I was finally able to generate a list of hypotheses to address the 

remaining research questions, including “what are the concrete types of network value” and 

“how are these different types of network value delivered”. A full set of hypotheses to be tested 

are presented in Table 5. 

From which network 

process(es) do network PNGOs 

derive the most benefits? 

What are the concrete types 

of network value? 

How are these different types of 

network value delivered? 

Coordination of Joint Action 

Social Capital Network improves efficiency. 

Network serves as a signal of quality. 

Human Capital Network improves learning. 

Financial Capital Network increases income. 

Exchanges of Information and 

knowledge 

Access benefit Network provides access to information. 

Learning benefit Network improves learning. 

Referral benefit Network provides referrals.  

Access to financial and 

nonfinancial resources 

Funding resources Network serves as a signal of quality.  

In-kind resources Network provides in-kind resources. 

Training resources Network provides training resources. 

Table 5. Research Hypotheses  
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II. Literature Review on the Added Value of Interorganizational 

Networks 

In Chapter I.B.1, I have briefly discussed network forms of social organizing as 

burgeoning actors in global governance; this chapter focuses on the structural approach to 

inter-organizational networks. In this approach, networks are not treated as actors – specific 

institutional arrangements with a degree of agency (see Keck and Sikkink 1998; Powell 1990; 

Rhodes 1996; Kahler 2009); instead, they are treated as a set of entities (i.e., nodes) connected 

by a set of linkages (i.e., ties), creating a structural environment that serves to provide 

opportunities for or constraints on individual actions (Wasserman and Faust 1994, 4; Kahler 

2009, 5; Raab 2018, 1136).  

For the purpose of this study, interorganizational networks are defined as “the 

aggregate of the formal and informal relationships between the organizations as independent 

entities and the formal and informal relations between their members, if they act at least 

partially in their function as organizational members” (Raab 2018, 1137); these networks are 

“engineered”18, in other words, consciously established either by a lead organization from the 

top down or by a group of organizations in a bottom-up manner for the pursuit of a common 

goal, rather than occurring serendipitously (see Kilduff and Tsai 2003; Raab 2018). 

 

18  Raab (2018, 1137) denotes two types of interorganizational networks based on the nature of 

interorganizational relationship – emergent and engineered – the former refers to networks as social systems with 

participants not necessarily in direct contact with each other (e.g., policy networks or company alliances), whereas 

the latter refers to networks as conscious arrangements of independent organizations usually created for a common 

goal.  
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Conceptually, the nature and scope of my research problem align with the structural 

approach to network analysis. The concrete questions to be addressed throughout this study 

include: In what aspects can working in partnership with a CSO network be of help in 

addressing individual organizational challenges? What are the mechanisms by which these 

networks add value at the level of individual organization? This chapter is devoted to a review 

of pertinent theories and empirical evidence that will elicit a set of viable answers to each of 

these questions. Thus it is structured in the following way: the first section outlines the 

substance of added value of interorganizational networks mainly based on empirical findings, 

with a view to providing a general overview of the specific kinds of value that these networks 

seek to add; the second section examines multiple theoretical frameworks that are germane to 

the value-addition processes in a social network and explains the mechanisms by which 

network relationships deliver value; the final section concludes and evaluates the extent to 

which these arguments are applicable for the scope of this research. 

A. Substance of Added Value of Interorganizational Networks 

Reflecting upon Powell’s discussion on network forms of interorganizational relations, 

we note that one key differentiating factor of networks from markets and hierarchies is the 

non-measurability of the value of the exchanges or the flows taking place within a network. In 

terms of the flexibility of exchange activities, networks seem to strike a balance between 

markets (marked by spontaneity and efficiency) and hierarchies (characterized by reliability 

and accountability) and are more effective especially “for the exchange of commodities whose 

value is not easily measured” (i.e., qualitative matters), taking into account the “open-ended 

and relational features of networks with their relative absence of explicit quid pro quo behavior” 

(Powell 1990, 304). 
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At the level of individual organization, a probe into the substance of added value points 

us to specific types of connections and the content of flows between network participants. This 

section takes stock of the benefits acquired from interorganizational networks and presents, in 

concrete and discernible categories, illustrative examples of value engendered by these 

networks.  

1. Information and knowledge exchange 

Information and knowledge is one example of a non-quantifiable asset that is hard to 

place a price tag on. According to Powell (1990), the most useful information or know-how is 

rarely acquired through hierarchical governance structures or markets; rather it is obtained 

from trusted and reliable contacts. The intangibility and mobility of such an asset make it such 

that it is not easily traded on a market or dictated through a hierarchical structure (ibid.). 

Accumulating empirical studies on social networks highlight the flow of information and 

knowledge as a crucial asset marked by reliability, reciprocity, and efficiency.  

 In a widely cited empirical study of interfirm strategic alliances in the biotechnology 

industry in the U.S., Powell et al. (1996) illustrate how biotech firms grow by being connected 

to interorganizational research and development (R&D) networks as they benefit increasingly 

from network ties to “enhance the inflow of specific information, resources, and products” 

(Powell et al. 1996, 143). In a sector as rapidly changing and innovative as biotechnology, both 

timely access to knowledge and individual organizational positioning in those networks are 

found to be essential for a firm to stay abreast of the most promising scientific or technological 

developments (ibid., 119-20).  
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Similar network advantages can be observed in the civil society sector, notwithstanding 

certain dissimilarities of network goals and techniques between the sectors. In Keck and 

Sikkink’s (1998) influential work on transnational advocacy networks (TANs)19, Activists 

Beyond Borders, one of the key network tactics identified is “information politics”, which 

refers to “the ability to quickly and credibly generate politically usable information and move 

it to where it will have the most impact” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 16). In particular, 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), many of which cannot afford to maintain staff across 

different countries, rely on their access to information to drive changes in policies and decision-

making (ibid., 22). As illustrated by Keck and Sikkink: 

A good example of the new informational role of networks occurred when U.S. 

environmentalists pressured President George Bush to raise the issue of gold miners’ 

ongoing invasions of the Yanomami indigenous reserve when Brazilian president 

Fernando Collor de Mello was in Washington in 1991. Collor believed that he had 

squelched protest over the Yanomami question by creating major media events out of 

the dynamiting of airstrips used by gold miners, but network members had current 

information faxed from Brazil, and they countered his claims with evidence that miners 

had rebuilt the airstrips and were still invading the Yanomami area. (ibid., 21) 

Echoing this “information politics” network pattern, Schrama (2019) demonstrates, in a recent 

comparative case study of policy monitoring CSO networks in the European Union, that CSOs 

can compensate for their lack of funding, access to domestic policy-making, and human 

resources by “building a more informal network of trusted exchange of information with 

government officials, politicians, CSOs and experts” (Schrama 2019, 138). In some cases, 

 

19 Admittedly, Keck and Sikkink’s investigation takes a “networks-as-actors” approach (Kahler 2009, 

47) and treats TANs as a specific institutional form as opposed to other actors in global governance. It nonetheless 

touches upon specific information benefits made possible through TANs at the level of individual organization. 
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CSOs in the Central and Eastern European (CEE) member states, despite their lack of formal 

access to domestic policy-making, are still able to engage in monitoring activities through the 

use of their networks or by exchanging information directly with the EU Commission. As 

suggested by Keck and Sikkink (1998), being members of a transnational advocacy network 

brings informational value to CSOs in different ways: it allows them to collect facts and 

testimony from the field, keep informed on routine developments across countries in a timely 

but cost-effective manner, and eventually broaden their legitimacy in the international policy 

arena. 

One similar feature between information flows in a TAN and that in a R&D alliance 

(cf. Powell et al. 1996) is the source of information being dispersed, whether it be across 

countries or across an industry, hence the importance of connection and sharing between 

organizations pursuing the same goals. What stands out in the TAN case is that NGOs not only 

benefit from inflows of information but also depend on networks to get their information out 

to reach a broader audience (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 22).  

In his seminal book published in 1992, Structural Holes: The Social Structure of 

Competition, Ronald Stuart Burt identifies three forms in which information benefits occur: 

access (network as a screening device for pertinent information), timing (timely access or early 

warnings received through networks), and referrals (endorsement of information legitimacy), 

all of which are noticeable from the empirical cases referenced above. These forms of 

information benefits seem to underscore an analytical view of networks as channels and 

conduits (see Owen-Smith and Powell 2004). In addition to the transmission of information 

and knowledge, networks provide other types of advantages to individual participants, 

sometimes correlating with or generated by information benefits. 
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2. Learning, adaptation, and innovation 

It has often been assumed that, as organizations accumulate experience and knowledge 

from different information clusters to which they have access, they tend to learn faster and be 

more productively creative in their field (Burt 2000b, 366). Many case studies analyzing 

information and knowledge benefits of networks also touch on the learning, adaptation, and 

innovation outcomes of network partnerships. This can be explained by the definition and 

dimensions of the concept of learning, or “absorptive capacity” – a term introduced by Cohen 

and Levinthal (1990) to depict “the ability of a firm to recognize the value of new, external 

information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends” (Cohen and Levinthal 1990, 128) 

– which involves not only information processing but also cognitive or behavioral changes 

(Newig et al. 2010).  

In the previously discussed case of R&D alliances in the biotechnology industry (cf. 

Powell et al. 1996), timely acquisition of information that is otherwise unavailable is the key 

first step to assimilating, utilizing, and building on such information for innovative activities. 

Working with diverse network partners, a firm is not only valued and tested by its internal 

capacity as an actor, but also becomes a recipient of the skills and expertise that network 

learning brings (ibid.). These biotech firms, in fact, are found to have expanded their individual 

competencies through interdependent R&D alliances in preference to independent 

development by vertical integration. The reason behind such dynamics is the complexity of 

relevant knowledge and the dispersiveness of sources of expertise in a field of rapid 

technological development. Powell et al. (1996) thus draw the conclusion that 

interorganizational networks, rather than individual firms in a sector as such, become the cradle 
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of new knowledge generation and innovation – collaborative benefits that are not easily 

accessible inside the boundaries of a firm or through market transactions. 

In a study of public governance networks for environmental management, Newig et al. 

(2010) zoom in on the processes of learning as an essential dimension of network governance 

that involves information transmission and deliberative processes. They analyze how different 

forms of learning processes function in cross-sector social networks consisting of 

administrative entities, business organizations, and citizen’s initiatives. An interesting remark 

here is that network models are considered more effective than hierarchical or market-based 

governance because of their “potential to foster learning both on an individual and on a 

collective level” (Newig et al. 2010, 6). In the context of environmental management, in 

particular, there exist crucial needs for effective means of communication to resolve conflicting 

societal values and interests as well as for integration of different kinds of expertise provided 

by network members from both the public and private sectors (ibid). To explain the latter, 

Newig et al. cite an example of the necessity of joint deliberation within transnational 

bureaucracy networks in global chemical safety and local agricultural nitrate reduction: 

One revealing example… is that of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) spread 

through conditions of cattle breeding. Regulations demanding the removal from cattle 

carcasses of potentially hazardous body parts (such as the spinal cord) made 

assumptions about the conditions of work in slaughterhouses, conditions that inspectors 

found it impossible practically to ensure. (ibid., 6) 

Judging from this case, we observe a potential added value of network forms of organizing in 

promoting joint learning and the inclusion of local community-level knowledge, when network 
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members engage in deliberative processes by way of group interactions in which perceptions 

change through persuasion and creative solutions are generated.  

Learning, adaptation, and innovation, premised on access to relevant knowledge, 

constitute a second type of interorganizational network advantage. Regardless of the sectors in 

which networks operate, these processes are activated as “one organization causes a change in 

the capacities of another, either through experience sharing, or by somehow stimulating 

innovation” (Ingram 2005, 657).   

3. Coordination of joint action and service delivery 

Studies have shown that interorganizational projects, i.e., multiple organizations 

working jointly on a shared activity or service delivery, are increasingly used to coordinate 

complex product and services in uncertain and competitive environments, such as advertising, 

biotechnology, film, financial services, to name a few (Jones and Lichtenstein 2008, 232). Such 

is the case, again, of R&D alliances in the biotechnology industry investigated by Powell et al. 

(1996), where networks serve as a platform for diverse types of activities that “cannot be 

reduced to a simple process of information acquisition” (Powell et al. 1996, 120). They note 

how formal and contractual project collaborations are often found to be built from a myriad of 

handshake deals and informal relations. Indeed, access to relevant information and knowledge 

is conducive not only to learning and innovation but also to the coordination of joint projects 

and more formal collaborative courses of action. Here, we apply Malone and Crowston’s 

definition of coordination as “the act of managing interdependencies between activities 

performed to achieve a goal” (Malone and Crowston 1990, 361). 
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Community-based service delivery networks in the U.S. are illustrative of how 

interagency networks can improve efficiency in a traditionally fragmented, uncoordinated, and 

rigid human services system (cf. Page 2004, 595-596). In this context, Chen and Graddy (2010) 

explore a case of a nonprofit lead-organization network – an increasingly popular model of 

cross-sector interorganizational partnerships in which “public funding agencies develop a 

single contracting relationship with a lead organization and encourage creation of a 

community-based network of service providers” (Chen and Graddy 2010, 406). As individual 

social service agencies often face complex programmatic needs and various operational 

constraints in the delivery of public services20, forming effective dyadic ties within a network 

can be of value for a lead organization in different aspects. Through a case study of family 

preservation services in Los Angeles County, it is found that joint decision-making 

mechanisms and inter-partner coordination prove to be important contributing factors to the 

lead organization in acquiring additional provision capacity for case overload, specific service 

expertise, geographic coverage, local knowledge and access to targeted clients, as well as 

cultural and linguistic competence (ibid., 416). 

Disaster response operational networks represent another compelling example of the 

advantages of network coordinating joint action in extreme events, during which the 

management of interdependencies among organizations is complex but of crucial importance 

for a more rapid restoration of the social systems to pre-disaster levels (Kapucu 2005, 46). As 

extreme events trigger greater density of communication and interaction among independent 

actors, an intensive coordinated effort occurs and interorganizational networks are formed to 

 

20 Such as limited number and types of services, spatial restrictions (not being able to cover a large 

geographic area), lack of local access to targeted clients, etc. (Chen and Graddy 2010, 408) 
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facilitate the flow of information, share risks and responsibilities, and improve access to 

resources among network members (Hossain and Kuti 2010; Kapucu 2005).  

The above empirical studies show how interorganizational networks offer the benefit 

of task-oriented coordination and joint delivery of services, bringing together complementary 

competencies while balancing the needs and outcomes between member entities sharing the 

same goal. It is also interesting to note from many cases that networks come into being in order 

to meet a social or business need of interorganizational coordination. As argued by Kogut in 

discussing the emergence and intentionality in network structure:  

Networks are rarely formed by design, but rather they emerge initially in response to 

the institutional and technological opportunities of an industry or field. During this 

process of formation, relationships develop out informational properties that drive a 

matching process among firms. However, over time, knowledge that is initially 

information gradually becomes encoded in persisting structures that influence 

subsequent behavior in two distinct ways: as a conduit of information and as the basis 

of coordinated action. (Kogut 2000, 413) 

What is more, it is also worth noticing that access to relevant information and network 

coordination are in many instances imbricated, which can, either independently or jointly, 

contribute to the strengthening of an individual organization’s capacity.  

4. Access to funding and additional organizational resources 

I have thus far identified types of value of interorganizational networks that are mostly 

intangible, such as knowledge and skills. Serving as channels and conduits, networks facilitate 

different types of resource flow in addition to that of knowledge and information.  
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Chen and Graddy (2010), in the case study referenced above (i.e., a nonprofit lead-

organization network in family preservation service delivery), suggest that affiliating with 

other reputable organizations provides a competitive advantage for a nonprofit social service 

organization in terms of access to funding, as public funding agencies increasingly favor a 

partnership plan as a condition to receive service delivery contract (Chen and Graddy 2010, 

408). An organization appears to be more likely to receive public funding when it is perceived 

as legitimate, reputable, and congruent with the prevailing norms in its institutional 

environment (ibid.) – such perceptions can be influenced by the status and image of its 

partnering organizations.  

The formation of partnerships can be beneficial for CSOs requiring legitimacy and 

relational benefits to compensate for the lack of more classical measures of civil society 

resources, i.e.,  funding, staffing, volunteers, formal access to policy-making (Schrama 2019, 

128; Petrova and Tarrow 2007). When recognized as legitimate through bridging ties with 

other relevant actors from both within and outside of the civil society sector, CSOs may also 

increase influence and their ability to put information to action (Schrama 2019, 125).  

Indeed, civil society organization networks at large help individual CSOs in the 

cultivation of external relations with key stakeholders, for instance, foundations, companies, 

individual donors, and governments (Appe 2017, 133). This claim is substantiated by the 

empirical analysis of an American youth sport nonprofit network by Jones et al. (2017), in 

which they demonstrate how formalized partnerships engender “collective political, economic, 

and social value that could be deployed in negotiations with external actors” (Jones et al. 2017, 

156). This finding is in line with the assumption that an organization can gain power over 

resource providers by forging alliances with other organizations (Hillman et al. 2009). In the 
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context of youth sport nonprofits, interorganizational networks help alleviate competition over 

fixes commodities (such as pools, fields, equipment) by creating a broad census on network-

level goals for the youth sport sector (Jones et al. 2017, 150), which in turn helps reduce 

transaction costs for each organization in acquiring these resources given that many youth sport 

nonprofits share similar operational processes that could be integrated (ibid., 156). 

Whether by improving reputation and legitimacy or by stabilizing the institutional 

environment in which they operate, organizations benefit from network partnerships by 

accessing resources that might otherwise elude them when operating independently (Hillman 

et al. 2009; Jones et al. 2017).  

B. Mechanisms of Value Addition within Interorganizational Networks 

This section describes the mechanisms by which interorganizational networks provide 

the types of added value just enumerated. To be more specific, the key question to be addressed 

is: How and under what condition can interorganizational networks provide these different 

types of network advantages, through information and knowledge exchange, joint action 

coordination, access to mission-critical resources?  

In the subsections below, I will briefly review the structural holes theory and 

transaction costs theory, both of which are prominent theoretical frameworks in the study of 

interorganizational network partnerships. I will also discuss the contingent effects of structural 

holes and network status in two types of market uncertainty – egocentric and altercentric 

uncertainties. These are widely cited analytical techniques and are instrumental for deciphering 

the mechanisms for value generation within an interorganizational network.  
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1. On the theory of structural holes and network closure 

The bulk of the literature with regard to network benefits and outcomes at the level of 

individual organization pertains to applications or adaptations of social network theory (Raab 

2018, 1137), such as the case for all of the empirical studies referenced above. Ronald Stuart 

Burt’s (1992; 2000) structural holes theory and James Coleman’s (1988) conceptualization of 

network closure have been described as major theoretical framework in this field. 

The notion of network closure is first introduced by Coleman as a “property of social 

relations on which effective norms depend” (1988, S105). Coleman attributes the lack of 

societal norms (which arise to limit negative external effects or encourage positive ones) to the 

lack of closure of the social structure. More specifically, network closure refers to the 

interconnectedness (clustering) within a social structure, which consequently guides behavior 

and creates trustworthiness. Closure of the social structure plays an important role in 

generating social capital in the forms of obligations, expectations, as well as social norms (ibid., 

S95). There exist two benefits of network closure: access to information and reduced risks for 

people in the network to trust one another (Burt 2000b, 351). 

Burt’s structural holes theory tells a different story about how social capital originates 

from a social structure. He explicates a theory about competitive advantage engendered by 

access to structural holes, that is, gaps between two individuals with complementary 

information or resources (Burt 1992). Burt builds his proposition upon an account of the three 

kinds of capital that a player brings to the competitive arena: human capital, financial capital, 

and social capital. What differentiate social capital from human capital and financial capital 

are that first, social capital is jointly owned by the parties to a relationship and second, it 

concerns the rate of return in the market production equation because of the acquisition of 
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opportunities to transform financial & human capital into profit (Burt 1992, 9). It is assumed 

here that social capital, i.e., relationships with other players, is a critical variable particularly 

when human and financial capital are abundant (ibid., 10). That is to say, the rate of return on 

investment hinges on the network of contacts that a player has in the competitive arena (ibid, 

45). More specifically, there are two kinds of network benefits: information21 and control, 

which can be maximized when these 3 network parameters – size, diversity, and trust – are 

optimized. A player’s contacts are considered redundant when they provide the same 

information benefit to the player. Building on this idea of contact redundancy, Burt introduces 

his core theory: a structural hole is the separation between a player’s nonredundant contacts 

and brings additive rather than overlapping information benefit to the player (ibid., 18). There 

are two empirical indicators of structural holes: cohesion and structural equivalence; the former 

refers to direct connection between players while the latter refers to indirect connection by 

mutual contacts (ibid., 19).  

The structural holes that generates information benefits also yield the other type of 

network advantage in negotiating relationships – control benefit. One of the components of 

control benefit, Tertius Gaudens, emerges from a third party acting as a broker between other 

players (ibid., 32); another component is entrepreneurial motivation. When a player is 

motivated to act or behave as a tertius (for instance, a seller to generate profit from being 

between two buyers), this player becomes an entrepreneur (ibid., 34). Therefore, structural 

holes can be understood as an expression of competitive advantage that players hold because 

 

21 Burt’s (1992) conceptualization of the three forms of information benefits – access, timing, and 

referrals – are referenced in my discussion of network benefit in II.A.1. 
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“they know about, have a hand in, and exercise control over, more rewarding opportunities” 

(ibid, 49). 

These two network mechanisms – network closure and brokerage across structural 

holes – are both critical sources of social capital but function in different manners. Based on 

Burt’s (2000b) explanation, Table 6 summarizes the key differences between closure and 

brokerage: 

 Beneficiaries of Network Advantages Strategy Suggested  

Brokerage Those who build bridges across 

cohesive group    

Locate a position at the edge of 2 groups & 

build relations between dissimilar people 

Closure Those who belong to a cohesive group Locate a group & close ranks with like-

minded people 

Table 6. Key Differences between Closure and Brokerage in a Social Network 

Simply put, brokerage across structural holes allows a player to obtain valuable social capital 

as an entrepreneur occupying an advantageous position between two otherwise disconnected 

groups, whereas network closure among players in the same group allows them to better 

coordinate and enhance trust. For the purpose of this study, the former theory provides a clear 

explanation of how an individual organization can derive value from interorganizational 

networks by both brokering the flow of information and exercising control over more 

rewarding opportunities. For instance, it is found that bridging structural holes enhances an 

organization’s absorptive capacity and makes it more productively creative (Burt 2000b, 366). 

In parallel, the idea of closure helps understand the processes of networks’ value addition with 

regard to the coordination of joint action and service delivery, as well as gaining legitimacy 

and influence by closing ranks with other players of shared interests or identity. For instance, 
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Schrama (2019) points out that, in the case of policy monitoring CSO networks in the European 

Union, the source of social capital for these networks is the combination of closure and 

openness, which are to be treated as alternative indicators for civil society strengths, compared 

to the more traditional ones such as financial and human resources.  

Social capital, regardless of its sources, appears to be a fundamental building block in 

elucidating the value addition processes of interorganizational networks. To Burt (2000a), 

social capital is a metaphor about competitive advantage, a contextual complement to human 

capital. What is particularly interesting is how social capital can be conducive to financial and 

human resources. As exemplified by the policy monitoring CSO networks case: 

Those platforms of women’s groups that gained formal access to domestic policy-

making through consultation and were recognized by their government as a legitimate 

interlocutor were also more likely to receive government funding and able to spend this 

on staff. The more funding and better staffed their organization, the more time and 

resources they could spend on engaging in interactions with various actors to exchange 

information for monitoring purposes. (Schrama 2019, 138-9) 

It is thus equally important to take into account the two other types of capital – human and 

financial – that might be procured through interorganizational networks. 

2. On the theory of ego-centric and alter-centric uncertainties  

From a theoretical standpoint, Joel M. Podolny’s (2001) analysis combines two 

alternative ways of conceptualizing networks in sociological research on markets: networks as 

conduits conveying or transferring resources (i.e., “market stuff” flows) between actors22; 

 

22 This perspective also echoes Burt’s (1992) structural holes and Granovetter’s (1973) weak ties theory. 
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networks as informational cues based on which third parties can make inferences about the 

quality of the product services that these actors offer in the market. Podolny uses the metaphors 

of pipes (carrying the stuff of the market) and prisms (inducing differentiation among actors), 

suggesting that less attention had been drawn to the latter at the time. Cultivating structural 

holes is important, admittedly, but if a firm engages in an exchange relation with another that 

is lower in status, there are negative perceptual consequences that derive from this expansion. 

Podolny addresses this tension between expansionary and exclusive network formation, in 

light of potential negative perceptions caused by the prism effect of a network as mentioned 

above. Network positions are characterized in terms of the volume of structural holes and status 

(Podolny 2001, 43). A central question in his work is how structural holes and status represent 

assets for addressing different types of market uncertainty. The two types of market uncertainty 

are 1) egocentric uncertainty – the focal actor is uncertain about how to create more value; and 

2) altercentric uncertainty – the focal actor’s partner or customer is uncertain about the quality 

of the focal actor’s products or services. This question can be of significance when a player 

has to choose between adding structural holes or increasing its status (ibid., 44). Podolny 

reveals that structural holes help reduce egocentric uncertainty; thus, when there is high 

egocentric uncertainty, structural holes are particularly beneficial because the focal actor is 

connected to a large number of disconnected others within the field (ibid., 40). Secondly, the 

status of an actor helps reduce altercentric uncertainty; thus, when there is high altercentric 

uncertainty, status is particularly beneficial because it serves as an informational cue on which 

others reply on to make inferences about the underlying quality of the focal actor. Here is what 

I have summarized based on Podolny’s theoretical framework: 
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 High egocentric uncertainty 

(network as pipes) 

High altercentric uncertainty 

(network as prism) 

Structural Holes  Useful  

Status  Useful 

Table 7. Structural Holes and Status Addressing Egocentric and Altercentric Uncertainties  

This theorization also implies, strategically, that actors in a network position with more 

structural holes can derive more value by sorting into market segments high in egocentric 

uncertainty; actors of higher status can benefit from sorting into segments high in altercentric 

uncertainty (ibid., 44). Overall, Podolny’s discussion on networks goes beyond intra-network 

exchanges (ties) and the benefits that are generated from bridging ties (i.e., as pipes). It in fact 

complements this analytical approach with the perceptual externalities of tie formation (i.e., as 

prisms). This theory helps inform what factors are restraining the value addition processes 

within an interorganizational network, by mapping network positions to a specific type of 

market segment. Ultimately, an organization will be able to assess its effectiveness in 

generating value from inter-organizational network partnerships.    

Partnerships are sometimes deemed to be “an inherently risky endeavor”, particularly 

considering the underlying mutual interdependence and vulnerability to the behavior of others 

(Chen and Graddy 2010, 410). Empirically, Jones et al.’s (2017) investigation of the youth 

sport nonprofit network reveals how structural disadvantages limit the potential effectiveness 

of partnerships, especially for smaller organizations who may not have the capacity to actively 

look for potential partners or sustain many partnerships. Forging ties among local actors in a 

competitive environment with unstable resources might prove to be inefficient. In analyzing 

the relationship between a firm’s position in the industry network of interfirm collaborative 

linkages and its innovation outputs, Ahuja (2000) discovers that structural holes serve two 
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contradictory roles: expanding the diversity of information but increasing the firm’s exposure 

to potential malfeasance. In fact, one of his key findings is that increasing structural holes 

actually decreases a firm’s innovation output. Ahuja’s (2000) research demonstrates that there 

is no simple, universal answer to what types of network structure are conclusively beneficial. 

3. On the theory of transaction costs  

Transaction costs theory is another useful framework to analyze interorganizational 

networks. Historically, Ronald Coase, as an institutional economist who worked within a 

modified neoclassical framework, was the first scholar to apply the notion of transaction cost 

to explain the raison d'être of modern corporations – a governance structure. In an economic 

system coordinated by price mechanism in a specialized exchange economy, Coase (1937) 

theorizes that as opposed to many individuals who contract with each other, a firm comes into 

being to organize and limit transaction costs, saving time and energy in a bargaining process.  

The theory helps understand why, in an earlier era, firms chose to pursue a strategy of 

vertical integration in order to derive benefits from economies of scale and risk reductions 

(Chandler 1977; Powell 1990, 319).  At around the outset of the 1990s, the opposite patterns – 

vertical disaggregation – occurred as firms started to shrink their operations in response to the 

liabilities of large-scale organization (Powell 1990, 318). According to transaction costs theory, 

a firm’s decision to collaborate is intrinsically “a variant of the make-or-buy” decision – 

whether to produce in-house or purchase from other firms (Powell 1996, 117). Interestingly, 

as networks formally entered the research agenda around the 1990s23 as a distinct mode of 

 

23 Previously, networks or alliances are described as a hybrid mode between markets and hierarchies. (cf. 

Williamson 1991) 
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organizing, the make-or-buy decision expands to make, buy, or partner. Kogut suggests that 

interorganizational partnerships (e.g., networks, joint ventures, alliances) “offer the benefit of 

both specialization and variety generation” (Kogut 2000, 407). As further described by 

Barringer and Harrison (2000): 

Firms in the network benefit from specialization, which can lower overall costs. 

Opportunism on the part of network participants is minimized through mutual trust and 

a desire to remain in the network. Mutual trust emerges in a network when the parties 

involved have successfully completed transactions in the past and perceive one another 

as acting in good faith and complying with norms of equity. If the network is perceived 

as positive, a desire to remain in the network discourages firms from engaging in 

narrow, self-serving opportunistic behavior. (Barringer and Harrison 2000, 371-372) 

Transaction costs theory, as outlined above, helps explain the advantages of interorganizational 

partnerships in, first, helping improve efficiency as costs and risks are dispersed, and second, 

minimizing opportunistic behavior through mutual trust. Nonetheless, the theory may not be 

applicable to explain other types of network benefits such as learning, legitimacy, and other 

relational benefits.   

C. Conclusion 

Drawing upon empirical and theoretical literature from a variety of disciplines, this 

chapter explores the implications of interorganizational networks at the individual 

organizational level of analysis.  

A myriad of empirical studies touch on the benefits of interorganizational alliances and 

networks in a multitude of contexts – businesses or nonprofits, within-sector or cross-sector, 

domestic or global – as can be seen from the cases discussed in the first section (cf. II.A). 
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Based on the selected empirical evidence, I identified four distinct types of added value driven 

from network partnerships for network participants: 1) information and knowledge exchange, 

2) leaning, adaptation, and innovation, 3) coordination of joint action and service delivery, 4) 

access to funding and additional organizational resources. These types of added value, whether 

tangible or intangible, often occur in conjunction with others, as can be observed from the 

R&D alliances case in the biotechnology industry (knowledge exchange, innovation, 

coordination), the family preservation service delivery network (coordination, access to 

funding), policy monitoring CSO networks in the CEE (information exchange, legitimacy), 

and so on. The imbrication of network value corroborates Burt’s claim that: 

[T]he information and control benefits that are relevant to gaining an advantage in 

negotiating relationships are multiplicative. They augment and depend on one another, 

and together emerge from the wellspring of structural holes in a network. 

Overall, interorganizational networks create added value at the organization level by both 

strengthening its internal capacity (through knowledge exchange, learning, and joint actions) 

and channeling resources (i.e., financial, human, and social capital) critical to their survival 

and growth. Of particular significance is that networks create a sense of community as 

members work toward similar goals with shared responsibilities and costs, which are rare to 

find in a market or a hierarchical governance structure. Additionally, networks can serve as 

informational cues based on which third parties can make inferences about the quality of the 

product or services that these focal actors offer in the market.  

Methodologically, it is not unusual to apply multiple theoretical frameworks to 

approach interorganizational relationships and network dynamics (cf. Doerfel and Taylor 2004; 

Jones et al 2017; Raab 2018). This research is framed from the theoretical perspectives of 
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social capital, structural holes, network closure, and transaction costs economics, with a view 

to interpreting the mechanisms by which interorganizational networks produce added value. 

Transaction costs theory illustrates the ways in which horizontal expansion reduces costs and 

gains efficiency in coordinating activities and achieving shared goals whereas structural holes 

and network closure account for the sources of social capital when a player holds certain 

positional advantages.  The concept of social capital entails different dimensions and may be 

difficult to define (King 2004); throughout this review, social capital is perceived to assume a 

variety of forms such as influence, ideas, values, trust, reputation that are made possible 

through relationships with others. It is independent of but can be conducive to financial assets 

or human resources. 

An interorganizational network is intrinsically a structure of social interaction and 

entails certain uncertainties in the participation. Brokerage across structural holes or network 

closure imply different outcomes under different circumstances. It is therefore indispensable 

to distinguish how network advantages are affected differently by different types of market 

uncertainties. 

III. Case-study on the TechSoup Global Network 

A. Research Site 

This case study draws upon my internship experience working on a global CSO 

network analysis project at a nonprofit specialized in technology capacity building. This 

particular CSO, TechSoup Global (TechSoup), is a registered 501(c)(3) nonprofit social 

enterprise located in San Francisco, California, with offices in Warsaw, London, and Corinth, 

Mississippi. Through partnerships with 61 civil society organizations (CSOs) from five 
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continents, TechSoup equips CSOs and changemakers around the world with technology 

resources and skills they need to improve lives globally and locally.24 With missions focused 

on capacity building, TechSoup’s services towards global CSOs can be clustered into the 

following categories:  

1) Nonprofit Tech Marketplace: operated in partnership with the TechSoup Global 

Network (TSGN) partner organizations in 50 countries, the technology marketplace 

offers donated or discounted software, hardware, and other technical services to eligible 

nonprofits, libraries, and foundations across the globe. It is the core of TechSoup’s 

social enterprise business model and the underpinning of the TSGN partnership, which 

will be explained in detail in a subsequent section. (cf. III.C.1)  

2) Global Validation and Data Services: in parallel to the technology marketplace, the 

TSGN offers value-added data services in connecting corporations’ philanthropic 

resources to legitimate and eligible charities. With its presence in 236 countries and 

territories 25 , the Network helps companies verify and validate an organization’s 

nonprofit status, in order to reduce operational complexity and risks in corporate 

charitable giving to local grassroot CSOs. (cf. III.C.1) 

3) Grant-funded Programs: TechSoup mobilizes grants and donations from governments, 

private companies, foundations, and individuals to implement localized programs, such 

as defending open civic space through trainings and workshops, improving access to 

 

24 “About Us.” n.d. techsoup.org. Accessed April 13, 2020. http://www.techsoup.org/about-us. 

 
25 “Meet TechSoup – What We Offer.” techsoup.org. Accessed April 15, 2020. 

https://meet.techsoup.org/what-we-offer.  

 

http://www.techsoup.org/about-us
https://meet.techsoup.org/what-we-offer
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safe shelter for human trafficking survivors by developing a mobile app, helping young 

people develop digital skills such as creative coding, building disaster resiliency and 

preparedness programs for communities, promoting open data culture in air quality 

monitoring, etc. It continues to build on these established programs and services 

through a variety of future-oriented initiatives in bridging the digital divide in global 

civil society. 

B. Research Background 

1. Internship Project at TechSoup 

Over the course of the internship, I worked with TechSoup’s Strategic Development 

and Fundraising team in San Francisco, whose main efforts revolve around engaging external 

and internal stakeholders in strategy formulation and raising funds locally and globally in 

identified strategic areas. My overall intervention, in the form of research and outreach, 

attempted to map potential collaborative opportunities and outcomes across the TSGN as well 

as increase institutional knowledge of the sector. On a day-to-day basis, I was responsible for 

digesting and reporting on fundraising opportunities, supporting TechSoup’s Growth Capital 

Campaign process, and assisting with drafting and editing of funding proposals, concept papers, 

and reports. In conjunction with these daily activities, my major internship mission was to 

capture the unrealized potential and programmatic capacity of the TechSoup Global Network 

so that partner organizations can better collaborate and pilot larger-scale, cross-border 

programs. Essentially, the project goal entails two practical dimensions: 
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a) to bridge the opportunity gap between the TSGN’s reach and access to grassroot global 

civil society, data, knowledge, communication capacity and the resources secured so 

far from various large-scale funders; 

b) to catalog how nonprofits within a global network can effectively deploy technology 

solutions to solve global issues and how it can better contribute to global civil society 

as a whole. 

The initial idea of this project traces back to a fundraising workshop at the TechSoup 

Global Summit in March 2019. My internship directors met with partners from different 

countries to discuss the ways in which TSGN can fully leverage philanthropic resources as 

needed to build local programs. 

I was responsible for both the design and implementation of the project, which I 

conceived primarily as a two-branch process (cf. Image 1): 1) data collection, analysis, and 

visualization; 2) outreach to global network partner organizations through surveys and 

interviews to uncover their urgent needs.  
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Figure 1. Project Design Chart 

Following an in-depth research and analysis on each TSGN partner’s activities 

portfolio and strategic foci, I created an interactive data visualization tool via the Kumu 

platform to display and organize all the information collected, aiming to better understand the 

complex web of interests, strengths, and alignment of all TSGN partners around key issues and 

programs on both global and local levels. The datasets include project description, issue/focus 

areas, target population, countries served, SDG references, program partners (foundations, 

companies, or other nonprofits and networks), as well as supplementary materials and records 

of TSGN partners’ public benefit activities.  

Subsequently, I designed and implemented a survey to collect opinion-based data and 

quantitative data. To fully and effectively engage TSGN partner organizations, I hosted two 

webinars to present to them the progress and findings of the landscape analysis project and 

gave a demo of the Kumu map of TSGN’s programmatic landscape. Our discussion with global 

partners was particularly productive and thought-provoking, as their engagement is key to 

applying this tool as a learning ground for organizations working on similar issues. It was also 

one of my project goals that the project deliverables would not become obsolete but remain 

sustainable and useful in the long run. 

Having laid the groundwork for engaging the partners, I started conducting one-on-one 

interviews with partners to brainstorm potential strategic plans and exchange ideas on 

collaborating more efficiently and effectively. By the end of the internship, 23 partner NGOs 

participated in the project demo webinars, 36 survey responses had been received, and 12 

partner interviews conducted. 
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2. Project Data Collected 

a) Summary Report for TSGN Landscape Mapping Survey 

 

Figure 2. TSGN Landscape Mapping Survey 

Survey questions were designed to collect opinion-based and quantitative data about 

each partner organization’s degree of interests and skills in different program focus areas as 

well as their organizational strategic directions. For example, one of the key questions asks: 

“Looking at grants and contract focused work, are there any strategic and forward-thinking 

projects that you believed in doing but had to abandon for one reason or another?” Another 

pertinent question asks the partners what they think the most important program is that the 

TSGN can provide for global civil society as a whole. The data points collected have been 

visualized via matrices and maps (see below image 3 and 4).  

b) Strategic Area Stakeholder Matrices  
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Figure 3. Strategic Area Stakeholder Matrix 

The above chart provides an example of the matrices created to map which 

organizations have high or low capacity and interest in a certain type of project. Organizing 

them into each quadrant makes it easy to see who needs resources and who can be monitored 

with less effort in different strategic areas. The data used to create matrices were collected from 

the survey based on individual organization’s response.  

c) TSGN landscape map  
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Figure 4. TSGN Landscape Map via Kumu 

This interactive map visualizes all programs and projects within the TSGN and 

facilitates drawing connections between these programs and the Network partners, which is 

useful in analyzing the network’s collaborative patterns and linkages between different 

partners and helping better understand the specific network structure of the TSGN.  

d) Partner interviews 

The partner interviews conducted during November and December 2019 helped 

establish one-on-one contact with 12 TSGN partners NGOs. The questions addressed during 

these interviews were aimed at improving the understanding of each of the partners’ program 

strengths, assessing the difficulties faced, and adjusting the initial assumptions from the survey. 

In addition, several emerging trends surfaced across the TSGN, which are summarized as 

follows: 

- There has been a scarcity of funding for the civil society sector in various countries for 

different socio-political reasons.  
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- While CSOs have traditionally relied on grants or loans from governments and 

foundations to develop their programs, there has been an internal concern about being 

too donor-driven and an inclination to become more financially self-reliant.  

- Being part of a network is instrumental for a CSO as they are able to partner with and 

establish relationships with other network partners which is beneficial particularly in 

the long term. 

- There exists to a certain degree concerns about competitions with other organizations 

when applying for government grants or other types of philanthropic resources. 

C. TSGN in a Nutshell 

1. What is the TSGN? 

The TechSoup Global Network is a unique joint service delivery network of 61 

independent CSOs with a programmatic focus on civil society capacity building across six 

continents. The mission statement and impact on the TSGN website read as follows.  

TechSoup Global Network partners manage a range of technology capacity-building 

programs to serve communities in nearly every region of the world. Each network 

partner tailors its program to the needs of its community and shares insights with other 

network partners to better serve communities worldwide. Together we've reached 1.2 

million organizations and delivered US$13.5 billion in technology tools and 

philanthropic services. The TechSoup Global Network is committed to continue this 

significant impact and develop next generation programs and services to navigate an 

increasingly digital world.26 

 

26 “Meet TechSoup – TechSoup Global Network.” n.d. Accessed August 28, 2020. 

https://meet.techsoup.org/about-us/techsoup-global-network.  

 

https://meet.techsoup.org/about-us/techsoup-global-network
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As described in a previous section (cf. III.A), the Nonprofit Technology Marketplace (i.e., the 

TechSoup donation program), which offers donated or discounted software and tech services 

to eligible nonprofits, libraries, and foundations, is the underpinning of the TSGN network 

partnership. Through this Tech Marketplace, eligible nonprofit organizations and charities 

around the world are able to receive donated and discounted software, hardware, services, and 

training – digital resources (cf. Nonprofit Product Catalog27) that TechSoup has obtained from 

over 100 technology companies such as Microsoft, Adobe, Cisco, DocuSign, Zoom, etc. A 

nonprofit entity or charity, once identified by the Validation team at TechSoup as legally 

registered and eligible, can request donated or discounted software by adding them to a cart 

and going through a checkout on the TechSoup marketplace website. TechSoup charges an 

administrative fee for each donation or discount request to cover the cost to process donations 

while supporting additional services, programs, trainings for nonprofits, charities, and 

libraries.28 The validation process is set up to verify the nonprofit or charity legal status of an 

organization and, additionally, because certain corporate donors have eligibility requirements 

and restrictions of product requests (e.g. organizational types and mission, anti-discrimination 

policy, annual expenses, quantity requested per year, territories, etc.). 29  For example, 

Microsoft’s donations serve 501(c)(3) organizations in the US (and equivalent organizations 

 

27  “TechSoup Product Catalog.” n.d. Accessed May 8, 2020. http://www.techsoup.org/get-product-

donations/product-catalog.  

 
28  Webb, Marnie. 2019. “TechSoup Admin Fees to Increase for Selected Discount and Donation 

Programs.” TechSoup. November 2019. https://blog.techsoup.org/posts/techsoup-admin-fees-to-increase-for-

selected-discount-and-donation-programs.  

 
29 “Nonprofit Eligibility Requirements and Donor Partner Restrictions.” n.d. Accessed August 28, 2020. 

http://www.techsoup.org/restrictions.  

 

http://www.techsoup.org/get-product-donations/product-catalog
http://www.techsoup.org/get-product-donations/product-catalog
https://blog.techsoup.org/posts/techsoup-admin-fees-to-increase-for-selected-discount-and-donation-programs
https://blog.techsoup.org/posts/techsoup-admin-fees-to-increase-for-selected-discount-and-donation-programs
http://www.techsoup.org/restrictions
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in other countries) that advance education, provide relief to the poor, preserve or restore the 

environment, etc., but not museums, libraries, UN entities, healthcare organizations.30  

Around 2006, TechSoup started to expand its donation program to serve nonprofits 

outside of the U.S. and now operate the Technology Marketplace globally in partnership with 

Partner NGOs (PNGOs) based in different countries across the world. Engaging in a 

contractual agreement with TechSoup, PNGOs verify the legal status and eligibility of local 

nonprofit entities in their countries or regions and get a portion of the profit from product 

requests. For example, a French nonprofit needs to get validated by Atelier du Bocage – the 

PNGO in France – in order to request an Office 365 product via the French Tech Marketplace 

website. By virtue of this global network of independent NGOs, TechSoup is able to reach 

hundreds of thousands of nonprofits in 236 countries and territories and support them in their 

digital transformation journey. 

In conjunction with the donation program, the TSGN offers validation and data services 

for corporate charitable giving, ensuring that recipient organizations (i.e., nonprofits or 

charities) are valid and legally recognized in their country. Similar to the marketplace 

validation process for donated software, TechSoup has established standards to verify that the 

nonprofits in different countries are in good standing for local laws. What is different here is 

that these companies are able to connect NGOs with their donation or discount directly through 

their own sites (instead of the TSGN websites), as TechSoup and other PNGOs manage the 

 

30 “Office Standard 2019.” n.d. Accessed August 28, 2020. http://www.techsoup.org/products/office-

standard-2019-ls-48332-.  

 

http://www.techsoup.org/products/office-standard-2019-ls-48332-
http://www.techsoup.org/products/office-standard-2019-ls-48332-
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back-end nonprofit validation processes for them. As explained by a program manager at 

Google for Nonprofit:  

Google for Nonprofits offers a suite of Google products at no charge to nonprofits 

across the globe. We are in 50 countries and the reason that we are able to do that is 

because of the Global Network of validation services that TechSoup offers… Some of 

the things that you will run into trying to do this yourself is just the scalability. Having 

partners in-network that know the language, know the law of being a nonprofit, are 

well integrated into that country and that region – that’s just something that is not easy 

to scale at all…Without TechSoup, it would be years and years of work and cost.31 

Executive Director at Okta for Good makes a similar comment:  

It’s really inefficient and quite frankly impossible for us to have our staff and our sales 

reps collecting documentation to prove an organization’s nonprofit status… For us, 

TechSoup was the right partner to both reduce the operational complexity of validating 

an organization’s status, then also to de-risk it so that we know when we are delivering 

a donated piece of technology to an organization whether they are here is the U.S., or 

in Brazil, or in the U.K., or in Japan, we know that that organization is really fulfilling 

a mission to improve its communities and make its communities stronger, and that feels 

great for us.32 

The TSGN therefore acts as a broker, or an entrepreneur (applying Burt’s structural holes 

theory), between the companies that seek to scale their philanthropic or CSR activities globally 

and the nonprofits or charities around the world that are in need of both financial and non-

financial resources. This case perfectly exemplifies how bridging structural holes becomes a 

 

31 How TechSoup Validation Services Helps Power Global Corporate Philanthropy. 2019. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLacQAMUtb4. 

 
32 Ibid. 
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social capital – a critical source of added value – for the broker, as the TSGN locates a position 

at the edge of two otherwise disconnected segments (i.e., corporate donors and local nonprofits) 

and derives both information and control benefits from taking the initiative to develop the 

opportunity (cf. Burt 1992). 

In addition to the Tech Marketplace and Validation Services, a variety of collaborative 

activities can be observed across all TechSoup program areas. Structurally, the PNGOs are 

grouped into four regional hubs – TechSoup Africa, TechSoup Americas, TechSoup APAC, 

and TechSoup Europe – which pilot and manage regional initiatives. Meet and Code, run by 

TechSoup Europe (a TSGN regional hub), is one example of on-the-ground actions taken 

within the Network: twenty four TechSoup Europe PNGOs have joined forces and support 

annual coding and digital education events for children and young adults aged between 8 and 

24 in their respective countries, aiming to bridge the digital skill gaps among young European 

citizens33. Other TSGN operational examples include, inter alia, Tech4Stories, which aims at 

communication skill-building to combat radicalized discourse spread across Central and 

Eastern Europe,34 and NetSquared (free, in-person events every month in 120 cities across 41 

countries for nonprofit staffers, technologists, communities and activists to have peer-to peer 

exchanges around a host of relevant community topics)35. 

 

33 “Meet and Code.” n.d. Accessed May 7, 2020. https://www.meet-and-code.org/gb/en/about. 

 
34 “Tech4Stories – Tech4Stories: DIY Program Helps Activists to Create Engaging Social Campaigns.” 

n.d. Accessed May 7, 2020. http://www.tech4stories.techsoupeurope.org/. 

 
35 “What Is NetSquared? | NetSquared.” n.d. Accessed May 7, 2020. https://netsquared.org/about. 
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2. Who are the TSGN partner NGOs? 

Partner NGOs of the TSGN are independent civil society organizations that are 

specialized in an assortment of both NGOs capacity building programs and community-facing 

initiatives. Digital inclusion and transformation and civil society strengthening is a major 

theme shared by many PNGOs, in addition to education, volunteering, gender equality, 

innovation, among others, to build an inclusive and resilient global civil society.  

Collaborative activities within the TSGN, as described in the previous section, usually 

constitute a branch of a PNGO’s program portfolio. They each have their own distinct mission, 

vision, and values when it comes to building an empowered civil society. To illustrate the 

spectrum of partner organizations’ competencies and mission focus, I select one PNGO from 

each regional hub and list their program objectives and target beneficiaries using the following 

table: 

PNGO & Program Activities Objectives 
Target 

Beneficiaries 

Kenya Community 

Development Foundation 

(Kenya, TechSoup Africa) 

Community Sustainability & Grant-making   

Livelihoods 

Facilitate communities to mobilize resources and invest in 

community driven interventions that enable vulnerable 

communities to generate and diversify their income, 

enhance their physical and economic access to food 

supply while promoting sustainable natural resource 

management with the overall aim of improving their 

quality of life 

Low-income 

communities; 

CSOs 

Environment and Natural 

Resource Management 
Climate change and mining activities   

Education, Youth and 

Children 

Education & youth programming, capacity development, 

policy enhancement and promotion of entrepreneurship 

for out-of-school youth 

Youth; children 

Effective Governance 
Enhancing the growth of philanthropic work and its impact 

on communities, as well as working to influence policies 
CSOs 
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that help expand the civic space which has been restrictive 

in recent years. KCDF will also, in this area, pay attention 

to the strong connections that exist between democratic 

governance especially at the National and County 

Government level and progress towards sustainable 

development pathways in community development. 

Institutional Effectiveness 

Build significant capital – endowment - whose returns will 

enable KCDF to make grants to credible institutions 

working with communities, in perpetuity 

Communities 

E-learning 

Use E-learning as an effective training tool at a lower cost 

to reach a wider target audience and engage learners who 

have difficulty attending conventional classroom training 

CSOs 

The Hong Kong Council of 

Social Service - Hong Kong, 

TechSoup APAC  

Social Welfare Service and Capacity Development   

Service Development 

Hong Kong’s economic and societal composition has 

undergone rapid change over the years. Our current 

challenges include aging populations, employment 

equilibrium discrepancy, structural change of the family 

system and increase in mobile population. We stand by 

our society in facing these challenges by working closely 

with the sector to initiate up to date services. 

Youth; Children; 

Communities; 

Elderly People; 

Ethnic Minority 

and Immigrant 

Groups; People 

with Disabilities 

Policy Research and 

Advocacy 

Sustainable solutions and the development of society 

require in depth and reliable research. We strive to 

recommend the most appropriate policies that are well-

researched with adequate data and facts. Research results 

are reviewed and discussed amongst our fellow members 

and stakeholders of all backgrounds. Our current research 

and advocacy focuses include poverty, social security, 

employment, housing and social development. Our 

Poverty and Social Security unit is a dedicated team 

working on poverty issues and the Social Innovation and 

Social Entrepreneurship was specially established to 

promote social enterprise. 

Elderly People; 

Low-income 

Communities; 

CSOs; Children; 

Youth; 

Communities; 

Public; Social 

Entrepreneurs; 

Sector and Capacity 

Development 

Social service plays a vital role in social development and 

the quality of these services relies on the capacity and 

human resources of the sector. HKCSS as the engine 

behind the social service of Hong Kong dedicates 

resources to our people for them to excel in management 

of finance, human resources, information technology and 

public relations. We also connect ourselves internationally 

to facilitate learning and sharing of issues and best 

practices. 

CSOs; Elderly 

People 

Public Engagement and 

Partnership 

Sustainable social development requires everyone’s effort. 

We see the importance of interacting with the general 

Companies; 

Public 
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public. We promote care of community, social 

responsibility and philanthropy culture while raising 

awareness and comprehension on different social issues 

amongst the general public. 

GURT Resource Centre - 

Ukraine, TechSoup Europe 
Civil Society Communication and Capacity Development   

Making Civil Society Sound 
Become Civil Society Media Portal; Increase legitimacy of 

Ukrainian CSOs’ 
CSOs 

Re-forming Ukraine 

Pilot policy making projects in Ukraine and promote best 

practices; Create local change agents Community of 

Practice 

CSOs 

Strengthening the 

Foundation for Civil Society 

Promote volunteer activities through involving 10% of 

adult Ukrainian citizens to volunteering and introducing 

professionally managed volunteer programs in CSOs 

 

Stimulate local community giving initiatives among small 

business 

CSOs; 

Communities; 

Social 

Entrepreneurs 

Developing Local 

Communities 

Become Civil Society Media Portal; Increase legitimacy of 

Ukrainian CSOs’ 

Communities; 

People with 

Disabilities 

Centre for Social 

Innovation - Canada, 

TechSoup Americas 

Accelerator & Incubator for Social Innovation   

Acceleration Programs 

From CSI Summits designed to spark new collaborations, 

to acceleration programs such as Agents of Change, to 

microloans and free consultations with experts, our 

mission is to help get you to impact. 

 

In particular, Agents of Change is one of CSI’s flagship 

acceleration programs. Every program is different, but the 

goal is always the same: to accelerate the success and 

amplify the impact of a cohort of high-potential projects. 

The program includes unlimited use of workspace and all 

the benefits of membership plus events, mentorship, 

workshops and access to capital. 

Social 

entrepreneurs 

Thought Leadership & 

Incubated Projects 

CSI has taken an active role in incubating certain projects 

like ONN. Some of these projects have fizzled out while 

others have spun out of CSI to form their own 

organizations. We’re proud of our support of previously 

incubated projects including: the Enterprising Nonprofits 

Program, Green Enterprise Toronto, STEPS, FPYN, and 

others. 

Communities; 

Social 

Entrepreneurs 

Publications & Videos 
CSI has published extensively in the areas of social 

entrepreneurship & innovation.  
CSOs 

Table 8. Selected PNGOs’ Program Activities 
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3. What is unique about the TSGN? 

The TSGN can be considered, first, a platform which helps improve other nonprofits’ 

organizational capabilities and reduce the transaction costs of global problem solving via the 

Nonprofit Tech Marketplace platform36. It is also an operational and delivery network which 

delivers the change it seeks on the ground through a variety of services and programs. As a 

network, the TSGN partners collaborate to coordinate activities in different countries and 

increase efficiency in reaching more local communities and grassroot organizations, given that 

every partner has experience and expertise in their respective geographic areas. The organizing 

objective is to realize benefits of scale, as all partners aggregate efforts in both technology 

donation procurement and validation service provision. The TSGN is task-oriented and its 

central coordinating organization is TechSoup in the US.  

Overall, the TSGN is representative of a medium-scale nonbusiness and 

nongovernmental global network of independent CSOs with common language and 

commitments partnering to achieve shared goals. It is an inter-organizational partnership, one 

that hinges on the Nonprofit Tech Marketplace – a platform for other civil society actors to 

better organize – and is increasingly reinforced through multiple on-the-ground programs and 

projects (e.g., Meet and Code).  

Generally speaking, PNGOs across the TechSoup Global Network have played an 

increasingly important role in the provision of certain public goods and/or merit goods: some 

implement programs in disaster prevention and relief assistance, some in installing low-cost 

 

36 TechSoup. n.d. “TechSoup – Technology for Nonprofits, Charities, and Libraries.” Accessed May 7, 

2020. http://www.techsoup.org/?ts_cs_selection=84 
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air quality monitors, some in developing apps for human trafficking and domestic violence 

survivors, others in digital knowledge dissemination, promoting gender equality, or building 

public media literacy skills, to name but a few. To more sufficiently finance these services, 

various resourcing strategies have been explored by these organizations. Grants from 

governments have been one of the main sources, as traditionally practiced. Foundations and 

corporations invest significantly in specific types of programs and projects that correspond to 

their agenda. For partners across the Network, revenue from operating the Nonprofit 

Technology Marketplace represents an independent source of income. Last but not least, 

TechSoup has recently been testing the waters for impact investing, offering debt securities to 

individuals and local communities with a view to building more self-sustaining programs and 

not being heavily reliant on the private or public sectors’ funding.   

The TSGN provides a unique window into a burgeoning phenomenon in global 

development processes – the increasing role of social partnerships and civil society networks 

in global governance and international collaboration. What is particularly interesting about the 

TSGN case is that it connects 61 independent organizations from across the world through a 

nonprofit marketplace with a vision to collaborate on multiple fronts, such as, exchange of best 

practices, scalable programming models, and resourcing strategy coordination. My internship 

project to some extent served as a building block for this vision. The realizability and 

implications of it, nevertheless, are what is left to be explored.  
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IV. Report and Discussion on Key Findings from the TSGN interviews 

It was hypothesized that a global CSO network partnership would add value through 

three different ways: coordination of joint actions, access to financial and non-financial 

organizational resources, information and knowledge exchange. In this chapter, I summarize 

the collected data from the TSGN case study and discuss my findings in light of previous 

empirical studies and the theories cited in Chapter II. Given the amount and range of data 

gathered from 23 semi-structured interviews, I will begin my story by presenting an overview 

of the results in Section A and provide a more detailed analysis of each of the three 

aforementioned hypotheses in Sections B, C, and D accordingly.  

A. Results Overview 

1. Features of the TSGN partner organizations  

To fully understand the value of the TSGN, it is essential to first discern the features of 

network partner organizations – the PNGOs, articulate the connections facilitated by the 

network, as well as explain the market conditions under which the TSGN mainly operates. 

In Section III.C, I outlined the collaborative Nonprofit Technology Marketplace (NTM) 

as the underpinning of the TSGN and introduced selected PNGOs’ profile based on my 

preliminary research. The semi-structured interviews enriched these initially collected data 

with more in-depth information on the features of the TSGN and PNGOs. As was expected, 

the NTM program collaboration proved to be the glue that holds the network together as well 

as the main source of network value. At the center of this collaborative marketplace is 

essentially the participation of mainly US-based technology companies, who donate or offer 

discounted technology tools and solutions to NGOs. Rather unexpectedly, I discovered that 
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only 11 of the 24 PNGOs interviewed (46%) had already worked in technology-related areas 

prior to joining the TSGN while 11 others interviewed (46%)37 were not particularly tech-

centric organizations. 

“So, our theme, or whatever we do is actually foster culture of giving… for private 

individuals and for corporates. And what we try to achieve this actually is that more 

resources, never mind if it's tech, if it's knowledge, if it's money, flow to civil society 

organizations in order to reach the global goals. So, there is, I would say, we have a 

strong tech theme thanks to the TechSoup partnership and digitization and all that is 

very relevant to us, but above that our theme here for the whole organization at [PNGO 

name] is to drive a culture of giving and corporate engagement for social good.” 

What I found intriguing is that the prerequisite for the network formation was not tied 

to a thematic focus on technology; instead, it was the organizational connections and affinity 

to the local NGO community. As one participant explained why their organization replaced 

the previous PNGO in the network, 

“[Name of the previous PNGO] is an IT centric organization. But you see, when you 

are dealing with nonprofits, you have to understand the psyche and the journey of 

nonprofits… If you don't resonate with those kinds of things…, then it becomes really 

difficult for you… So, we are… actually part of the people that we are trying to appeal 

to, as opposed to [name of the previous PNGO], who is very far removed from the day 

to day operations of nonprofits. So that's where the issue was. So, they needed an 

organization that was almost in constant contact... with nonprofits in [region name].” 

The above findings highlight different sets of entities (i.e., nodes such as technology 

companies, NGOs in different countries, TechSoup US, and network PNGOs) and different 

 

37 The remaining 2 PNGOs interviewed were created for implementing the NTM program, therefore not 

included in either of the aforementioned two groups. 
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sets of linkages (i.e., ties – or lack thereof – between these entities) both inside and outside the 

TSGN. Figure 5 illustrates a simplified version of ties and positions of the entities involved. In 

this illustration, solids lines represent existing linkages while dashed lines represent gaps 

between nodes.   

 

Figure 5. Simplified Illustration of Ties inside and outside the TSGN  

Applying Burt’s (1992) conceptualization of networks to the TSGN case, a primary 

feature of the PNGOs (including TechSoup agencies) can thus be summarized as the tertius 

who build bridges between disconnected groups of entities across countries: 

1) TechSoup playing the role of tertius between: 

o US-based technology companies and PNGOs 
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o Nonredundant PNGOs (e.g., PNGO 1 and 2 or PNGO 3 and 4) 

2) PNGOs playing the role of tertius between: 

o TechSoup and NGOs in their countries (e.g., PNGO 1, 2, 3, 4) 

o TechSoup and companies/funders in their countries (e.g., PNGO 4) 

Mapping out the structure of the TSGN in accordance with Burt’s theory is instrumental 

in locating the sources of value generated from different types of network processes. Of equal 

importance are the market conditions under which the TSGN operates. During the interviews, 

9 of the 24 PNGOs described a series of recent challenges working in a field like technology 

capacity building for CSOs at large. For instance, in some countries – surprisingly from both 

global South and global North – the civic sector was shown to be at the beginner level of 

digitalization: 

“From a macro point of view, I would say that technology is always a challenge for the 

organizations and for the people in the field. It is changing now. But we used, maybe 

like 10, 20 years ago, to have older people running the civil society organizations… I 

mean, they need to know how to… develop social cohesion or find a cure to something 

or develop a community center or new programs of education or… ways to lead with 

disabilities, but they are not thinking technology for running organization. So, it was 

difficult to do the connection to see how technology really is improving the final results 

that the organization is doing to help the community, that link was kind of challenging, 

especially… for smaller and older organizations. That has changed, but it is still 

something that is out there that we have to deal with everyday” 

Some participants commented on challenges related to the adjustment to a new business model 

of subscription-based services:  

“I think that there is definitely a challenge about the whole change to subscription 

economy, and there needs to be some kind of… an adjustment for the subscription 
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economy… it's also very difficult to explain to the organizations… why do they have 

to pay once a year, and also, even the validation is the same tool, the products, why the 

amount then differ, … if the organization has already been validated, why do we need 

to pay extra for Zoom and less for Microsoft Office?” 

“It is also an added value to enter the thinking into services. The basis is of course the 

donation program. Nothing else would work without this element, but we do not know 

what is the future, because of the shift from providing software to other services.” 

Moreover, some challenges are associated with the boundary-spanning nature of the TechSoup 

marketplace. As one participant indicated, the commercial aspect of the network joint efforts 

could be at odds with nonprofit organizations’ conventional programming models (e.g., grant-

based work, philanthropic giving, etc.): 

“There is a risk that some of the programs [that TechSoup] is launching are viewed as 

quite commercial… We say it brings value to the community, but basically, they are 

semi-commercial. I mean, it's not bad, per se… I come from that world. But to get 

funding, if you're viewed as commercial, selling CSP, selling discounted products, any 

commercial organization can do it in that way, we have to differentiate… it's a key 

critical area… to reflect: are we unique? Do we bring value? We are not trying to…keep 

ourselves busy. Our mission is to build value. And that is the first question… The 

second question is: are we unique in some way?” 

As can be inferred, PNGOs face some uncertainty in deciding how to strengthen value 

proposition for the nonprofit sector at the network level. This condition falls into the category 

of “egocentric uncertainty”, in Podolny’s term (2001), a market in which the focal actors are 

uncertain about how to add value for their exchange partners. In the TSGN case, network 

members are found to be uncertain about what types of projects local NGOs need and what 

types of projects funders are likely to fund. 
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In sum, the first set of analyses revealed the “tertius” feature of TSGN network entities, 

four distinct types of tie-bridging across diverse cliques, and the egocentric uncertainty feature 

of the market condition faced by network partners, which altogether helped to characterize the 

PNGOs (including TechSoup agencies) – the focal actors to which network benefits are added. 

2. Assessment of the TSGN value addition processes 

One of the major findings of this study is that network benefits in the TSGN case mostly 

stemmed from coordination of joint actions on a global scale. Surprisingly, access to resources 

(i.e., grants, donations, in-kind resources, human resources, etc.) was considered the least 

important value-addition process of the three.  

To demonstrate the relative importance of the three processes, I have looked at two sets 

of data: first, my reading of participants’ responses to each of the processes (cf. Section B, C, 

and D); second, participants’ direct responses to the question “which one or which combination 

of the three has brought about the most impactful network benefit(s) for your organization?” 

(cf. Table 9 below). This method helped confirm my interpretation and inferential statistical 

analyses of the interview responses presented in the subsequent sections, as the two datasets 

were found to be largely congruent.  
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Table 9. Participants’ Responses regarding the Most Valuable Network Process(es) 

As Table 9 shows, coordination of joint action ranked first among all three types of 

network processes, accounting for 19/24 PNGOs’ (79%) choices; 7 of these 19 PNGOs 

underscored the role of the Nonprofit Technology Marketplace (NTM) program collaboration. 

Information exchange and knowledge transfer ranked second, accounting for 14/24 PNGOs’ 

(58%) choices. The most striking observation to emerge from the data was that only 3/24 

PNGOs (13%) considered access to financial and non-financial resources as most impactful. 

Additionally, it is noteworthy that 9/24 PNGOs (38%) regarded program collaboration and 

knowledge transfer as correlated benefits. In fact, interorganizational program collaborations 

often implied implicit knowledge transfer and learning benefits for participating organizations, 

Participant ID Region
No. of 

Employees
Most Impacful Network Process(es) Notes

H APAC ~50 Knowledge

I Europe ~200 Knowledge

Q Europe ~50 Knowledge

U Europe ~50 Knowledge

A LATAM ~10 Joint Action

B LATAM ~50 Joint Action

F APAC ~200 Joint Action NTM

G APAC ~200 Joint Action

K Europe ~10 Joint Action NTM

L Europe ~10 Joint Action NTM

O Europe ~10 Joint Action NTM

R Europe ~10 Joint Action

V Europe ~50 Joint Action NTM

X Europe ~200 Joint Action NTM

C LATAM ~50 Joint Action + Knowledge

D APAC ~50 Joint Action + Knowledge

E APAC ? Joint Action + Knowledge

J Europe ~10 Joint Action + Knowledge NTM

S Europe ~10 Joint Action + Knowledge

T Europe ~50 Joint Action + Knowledge

W Europe ~50 Joint Action + Knowledge

N Europe ~10 Joint Action + Knowledge + Resources

P Europe ~10 Joint Action + Knowledge + Resources

M Europe ~10 Resources + Knowledge
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especially in an ever-changing field like ICT adoption for social work38. As one participant put 

it, “it's not only about delivering a service, or running a program with impacts to a beneficiary, 

but the beneficiary is also the organization who runs it.” 

This emphasis on join actions was further substantiated by participant responses to the 

question “In comparison to other CSO networks you may have worked with, what is different 

about working with the TSGN?”. On top of the more general differences in network scale, 

mission, and theme, the distinctive attributes of the TSGN were demonstrated to be its 

“concreteness”, “deliberateness”, and “business-orientedness”.  

The term “concreteness” was applied to describe joint collaborative projects between 

network partners. As one of the interviewees explained, 

“And to be very super honest of what I saw and learn, I think what we've done in our 

TSGN network is by far, by far, the most concrete…development of work, I don't know 

how to really explain myself but, cause many of these other NGOs and networks of 

NGOs and even [Innovation for Change] was lot of like nice, very nice, and interesting 

conversations and reflections about how we need to change the world. Incredible ideas, 

incredible people for sure right, but I think none of them really landed in concrete 

projects or really having experience of developing projects that could change things 

right. And that's a big, big difference that we have in our TSGN. I mean we are doing 

stuff every day, helping hundreds or thousands of NGOs really moving to the digital 

world with different kinds of services, products, options. The word “concrete” just 

comes to my mind all the time, because all these other networks, a lot of collaboration 

but not action basically. I mean, talking about collaboration… I always say that: I think 

 

38 This result will be discussed in more detail in Section IV.B. 
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it's so important to walk the talk you know like we're going to talk about collaboration 

and do it.” 

The second attribute – “deliberateness” – characterizes how network members often 

interact or coordinate with each other. As argued by one participant,  

“TechSoup is this is the most I would say time intense, … which is fantastic. Because… 

we speak often, we'll discuss. we deliberate… The mission for TechSoup is actually 

not tech related. It's actually bridge building, or what you might call the interlocutors... 

So, it's the same with many other networks. In my opinion, the difference between this 

and the other networks is, I would say, there is almost a sense of… deliberateness, to 

be deliberate, in terms of pursuing what we are doing. The other is almost as if, it's a 

movement... A movement is… opt-in or opt-out. So, it's your interest that determines 

how you want to participate…, but a network is more solidified, where our interests 

are aligned in the full scope of things… And again, …it's one thing to be deliberate but 

it's also another thing to actually put in the resources, put in the man hours to 

manage, …not just saying …we need to do it, but who is actually facilitating, who is 

pushing these kinds of meetings, who is providing the space? TechSoup has played an 

extremely pivotal role in that.” 

Several participants also pinpointed the business-like feature of the TSGN, specifically 

with reference to the Nonprofit Technology Marketplace: 

“Because with TechSoup, we have a program that we develop together. Yeah, I mean, 

we are partners, we are business partners, not only partners in knowledge or in events 

or something like that, in the rest of the networks it's more a network for collaboration.” 

“We had experience of being part of CIVICUS… I don't see this global network like 

CIVICUS as something very… impactful. So, for me, it just, you know, political, 

something with that, is eating a lot of donors’ money, with very little outputs; and about 

outcomes, I don't even want to say, they stopped at the level of outputs that are very 

poor, to my mind. In terms of TechSoup, so the situation is very different… All these 
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networks that I mentioned, they are very, very civil society, what I like about TechSoup 

Global Network that it's not only civil society, it's really, in positive terms, …its 

business, in terms of doing real things, …we have very grounded programs, they are 

not invented from nothing. We have needs from our clients, and we serve these needs, 

and we try to do it as better as possible.”  

Taken as a whole, the above evidence and claims point to a key conclusion that the 

TSGN was set apart from other civil society networks because its primary network organizing 

principle is dedicated to joint production – a process through which the network was found to 

deliver the most added value for member organizations.  

Overall, this section summarized my findings with regard to network focal actors and 

value addition processes in the TSGN. What follows in the subsequent three sections is a 

detailed investigation of what the network benefits are and how different network benefits are 

realized through coordination of joint actions, information and knowledge transfer, and access 

to financial resources, in order of significance.  

B. Coordination of Joint Actions 

Coordination of joint actions has been identified as being the process through which 

the network yields the most benefits. In this section, I explain what these benefits are and how 

the TSGN enables several mechanisms that add value to a PNGO from the theoretical lenses 

of transaction costs, structural holes, and network closure.  

First, engineered and emergent network processes were shown to co-exist in the TSGN: 

the former refers to the NTM program since it is consciously created by a lead organization – 

TechSoup Global – with a shared goal and common identity; the latter refers to any additional 

collaborative courses of action since these are non-formalized collaborations, implemented by 



 

 
70 

different cohorts of PNGOs with no network-level goals to drive the process of interaction. 

This distinction allowed me to delineate different network boundaries and juxtapose 

mechanisms behind value addition in the two categories.  

Second, I argue that minimizing transaction costs was not only a relevant concern 

driving the formation of the TSGN, but also a key network benefit that increases efficiency by 

reducing the costs of finding collaborators and ensuring mutual trust between collaborators. In 

fact, these two efficiency-enhancing mechanisms were intrinsically linked to the social capital 

of structural holes and that of network closure. To be more specific, the TSGN was 

demonstrated to both help PNGOs locate potential collaborators by creating a network 

environment rich in structural holes (cf. Figure 5) and ensure that collaboration is incentive 

compatible for all participants by providing some level of network closure. In other words, the 

act of efficient joint production (i.e., the NTM collaboration) is the glue that binds the network 

together; it requires transaction costs to be reduced, by strengthening the social capital of 

structural holes and that of network closure. This result is in agreement with Burt (2000a) and 

further supports the idea of a more general model of social capital that reconciles the tension 

between these two network structures.  

Furthermore, a subset of mechanisms creating social capital reflects Podolny’s 

conceptualization of networks as “prisms”. Particularly in the NTM collaboration, PNGOs 

were revealed to benefit from the fact that they run the NTM program to convey their reliability 

and capability to other exchange partners such as local NGOs and funders. And of course, this 

mechanism of signaling does not necessarily increase efficiency.  
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Lastly, coordination of joint production was shown to provide private benefits for the 

PNGOs in the forms of human capital (i.e., knowledge transfer and learning) and financial 

capital (i.e., source of revenue from the NTM program). Conceptually, human and financial 

capital are the property of individual organizations, which are distinct from social capital as it 

is jointly owned by the parties to a relationship (Burt 1992, 9). 

Together these results confirmed39 that coordination of joint actions is where network 

benefits are most significant and, more importantly, pointed to a second major conclusion that 

the benefits derived from joint action encompass a full set of social capital, human capital, and 

financial capital, which was precisely what made this CSO network successful. In the 

subsections below, I discuss benefits from engineered and emergent joint actions separately 

and provide a comparative analysis to highlight the differences in value-addition mechanisms 

between engineered and emergent network processes. 

1. Responses regarding benefits from engineered joint actions 

As explained in IV.A.1, a key consideration for the TSGN formation was the PNGOs’ 

connections and affinity to the local NGO community. Intriguingly, 8 of the 21 PNGOs40 (38%) 

indicated the role played by their preexisting relationship with Microsoft: they either had 

already been a local partner of Microsoft or were connected with TechSoup during Microsoft’s 

events for the local NGO sector; in 7 of the 21 instances reported (33%), this collaboration was 

built from informal conversations and/or development of personal relationships with 

 

39 The results in this section are consistent with the dataset presented in IV.A.2 based on interviewees’ 

direct responses.  

 
40 Participants from 21 PNGOs in total have been asked this question. 
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TechSoup’s staff. In some cases, the origin of the NTM collaboration was in fact a mix of both 

factors, as expressed by one participant: 

“We arrived to TechSoup, because of the relationship that [PNGO name] had with 

Microsoft and because this woman that worked with me was hired in Microsoft. And 

she could see very clearly that the link for Microsoft with civil society organizations 

have to be [PNGO name] because they didn't have to start and reinvent some way to 

approach organizations, they already had it with us. So, she was the one that said: I 

can clearly see that the partner for us is [PNGO name]. So yes, it came from Microsoft, 

and then from a close relationship, also, between our executive president with the 

director of Microsoft [country name] at that time.” 

This observation, although not directly related to my research questions about added value of 

the TSGN, shows the ways in which PNGOs’ initial social capital helped them establish 

contact with the TSGN in the first place. Another interesting finding is that there are 2 other 

instances where the NTM collaboration gave birth to new independent organizations in their 

respective countries: one was established to implement the NTM program because the original 

TSGN partner organization41 in the country had a limited reach in the local NGO sector and 

that the program could not grow further; the other was initially created as a concept 

organization to test the viability of such a marketplace: 

“[PNGO name] started in a strange way. Because, actually, I was personally supporting 

the setup of the donation program internationally 15 years ago. And I mean, I just 

wanted to give the program to an existing organization. I was part of a university so I 

mean, quite a reasonable set up and it didn't fly at the time, because people were telling 

me all the time, since that can cannot be sustainable, this cannot be working, and so on. 

 

41 According to the participant, the original PNGO was a small community foundation which was also 

created for the NTM program. Because of its geographical limitation, the performance of the NTM program run 

by this community foundation was limited.   
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So, I just decided to create [PNGO name] as a proof of concept organization initially, 

and for proof of concept and it evolves into still existing today.”  

The transaction costs reduction logic can be traced back to the formation of the TSGN: this 

network was initially established by TechSoup US because joint production enhanced 

efficiency by outsourcing certain tasks and responsibilities to members of the network who 

were able to undertake these efforts more efficiently at the local level, due to stocks of social 

capital that each member holds in their country or region. A similar logic appeared in my 

findings around benefits that PNGOs derived from the network partnership, along with benefits 

that do not necessarily enhance efficiency.  

When asked to describe the experience and value generated for their organization from 

collaborating on the NTM program, all 22 participants 42  expressed appreciation and 

satisfaction that their organization was able to launch this program in their country. In 

particular, participants gave a spectrum of explanations of why they think it had been beneficial 

to their organization, based on which I discovered three types of benefits that fall into the 

categories of: (a) social capital; (b) human capital; and (c) financial capital. More than half 

participants brought up a combination of these three types of benefits. Statistically, social 

capital was reported by 15/22 PNGOs (68%); human capital by 9/22 PNGOs (41%); financial 

capital by 8/22 PNGOs (36%).  

(a) Benefits of social capital 

 

42 Participants from 22 PNGOs in total have responded to this question. 
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The social capital of organizations resides within the relationships between 

organizations (Burt 1992). Based on 15 participants’ responses43, I identified three network 

mechanisms for generating social capital in the TSGN. First, 9/15 PNGOs (60%) saw value in 

serving as a bridge across disconnected groups of stakeholders (i.e., funders, local NGOs, other 

PNGOs, technology donor companies, etc.). Second, 8/15 PNGOs (53%) expressed their view 

that running the NTM program increased positive external perceptions or differentiated their 

organization from other similar entities in the country. Third, 3/15 PNGOs (20%) touched on 

trust and interconnectedness derived from this collaboration.  

(a.1) Social capital as bridging ties with key stakeholders:  

The tie-bridging mechanism, which ranks first among all three, is enabled because the 

TSGN provides its members with access to a larger network rich in structural holes. 

“TechSoup plays an important role in facilitating the connection to the big technology 

companies, so because of their presence on their scale, they can have that conversation 

at the technology headquarter level, whether or not with Microsoft and Symantec or 

whoever. We could talk locally with Microsoft, and we have found those local 

conversations are not as good as the conversation that TechSoup can have at the 

headquarter level… We needed to be connected and we still need to be connected with 

the technology partners locally where that makes sense, but they have never been 

particularly fruitful, because their focus is on sales and profit.” 

“I would say we had a very narrow target group before we launched the TechSoup 

program in [country name]. We were solely addressing those organizations, who did 

professional fundraising already and who wanted to improve the fundraising. And now 

we have a lot of organizations that think about starting fundraising, and whom we can 

 

43 Participants from 15 PNGOs in total have mentioned benefits concerning social capital. 
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offer some tailored education programs on fundraising so that they can really dig deeper 

into the topic.” 

“[This partnership has given us] the ability to say you know, if I go to a product 

company today, I say: you either give me CSR money or if your product is so good, I 

list you on the TechSoup [marketplace], I'll give you access to 263 markets across the 

world, like what do you say? So, I think those conversations are kind of very 

empowering in being able to say you know, I go to a meeting I come off either with 

money or with the ability to make them, so that's the positive side of being in the 

TechSoup relationship.” 

These three quotes indicate the same mechanism of brokering across structural holes, 

as the focal organization (i.e., a tertius) in each case brings together people from disconnected 

(i.e., nonredundant) groups. In the first instance, TechSoup occupied a brokerage role between 

PNGOs and US-based technology companies. In the second, the PNGO enhanced its social 

capital by bridging ties with more local CSOs. In the last one, the PNGO took the initiative of 

developing opportunities originated from being between local companies and TechSoup. 

Providing access to a larger network rich in structural holes, by implication, improves 

efficiency because this helps reduce the transaction costs of finding potential exchange partners 

or collaborators.  

(a.2) Social capital as increasing positive external perceptions: 

Of almost equal importance is the mechanism by which a network serves as an 

informational cue on which third parties make inferences about the reliability and capability 

of partner organizations (cf. Podolny 2001). In other words, a network provides social capital 

by improving external perceptions (i.e., branding, reputation, legitimacy, credibility, status, 

influence, etc.) of the organization.  
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“I think what has changed a lot is also our perception among the NGOs, that earlier, I 

think that our seriousness in their eyes has significantly grew.”  

“So, it has… completed a cycle or you don't have a missing link… It makes us very 

different from other organizations. Unlike some other organizations, we provide 

financial funds, we provide other services that would help them through everything, 

like everything they need is there. And TechSoup is a very different and elite program. 

So, being part of this of the network, being part of that program, has added a lot of 

value to [PNGO name] and completed the services, it's like a package that we support 

NGOs with.” 

(a.3) Social capital as creating trust and interconnectedness within the network: 

Of less significance was the network mechanism of closure, which creates social capital 

by facilitating norms of reciprocity and trust between PNGOs. A certain level of network 

closure also helped reduce the transaction costs of ensuring that collaboration is incentive 

compatible for all and, in doing so, enhanced efficiency.  

“[T]he donation program is a common ground; I think it allows collaboration to flow a 

lot easier.” 

“I would like to underline also the support that you have given us [in running the NTM 

program] because you have been very, very patient with us, every time we have a new 

person, you would train the new person, you would have this full patience to understand 

to hear it to be all the time there for, for helping us in whatever way we whatever we 

need. So, we are very happy to be partners of TechSoup, we really appreciate the job 

that you are doing. And we are very proud to be part of TechSoup.” 

(b) Benefits of human capital  
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Development of human capital through knowledge transfer was found to be another 

key benefit for 9/22 PNGOs (41%) among which featured 5 instances where participants 

highlighted knowledge sharing on technology-related matters driven by implementing the 

NTM program. For example: 

“It has been very enlightening for us because even though we were strengthening civil 

society organizations and volunteering and corporate social responsibility, and so on 

and so forth, we did not have anything on technology. So, so it has been a very 

interesting area to learn about. And it is a very key area to develop in organizations. 

So, it has been very, very good for us, it has helped us increase our reach and our service 

to the organizations in [country name].” 

Furthermore, in the 4 other instances of human capital acquisition, participants referred 

to the experience of information exchange and learning more generally, such as exchanging 

best practices with other PNGOs, hands-on coaching by geographically adjacent PNGOs when 

launching the program, and even philosophical change in the way the NGO sector operates.  

“Retrospectively, I think that joining TechSoup really changed at least my way of the 

way it should be done, like everything, I think that I experienced very certain, you know, 

philosophical change in the way the whole… the NGO business should be made and 

what is the scope… The way [TechSoup] sees the validation as a marketable process, 

because we never thought about it this way, that it's a service that can be standardized… 

We've basically indefinitely changed our managerial philosophy.” 

(c) Benefits of financial capital 

As I explained in Chapter III.C.1, the NTM is a revenue-generating program for both 

TechSoup and the PNGOs. The interviews responses provided additional clarification on the 

value of the revenue generated. 8 of the 24 PNGOs (33%) touched on the importance of the 
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revenue, because it contributed to the financial health and sustainability of the organizations 

(e.g., more predictable and unrestricted funds compared with grant money, flexibility, self-

sustainability). As expressed by one participant: 

“I can tell you last year, the last financial year, without TechSoup [donation program] 

we would have had very big deficits. So, the amount of money we're able to get almost 

plugged in some of the deficits that we have, in terms of flexible resources. So, to us 

it's core, it has been given the weight that it deserves.” 

For 4 PNGOs interviewed, the amount received from the NTM was considered 

insignificant as it was not a main source of organizational income but helped in the operation 

of the program itself. Surprisingly, participants from 4 other PNGOs indicated that the program 

was not yet financially viable for their organization and the goal had been to break even.  

“I think for the first, until last year, in the last year, we did not have our costs of 

delivering these services covered, so we've been in the program because we, as an 

organization, find this important. We have a mission of supporting civic society 

organizations in [country name], especially on a local level and we see technology and 

access to technology as vital… This focus on technology is not as much there as you 

would assume in a country like [country name] where we are pretty digital and people 

have, looking into civic society expectations of how digital civil society should be. And 

we're not, especially the smaller organizations. That's why we've been kind of sticking 

with the program even though it wasn't financially viable for us.” 

“It's not profitable but we do validations mainly to maintain a relationship with 

TechSoup even if we might be paying for this extra work and even it is far away from 

our operations as [PNGO name]. We have invested in the relationship with TechSoup 

and it eventually pays off, because of the additional joint programs like Meet and 

Code... I hope more will come.” 



 

 
79 

In the first statement, the motivation behind the NTM program was driven by the 

organization’s commitment towards the digitalization of the local civil society organizations, 

even if the program could be costing money. In the second, network value rested in additional 

joint program opportunities acquired from maintaining a good relationship with TechSoup. 

This demonstrated that, in some cases, benefits of additional joint actions with network 

partners outweighed the costs of running the marketplace. 

2. Responses regarding benefits from emergent joint actions 

Alongside the NTM collaboration, emergent joint actions within the TSGN were found 

to occur more sporadically, marked by changing network goals and boundaries44. Table 10 lists 

the types and scopes of these emergent programs, most of which revolve around the promotion 

of ICT solutions in the civic sector, in keeping with the main themes of the TSGN overall. 

Network boundaries in this context were configured according to the clusters of PNGOs 

working on the same programs.  

Collaborative Program Type Geographical Scope TechSoup Involvement 

Social technology & innovation event Regional No 

Digital platform for CSOs Regional No 

Online donation platform  Regional No 

Grant-giving for youth digital education events Regional Yes 

Open civic space and democratic participation Regional Yes 

Media literacy and responsible journalism Regional Yes 

Open data and transparency Inter-regional Yes 

Technology solution for social issues Inter-regional Yes 

 

44 Given that emergent collaborative projects are carried out by different cohorts of PNGOs each time.  
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Digital skills trainings and seminars for CSOs Inter-regional Yes 

CSO database  Inter-regional Yes 

Capacity building for CSOs working in refugee 

relief  
Inter-regional Yes 

IT service and consultancy for CSOs Inter-regional No 

Youth internship/scholarship program Inter-regional No 

Table 10. Features of the TSGN Emergent Programs   

When it comes to the types of benefits generated from these emergent joint actions, 

participants’ responses also fall into the same three categories of social, human, and financial 

capital. Statistically, social capital was reported by 7/13 PNGOs (54%); human capital by 5/13 

PNGOs (41%); financial capital by 5/13 PNGOs (36%)45. Responses that covered human and 

financial capital were similar to those from engineered joint actions. However, out of the 

mechanisms by which social capital is created, only two patterns were observed here. First, 5/7 

PNGOs46 (71%) (some quoted below) underlined mutual trust and interconnectedness between 

partners when describing experiences working on emergent joint actions.  

“It's about trust and equality between partners, even considering the fact that Fundacja 

TechSoup is much bigger, of course, in terms of funding and personnel, etc. But the 

process of transferring responsibility for this particular initiative shows us real attitude 

to PNGOs, particular to us, but we assume that the same attitude is practiced to other 

PNGOs. So, this is a very positive thing I would like to mention.” 

“Even working together on a grant proposal, it's a good exercise, because… we get to 

understand more about each other's capacity, the response time, … what everybody 

 

45 Participants from 13 PNGOs in total have mentioned benefits concerning emergent network processes.  

 
46 Participants from 7 PNGOs in total have mentioned benefits concerning social capital in emergent 

network processes. 
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brings to the table. And…when grants do get approved that we do run the project, 

there's a kind of bonding that's success breeds trust and collaboration.” 

Second, 4/7 PNGOs (57%) were found to enhance their social capital by serving as a bridge 

across disconnected groups of stakeholders. For instance, a PNGO would also connect other 

local civil society organizations to implement TechSoup projects in areas where the former 

were not able to participate due to strategic priorities, organizational mandate, or 

considerations related to internal capacity. 

“We received an invitation to participate in that. And then we have to explain that our 

role is not a grant giver, that's not something we have capacity to do … So… I 

connected [the project manager] to another [country name] organization… that actually 

turned into a collaboration. So, they took on the role as the grant giver and they're 

basically managing that relation now. And that was very positive for us. Because we 

do want to create those bridges between [country name] organizations and TechSoup 

projects, especially in the cases or areas where we're not able to participate, because it 

falls beyond our mandate of what we, of our role as an organization.”  

3. Comparative analysis between engineered and emergent joint actions  

Having described what network benefits are and how social capital is created in two 

types of network joint actions – engineered and emergent – separately, I now juxtapose the 

datasets presented above.  Figure 6 reflects the occurrences (in percentage)47 of the three major 

types of network benefits reported in engineered (i.e., the NTM program collaboration) and 

emergent joint actions. No significant difference was identified between the types of benefits 

generated from engineered joint actions and those from emergent joint actions.  

 

47 For engineered program benefits, the denominator is 22 (the same dataset presented in IV.B.1). For 

emergent program benefits, the denominator is 13 (the same dataset presented in IV.B.2). 
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Figure 6. Percentages of Benefit Types Reported on Engineered vs. Emergent Joint Actions  

However, the same could not be inferred from the three network mechanisms for 

creating social capital (i.e., tie-bridging, perception-improving, and trust-building). As Figure 

7 48  shows, the major differences lie in the perception-improving and the trust-building 

mechanisms.   

 

Figure 7. Percentages of Value Delivery Mechanisms for NTM vs. Additional Programs 

 

48 For the mechanisms in engineered programs, the denominator is 15 (the same dataset presented in 

IV.B.1). For the mechanisms in emergent programs, the denominator is 7 (the same dataset presented in IV.B.2). 
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First, while improving third-party perceptions of the PNGOs was considered important 

in engineered joint actions (i.e., running the marketplace), it turned out to be irrelevant in 

emergent ones. In other words, PNGOs are not using emergent joint actions to signal their 

organizational credibility and capability. This can be explained by the narrower network 

boundaries and the rare occurrences of emergent joint actions described in IV.B.2. Second, 

building trust was of particular significance in emergent joint actions but ranked last in 

engineered ones. As one participant pointed out when discussing the differences between 

working on the two types of joint actions: 

“I found that the partnership with TechSoup is always a partnership. So, so that we are 

partners to each other, …but of course, because of the nature of the [NTM] program, 

it was not so personal, we could meet only once a year or twice a year... We really had 

the feeling that it is a partnership, but the communication was much more top down, 

by its nature and the type of the service; but with the other type of programs, we have 

to create the programs together and participate in person and meet more in person and 

create the program elements together. So… it has the effect to create…a kind of 

ecosystem of working together…But these types of collaborations it's really created the 

potential of doing something really together.” 

An intriguing result to emerge from the data comparison is that emergent joint actions are 

efficiency-oriented, because both brokerage across structural holes (i.e., the mechanism of tie-

bridging) and network closure (i.e., the mechanism of building trust) help reduce transaction 

costs. Hence, it could be hypothesized that without a formalized or goal-directed network 

structure, organizations in a network will derive more benefits from joint actions only if they 

can reduce transaction costs. 
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To conclude my findings above, it is clear that enhancing social capital is the primary 

benefit of joint actions and is realized by a mix of mechanisms such as bridging ties, improving 

perceptions, or building trust. As can be seen so far, the TSGN case study goes beyond intra-

network exchanges as it demonstrates value added not only from weaving ties within the 

boundaries of the network but also from connections with third parties and beyond. This result 

lends support to Granovetter’s (1985) notion of “social-embeddedness”. Furthermore, as the 

TSGN partnership created an enabling environment rich in structural holes, PNGOs have been 

able to establish mutual trust and draw strength from working with each other both 

independently and collectively49. This provides further evidence for Burt’s (2000a) assumption 

that brokerage across structural holes is the source of added value whereas network closure 

contributes to realizing the value buried in these structural holes. 

C. Information and Knowledge Exchange 

As shown in IV.A.2, information and knowledge exchange was considered the most 

impactful network process by 14 of the 24 PNGOs (58%) interviewed. This section describes 

the role of the TSGN in facilitating communication and knowledge-sharing between partner 

organizations. I identified three concrete types of informational benefits in the TSGN (access, 

learning, and referral) and found that, although most PNGOs were able to establish contact 

with some other PNGOs since joining the network, there had not been significant increase in 

connections between PNGOs. This finding further demonstrates that the TSGN is a network 

 

49 Independent benefits are knowledge, learning, income, etc. Collective benefits are those that are jointly 

owned, such as improving efficiency. 
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rich in structural holes because the level of network cohesion (i.e., direct connection between 

PNGOs) is still relatively low.  

1. Responses regarding the flow of information and knowledge 

There were three types of informational benefits that I observed based on participants’ 

responses from 23 PNGOs50: (a) access to operationally useful information and knowledge, (b) 

learning and adaptation of best practices from other PNGOs, and (c) referrals from TSGN 

partners for additional relationship-building opportunities. Statistically, (a) was reported by 10 

of the 23 PNGOs (43%); (b) was reported by 9 of the 23 PNGOs (39%); and (c) was reported 

by 5 of the 22 PNGOs (17%). 

(a) Access to operationally useful information and knowledge 

First, the TSGN was considered helpful in providing access or exposure to an 

assortment of knowledge and information, through email exchanges, network newsletters, 

conference calls, in-person visits, network meet-ups, and so forth.   

When asked about the types of information content accessed, almost all participants 

spoke of topics around the NTM program as most frequent ones, whether they were technical, 

financial, legal, or operational. Due to the nature of the NTM program, technology capacity 

building and digital transformation of civil society organizations across the globe have been 

an overarching theme of the information flow within the TSGN. Additional themes, such as 

open grant and funding-related information, interesting program models in other PNGOs, civic 

sector trends, occurred quite sporadically based on PNGOs’ individual needs and interests. For 

 

50 Participants from 23 PNGOs in total have addressed questions about informational benefits. 
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instance, one participant talked about being exposed to new ideas and perspectives that 

enhanced their understanding of the digital transformation processes: 

“I would say that the working with in general TechSoup really opened our eyes on the 

whole process of digital transformation… TechSoup's understanding of digital 

transformation, indeed, is very deep and very important. And we didn't have it before 

we were part of TechSoup Global Network… I think that donation program and overall 

way of thinking about NGOs in the world, I think that this vision was really, really 

transformative for us.” 

Another participant described an interesting experience of how they embarked on a 

joint project from reading a network newsletter: 

“[The project] was very interesting because I came across [project name] in the 

newsletter of TechSoup. And I felt that we should be there… because it's so much 

relevant to our [local] nonprofit organizations. And I contacted TechSoup Europe… 

we started talking about this project and if it could come to [country name]… actually 

it was kind of a miracle for us that finally TechSoup Europe decided to choose [city 

name] as the venue for [project name] and we even got funding to cooperate with them 

in organizing the conference… so it was really something that we enjoy taking pride 

and I've learned a lot from it and yeah, actually without TechSoup Europe, we wouldn't 

be able to do such a high quality and an interesting conference.” 

(b) Learning and adaptation of best practices from other PNGOs 

Second, learning and knowledge transfer processes were revealed at both individual 

and organizational levels, often through exposure to better practices followed at other 

organizations.  

“I will put number one, all the support that [TechSoup has] given us in capacity building 

in [PNGO name], all the training that we have received, or I would say even 
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introduction to the technology world. I mean, it was like discovering a new world. 

When we first started talking with TechSoup, also, I personally learned a lot on how 

to relate with partners… It was very well organized… And I learned that… and then I 

replicated that with my own relationship with our partners here in [country name].” 

“We are very happy to work together with the partner organizations in Europe… and 

that gives us the chance that we can educate or at least give some additional benefit for 

our colleagues that they can travel and learn and develop themselves, and with that 

also developed our organization. Just in the beginning of the year before COVID crisis, 

we had our learning/study trip to Turkey, to Istanbul and Ankara. What was really 

interesting and my colleague who is our head of communication, she also could learn 

new things about communication to get another point of view on the way we do it and 

also to improve the way we work. And that's quite satisfying, I would say.” 

In each of the statements above, it is clear that PNGOs became recipients of skills and 

expertise that others in the network bring and, as a result, both individual and organizational 

capacities were improved. Moreover, it is important to note that learning benefits occurred 

both here and in the coordination of joint action (“development of human capital” as described 

in IV.B). Interestingly, the percentage values of learning benefits engendered by joint actions 

(engineered – 41% and emergent – 38%51) match well with the percentage value of those that 

are not engendered by joint actions – 39%52. 

(c) Referrals from TSGN partners for additional relationship-building opportunities 

Lastly, the information benefit of referral indicates the role of networks in directing 

and legitimating information about the focal actor going to others (Burt 1992, 14). Participants 

 

51 Cf. IV.B: the denominator for “engineered” is 22; the denominator for “emergent” is 13. 
52 The denominator here is 23. 
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from three PNGOs described their experiences of being referred to other civil society networks 

or being invited to speak at different conferences. For example, 

“Giving Tuesday Network, so we are the [country name] leaders of it. And that was 

actually I think, proposed by a TechSoup member to us. Because we are very much 

into building the philanthropy culture in [country name] so someone from TechSoup 

advised us to contact them and be part of that network.” 

There were also two other instances where PNGOs helped other partners gain information on 

the NGO sector in their own country by being a local point of contact. For example, 

“I remember one or two times where we needed to find some organization in another 

country or identify a potential partner for some projects outside TechSoup. So, we 

would usually, firstly, we would ask the TechSoup partner, because we do have this 

direct contact with them. And or ask them to help us find someone suitable for that.” 

2. Responses regarding PNGO connections within the TSGN 

To better understand the communication pattern within the network, I asked 

participants whether there had been opportunities for their organizations to communicate with 

other PNGOs 53  (either formally or informally) since joining the TSGN and, if yes, to 

enumerate these PNGOs. Table 11 below summarizes my findings on the numbers of increased 

inter-regional ties and of increased cross-regional ties of each of the 22 PNGOs’ who provided 

answers for this question. 

 

 

53 Ties with TechSoup agencies were not included in the result here because each PNGO is connected to 

TechSoup given the contractual relationship to implement the NTM program. 
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Table 11. Regional and Cross-regional Tie Formation Comparisons 

Prior to joining the TSGN, 17/22 PNGOs (77%) indicated that they had not known or 

been in contact with other PNGOs within the network. New tie-formation with other network 

partners increased for most of the PNGOs interviewed after joining the network: 12/22 PNGOs 

(55%) indicated increase in communication with regional partners 54; 8/22 PNGOs (36%) 

indicated increase in communication with both regional and cross-regional partners; 2/22 

PNGOs (9%) indicated no increase in communication with any PNGOs but TechSoup agencies. 

It can also be observed that the increased regional ties outnumbered the increased cross-

 

54 Regional hubs refer to TechSoup Africa, TechSoup Americas, TechSoup APAC, TechSoup Europe. 

Participant 

ID

No. of 

Employees

No 

Increase

Increase in 

only regional 

ties

Increase in both 

regional & cross-

regional ties

# of ties 

increased 

(Regional)

# of ties 

increased (Cross-

regional)

# of ties 

increased (Total)

A ~10 Yes 4 1 5

B ~50 Yes 4 5 9

C ~50 Yes 3 0 3

D ~50 Yes 2 1 3

E ? Yes 3 0 3

F ~200 Yes 0 0 0

G ~200 Yes 1 0 1

H ~50 Yes 1 0 1

I ~200 Yes 3 2 5

J ~10 Yes 3 0 3

K ~10 Yes 6 5 11

L ~10

M ~10 Yes 1 2 3

N ~10 Yes 0 1 1

O ~10 Yes 4 0 4

P ~10 Yes 6 0 6

Q ~50 Yes 0 0 0

R ~10 Yes 1 0 1

S ~10 Yes 1 0 1

T ~50 Yes 4 0 4

U ~50

V ~50 Yes 6 0 6

W ~50 Yes 2 2

X ~200 Yes 1 0 1

2 12 8 54 19 73

9% 55% 36% 74% 26% 100%
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regional ties by approximately three to one (74% regional ties, 26% global ties). This could be 

easily explained by factors such as geographical vicinity, language and cultural similarities.  

It is important to note that, although most PNGOs were able to establish contact with 

some other PNGOs since joining the network, clearly there had not been significant increase 

in connections between PNGOs. In fact, 18 of the 22 PNGOs connected with fewer than or 

equal to 5 other PNGOs. Given that there are 44 PNGOs55 in the network, the level of network 

cohesion (i.e., the number of redundant contacts, in Burt’s term56) is relatively low. Therefore, 

the TSGN is a network rich in structural holes and optimized for information benefits. 

D. Access to Financial and Non-financial Resources 

In the final section of this chapter, I discuss the role of the TSGN in providing access 

to financial and non-financial resources, which was considered the most impactful network 

process by only 3 of the 24 PNGOs (13%). To be more specific, I use the term “resources” to 

reflect the more classical measures of civil society resources such as funding, staffing, 

volunteers, in-kind donations, etc.  

1. Responses regarding financial resources 

In addition to the earned income from running the NTM program which is essentially 

transactional (cf. IV.B.1), participants were asked to enumerate different instances of accessing 

 

55 Plus 17 community partners who do not run the NTM program but are also part of the TSGN. 

 
56 In Burt’s (1992, 47) conceptualization of structural holes, a network rich in nonredundant contacts is 

rich in structural holes.  
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funding opportunities (e.g., grants, donations, etc.) and/or other pecuniary benefits since 

joining the network.  

Participants from 10 of the 22 PNGOs57 (45%) expressed their view that being part of 

the TSGN provided more opportunities for their organizations to obtain financial support from 

technology companies, such as Microsoft, Adobe, Amazon, Google, etc.  

“We do good projects, but I know for sure it helps to be part of an internationally 

reputed and established network. We always say that we are part of a global network, 

even though we are an independently established [country name] registered 

organization. We are affiliated with TechSoup Global, which is a sort of an 

endorsement and a seal of approval. I know for sure it mattered to Microsoft. It 

mattered to Google, I'm pretty Sure. And we've recently had the confirmation from 

SAP. SAP [country name] has some CSR money they want to give. And they just, they 

reached out to us… But they did signal that we know who you are, so kind of your 

reputation… precedes you because otherwise we wouldn't have called you because 

there are other potential recipients of our CSR money.” 

“Whenever, for example, I tried to fundraise for [PNGO name], from bigger, bigger 

donors, international donors, I always feel that mentioning that we are part of the 

global TechSoup Network is an asset or is something that… they know this brand often 

and this gives us credibility that we can…provide technology to nonprofit organizations” 

In both of these statements, it is clear that the PNGOs were able to access funding 

because the TSGN affiliation enhanced their social capital (e.g., “endorsement”, “reputation”, 

“brand”, “credibility”, as articulated in the two statements). The mechanism behind financial 

 

57 Participants from 22 PNGOs in total have addressed questions about informational benefits. 
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resourcing is the same one analyzed in IV.B.1.a, by which the network serves as a signal of 

quality.  

It is equally important to note that 11 of the 22 PNGOs (55%) reported no experience 

of accessing financial support due to the TSGN affiliation. In fact, some of these PNGOs have 

not actively pursued such a fundraising strategy. 

“[The TSGN] helps position us and it's difficult to say what that means in terms of 

fundraising, we are not seeing like the direct link of having TechSoup to and using that 

for fundraising issues or purposes yet. But I think that definitely helps and it’s helpful 

to be able to say that we partner with a global network like when we speak to politicians 

and I mean that's a story that works.” 

“If you go into the network, especially the global South, if you go in because of the 

resources that you want to get from it in terms of the monies, or the fees, then you start 

losing it, because it's not big enough to support your core costs. But if you look at it as 

part of value add in terms of you pushing the capacity building aspects of your work…, 

then it's worthwhile.” 

In other cases, the TSGN affiliation may not be well known to the local communities. 

“TechSoup, it's not well known in [country name]. People can't even pronounce it. So, 

it's very challenging. But before..., whenever we meet with a donor or events, we 

highlight or talk about TechSoup, it's important... and we try to project how important 

and how big the organization is. It's not just it's not something minor, but it's not known.” 

2. Responses regarding non-financial resources 

Regarding non-financial resources, the TSGN was found to provide access to in-kind 

resources to PNGOs, such as freely available content and software licenses. 



 

 
93 

“On a pragmatic level, we get like free Zoom licenses and free DocuSign licenses; and 

that's almost like receiving funding because it’s licenses that we would need to pay for.” 

“After what happened in March with the corona situation, it was very helpful to have 

access to English articles that we could translate… and publish, …because we haven't 

really generated any articles, because that's not something we can prioritize. So, it's 

very helpful to have access to those and also the visuals because we're planning on 

sending out newsletter and we don't have the resources or the funds to develop a visual 

like marketing materials.” 

Human capital represented another type of non-financial resources made available 

across the TSGN. 7 of the 22 PNGOs (32%) mentioned training opportunities and capacity 

building resources58 for their staff. Indirectly, there were also two occasions where the network 

partnership had potentially helped PNGOs in volunteer recruitment or external guest invitation. 

Nonetheless, no significant correlation was confirmed between acquisition of human capital 

and the network partnership. 

“We do get human resources… guests or invited trainers, people who will do a webinar 

for us or a training for us even for free. Yeah, that happens. Now, I'm not sure if that's 

because TechSoup has a global reputation or because we've worked hard to establish a 

reputation on a national scale.” 

 

 

 

58 In this section, training and capacity building resources refer to webinars, conferences, materials made 

available for PNGOs, etc., which are considered as added value in terms of human capital.  
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V. Conclusion 

This thesis set out to investigate the added value that a global-scale interorganizational 

CSO network generates for individual organizations. Through an exploratory case study of the 

TechSoup Global Network, this thesis has shed further light on three dimensions of the value 

of interorganizational networks: enabling processes, value forms, and mechanisms. This 

chapter summarizes my key findings, evaluates limitations, as well as outlines the implications 

of this study for both theory and practice. 

A. Summary of Findings 

As a medium-scale nonprofit and nongovernmental network of independent 

organizations, the TechSoup Global Network provides a unique window into a technology-

oriented network of cross-border social partnerships. Its uniqueness lies in the existence of a 

joint production arrangement through the Nonprofit Technology Marketplace which binds 

together the partner organizations across the globe.  

Given the nature of this joint production which spans across countries and sectors (for-

profits and nonprofits), the TSGN case must be analyzed not only from the lens of intra-

network tie formation and exchanges but, more significantly, by accounting for wider social 

relations in which the network is embedded and exchanges with third parties and beyond. 

Specifically, I looked at both the TSGN’s internal and external structural features: the former 

refers to ties and exchanges among network actors; the latter refers to ties and exchanges 

between network actors and third parties. Moreover, I also distinguished two types of intra-

network collaborative processes, i.e., engineered and emergent, in order to juxtapose different 

sets of value-delivery mechanisms in these processes, considering that the network actors not 
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only collaborate based on contractual obligations (i.e., in an engineered fashion) but also work 

together on a variety of initiatives in different cohorts on a voluntary and sporadic basis. 

Looking first internally, the TSGN is a network rich in structural holes because the 

level of network cohesion (i.e., direct connection between network actors) is still relatively 

low. Although most network actors were able to establish some contact with others after 

joining the network, there had not been significant increase in connections between network 

actors. Looking externally, each network actor plays the role of “tertius gaudens” who bridges 

ties across nonredundant groups of entities (cf. Figure 5). Nevertheless, the TSGN has shown 

to foster a considerable degree of mutual trust and interconnectedness between network actors, 

which proves to be particularly beneficial for taking emergent joint actions. Taken together, 

bridging across structural holes and increasing network closure are concurrent mechanisms 

behind the creation of structural advantages provided by the network (i.e., social capital), with 

the former mechanism being more significant than the latter. These findings confirmed Burt’s 

(2000a) conceptualization of a more general network model of structural advantages that 

reconciles the tension between structural holes and closure. As proposed by Burt (ibid.), the 

evidence I found points to the conclusion that brokerage across structural holes is the source 

of social capital whereas network closure contributes to realizing the value buried in these 

structural holes. 

The social capital engendered by structural holes and closure is intrinsically linked to 

a logic of enhancing efficiency through reducing transaction costs. In the TSGN case, the 

network helped its actors locate potential collaborators by creating a network environment rich 

in structural holes while ensuring that collaborations were incentive compatible for all 

participants by providing some level of network closure. Furthermore, this study draws 
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attention to an alternative mechanism that creates social capital but not necessarily enhances 

efficiency, through which network actors benefit from improving their external perceptions. 

Network relationships proved to be instrumental for many organizations to convey their 

credibility and capability to exchange partners. This finding is consistent with Podolny’s (2001) 

approach to analyzing interorganizational ties as “prisms” that induce market differentiation 

and serve as a signal of quality.  

Building on these sets of evidence, I argue that the value of the TSGN is predominately 

determined by a variety of entrepreneurs brokering across structural holes between 

nonredundant groups of organizations across borders and sectors; it also creates value by 

providing a certain level of interconnectedness and mutual trust, as well as by serving as a 

signal of organizational credibility and capability. This case study has demonstrated that 

brokerage across structural holes, network closure, and relational signaling are three coexisting 

and mutually reinforcing mechanisms that altogether bring about collaborative benefits shared 

by all network actors, in the forms of increasing efficiency and improving external perceptions. 

These network structural features and mechanisms, in turn, yielded an assortment of private 

benefits for individual organizations, in the forms of learning, access to operationally useful 

information, referrals, additional funding, as well as some fringe benefits such as training and 

in-kind resources.  

In sum, evidence from the TSGN case study led me to conclude that, among the three 

hypothesized value-addition processes formulated in the Introduction chapter, namely, 

coordination of joint actions, access to organizational resources, exchanges of information and 

knowledge, an interorganizational network partnership primarily benefits network actors by 

facilitating coordinated actions. In the interest of a global-scale civil society network, 
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coordinated joint actions propel the network to evolve organically to assume a structure that 

becomes a wellspring of both collaborative and competitive advantages. 

B. Limitations  

A number of limitations need to be considered. First, there are different manifestations 

of network partnerships within the TSGN and different types and sizes of the PNGOs. For 

example, some PNGOs operate and provide services solely within their country; some are 

larger organizations implementing a variety of initiatives; a few are defined by or were created 

by the NTM program. It was particularly challenging to assess the causal relationship between 

certain network structural features and organizational performance or to account for which 

structural positions yielded the most added value for different types of organizations.  

Additionally, the current study was also likely to be limited by a self-selection bias. 

Participants who participated in this study might not have formed a representative sample, as 

individuals who are more motivated to respond to the interview invitation are potentially those 

who have stronger opinions or have a closer relationship with other TSGN partners.  

C. Implications and Future Research 

Network forms of social organization have been widely studied at several analytical 

levels and from a variety of theoretical perspectives that span across disciplines. Through an 

in-depth investigation of a case of cross-border social sector partnership, this study has gone 

some way towards enhancing our understanding of an interorganizational network’s effect on 

individual organizations. First, this study looked beyond network structural features to throw 

light on the processes involved. Second, the present empirical results helped resolve the 

controversy between two opposing network mechanisms argued to provide social capital, 
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given that I showed how brokerage across structural holes was the source of social capital 

whereas network closure contributed to realizing the value buried in these structural holes. 

Lastly, my approach also incorporated two other opposing perspectives regarding “arm’s 

length” ties and “embedded” ties, given that I looked at both relations within the boundaries 

of the network and wider social relations in which the network was embedded.  

From a practical standpoint, this research could be a useful aid for practitioners working 

with global interorganizational networks in the civic sector. Since coordinated joint action is 

where network benefits are most significant, it can be important for practitioners in the field to 

encourage the development of common projects or programs so that the network partnership 

is truly effective. At the same time, this case study also suggests that designing a network of 

closely connected organizations who are each embedded in larger networks rich in structural 

holes can be critical to the success of the network partnership.  

The present case study of the TSGN produced a wealth of qualitative data on 

interorganizational partnerships, some of which was beyond the scope of this thesis. Further 

investigations, which take into account the characteristics of network actors, will need to be 

undertaken to provide a full picture of the TSGN. On a wider level, further research is needed 

to confirm the validity of the hypotheses put forward in this study. It would be intriguing to 

determine whether engaging in coordinated joint actions is the most beneficial network process 

for other cases of interorganizational civil society networks. Another interesting question to 

emerge from this study is whether network actors will voluntarily engage in joint actions only 

if these imply transaction costs benefits. The prospect of being able to test the causal 

relationship between certain network structural features and organizational performance serves 

as a continuous incentive for future studies.   
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Appendix A. TSGN Interview Question Guide 

Section 1. Coordination of Joint actions 

1. Have you ever collaborated with TechSoup on any programs or projects? If yes, can you 

describe your experience with these collaborations?  

2. Have you ever collaborated with other TSGN partners on any programs or projects? If yes, 

can you describe your experience with these collaborations? 

3. Based on past experience and your organization’s strategic priorities, what are the concrete 

programs that you currently undertake that you think TSGN could help you to scale up? 

Section 2. Access to funding and other nonfinancial resources 

4. What are the top 3 most effective fundraising methodologies that you have adopted in the 

past, and why? What are the least effective ones?  

5. Has being a TSGN partner helped you gain access to any funding opportunities and other 

resources for your organization? Please describe your experience with respect to each of 

the following types of resources:  

a. grant from the public sector, the private sector, individual donations, or any 

program-related investment 

b. in-kind resources such as hardware and other materials 

c. human resources such as recruitment and training 

d. something else; or some combination of (a)-(c) 

If not, what are the programs that most need to be funded in your organization and how 

can the TSGN assist in this process? What could be the benefits from collaborating with 

TSGN partners in future?  

6. If your organization were not part of the TSGN, what would be the resources that your 

organization could not have accessed?  

7. Have you ever found yourself competing with TSGN partners for grants? Can you please 

describe the experience?  

Section 3. Knowledge and information exchange 

8. Did your organization work or communicate with any PNGOs prior to joining the TSGN? 

If so, who are the partners?  Which PNGOs have you worked or communicated with since 

joining the TSGN?  
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9. Have you participated in any knowledge exchange activities with TSGN partners? If so, 

please describe: 

a. who the partners are; 

b. what you learned with respect to: 

i. nonprofit expertise 

ii. tech and digital knowledge 

iii. available grants and other funding-related information  

iv. something else; or some combination of (i)-(iii) 

10. How have the exchanges helped you to learn? Was it by: 

a. exposing you to better practices followed at other organizations; 

b. facilitating peer reflection and critical review of your own working practices; 

c. something else; or some combination of (a)-(b) 

11. Did these knowledge and information exchanges improve your organization’s working 

practices? If yes, how? If not, what are the impediments for the improvement process?  

Section 4. TSGN strategic outlook 

12. During the TechSoup Summit in March 2019, partners met to discuss the perceived 

opportunity gap between what the TSGN has to offer and what it has been so far able to 

attract in philanthropic resources, and three options were proposed (see below). How would 

you weigh these options going forward? 

a. Stay the course: seek grant opportunities sporadically and without coordination. 

b. Invest in central capacities: TechSoup investing in additional research, 

development, and coordination capacity to map TSGN programs, and coordinating 

response to opportunities. 

c. Invest in regional capacities: TechSoup and the TSGN co-invest in regional 

strategies and capacities to research and coordinate responses to opportunities. 

Section 5. Partnerships within other CSO networks 

13. Are you a member/partner of other CSO networks? What are the objectives of those 

networks? Please describe the membership and your experience working with or as a part 

of other networks in comparison to the TSGN?  
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Appendix B. Excerpt of Interview Raw Datasheet 
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