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Article
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Model Perspective Based  
on the Conversion of 
Symbolic Capital
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Abstract
Despite intensive research dedicated to both social alliances and business models, a 
research gap persists with regard to why and how nonprofit organizations (NPOs) 
choose (or not) to partner with for-profit organizations (FPOs) to obtain funding. 
By adopting an NPO-centered analysis, this article presents a new framework, 
based on Bourdieu’s forms of capital. With an explicit consideration of symbolic 
capital—and the risks of damaging it if the NPO turns to FPOs for funding—the 
authors explore specific issues related to NPO business models. The empirical 
test of the framework relies on an original database of 150 nongovernmental 
organizations with international scope. It reveals four distinct business models 
(public, civic, opportunistic, and diversified) and demonstrates that a high stock of 
symbolic capital gives organizations the power to choose and eventually diversify 
their funding sources, including partnering with select FPOs.
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Introduction

Demands for corporate social responsibility (CSR) encourage businesses to create 
partnerships with nonprofit organizations (NPOs; Selsky & Parker, 2005), which rep-
resent special stakeholders that act on behalf of the common good (Arenas et al., 
2009). Berger et al. (2006) refer to business–NPO partnerships as “social alliances,” 
characterized by a voluntary collaboration to address social or environmental issues 
with non-economic objectives. Social alliances are not a new phenomenon but have 
increased significantly in recent years, due in part to general reductions in public aid 
and growing competition for donors (Drumwright et al., 2004). However, not all NPOs 
regard corporate donations as a viable, alternative source of funding, because of the 
potential reputational risks they create. That is, an NPO’s image can easily be tar-
nished if its business partner’s reputation deteriorates as a result of its social or envi-
ronmental misconduct (Al-Tabbaa et al., 2014). For example, The Nature Conservancy 
suffered diminished citizen donations, by 23%,1 after its corporate partner British 
Petroleum spilled massive amounts of oil in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010.

Even though NPOs thus confront difficult decisions and trade-offs with regard to 
seeking funding from businesses, no NPO business model literature establishes a clear 
sense of these relevant issues or the challenges associated with their potential engage-
ment with for-profit organizations (FPO) as partners. Literature on social alliances 
tends to privilege a positive, idealistic vision of partnerships (Seitanidi, 2010; 
Tomlinson, 2005), neglecting tensions and often relegating the NPO’s perspective to 
the background (Burchell & Cook, 2013). Literature on business models similarly 
prioritizes for-profit–oriented business models, despite recognition of NPOs as a spe-
cific class, with distinctive features that should inform their models (i.e., not oriented 
toward profit, dependent on external donors) (Brehmer et al., 2018). We therefore 
propose to develop a novel business model framework that can answer a key question: 
Why and how NPOs do choose (or not) to obtain funding from FPOs?

In particular, we adopt an NPO perspective and rely on Bourdieu’s theory of the 
forms of capital to conceptualize NPO business models in relation to external funding 
partners (i.e., citizens, public institutions, and FPOs). This perspective reveals a pow-
erful mechanism by which NPOs, as socially responsible organizations, can convert 
their symbolic capital into economic capital with FPO partners, while also limiting the 
reputational risks associated with such partnerships. In turn, we empirically test this 
conceptualization among a specific category of NPOs, namely, international nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs),2 excluding foundations. This subclass of NPOs con-
fronts unique issues and frequently depends on external donors (Foster et al., 2009). 
With an original database of 150 NGOs, gathered from a United Nations (UN) list, we 
implement a multinomial probit analysis and identify four distinct business models 
(public, civic, opportunistic, and diversified). The results reveal that a high stock of 
symbolic capital grants an NGO the power to choose its sources of funding and then 
diversify its funding, by partnering with carefully chosen FPOs.

With these insights, this study contributes to both business model and social alli-
ance literature. First, with our NPO-centered analysis, we move beyond conventional, 
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largely instrumental, and for-profit–oriented views. Bourdieu’s perspective on the 
forms of capital provides an original approach to specific issues pertaining to NPO 
business models. This study accordingly offers new understanding of how NPOs can 
deploy their intrinsic capabilities to acquire (or not) resources through partnerships 
with corporations.3 Second, we affirm that social alliances are not a risk-free strategy 
for NPOs. As socially responsible organizations, NPOs could suffer damage to their 
image if they form alliances with irresponsible corporations. Third, this study estab-
lishes symbolic capital as a key antecedent of the selection of an appropriate NPO 
business model.

Literature Review

Social Alliances: Bringing NPOs to the Forefront

In recent decades, the number of business–NPO partnerships has grown rapidly 
(Drumwright et al., 2004; Elkington & Fennell, 2000), raising scholarly interest in this 
topic. Social alliance literature has primarily taken the firm’s perspective (Laasonen 
et al., 2012; Manning & Roessler, 2014), though some contributions actively seek an 
NPO perspective (Burchell & Cook, 2013; Harris, 2012). Social alliances are distinct 
from business-to-business alliances in two main ways: They involve at least one non-
profit partner, and they include non-economic objectives (Drumwright et al., 2004). 
As a consequence, they are riskier than other alliances, because the partners do not 
share the same motivations or objectives for engaging in the partnership (Simpson 
et al., 2011). The motivations of NPOs tend to be altruistic, whereas those of busi-
nesses predominately involve self-interested goals. Thus, NPOs enter into social alli-
ances to increase attention to and support for CSR issues (den Hond et al., 2015) and 
obtain financial resources from corporate partners (Selsky & Parker, 2005). Businesses 
instead usually enter these collaborations to gain recognition and reputation from 
being part of CSR programs (Dahan et al., 2010; Jamali & Keshishian, 2009).

Social alliances provide instruments to achieve both partners’ goals, including 
competitive advantages, growth, and economic and social value (Le Ber & Branzei, 
2010b). Substantial literature describes value creation as the raison d’être of social 
alliances (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012a). Existing conceptual frameworks explore value 
creation in both business and social dimensions, according to the benefits for different 
partners. However, many studies of value creation adopt positive or even idealistic 
views (Tomlinson, 2005), with the assumption that these alliances provide win–win 
outcomes (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012b; Seitanidi et al., 2010; van Tulder et al., 2016), 
without considering their tensions and challenges (Tomlinson, 2005). It is important to 
take a more critical perspective on business–NPO partnerships, especially considering 
evidence that the costs tend to be higher for the NPOs than the FPOs (Seitanidi, 2010; 
Selsky & Parker, 2010). In particular, an NPO may imperil potential donations if it 
collaborates with a highly visible, wealthy partner (Gourville & Rangan, 2004); it also 
could suffer damage to its reputation, credibility, and image if it connects with a cor-
poration that followers or donors consider inappropriate (Rivera-Santos & Rufín, 
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2010). Considering the reputational risks involved, partnerships with corporations 
may not be appropriate for all NPOs (Ählström & Sjöström, 2005).

Business Models: NPOs as a Specific Class

In business model literature, we find insights that suggest ways to identify the issues 
that NPOs face. In this literature domain, NPOs constitute a specific class (Brehmer 
et al., 2018; Yunus et al., 2010), in that they operate not to earn profit for shareholders 
but rather to serve society (Moore, 2000). Their funding structure creates key chal-
lenges and risks, because it relies heavily on external donors (Foster et al., 2009). 
Thus, theoretical business models developed in relation to FPOs might not apply to 
NPOs. Business model literature historically has prioritized economic value creation 
(Teece, 2010). Although some recent studies consider NPOs and sustainable business 
models (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Pedersen et al., 2018), NPOs continue to be studied 
as secondary stakeholders, and no existing business model conceptualization features 
NPOs as the focal organization. Such research gaps related to the determinants and 
risks for NPOs that seek funds from businesses mean that we still know little about 
why and how NPOs choose (or not) to be funded by FPOs. We turn to Bourdieu’s 
theory on the forms of capital to explore the specificities of NPO business models, 
according to their symbolic capital and the risk of damage to it, if the NPO partners 
with FPOs.

Bourdieu’s Model of Capital Conversion

Forms of capital. Bourdieu’s theory defines capital more broadly than the monetary 
notion of capital in economics; in his view, capital is a generalized “resource” that 
can assume monetary, non-monetary, tangible, and intangible forms (Bourdieu, 1986, 
p. 243). This resource (i.e., capital) provides its holders with power and an advanta-
geous position in the field4 in which it is produced and reproduced (Bourdieu, 1979).

Bourdieu (1986, 1993) proposes four distinct forms of capital: economic, social, 
cultural, and symbolic. Economic capital refers to financial resources such as mone-
tary income and provides a base from which other forms of capital can be acquired and 
developed (Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital aggregates the actual or potential resources 
related to the possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized rela-
tionships (Bourdieu, 1986). That is, it is the sum of actual and potential resources that 
can be mobilized through membership in social networks of actors and organizations 
(Anheier et al., 1995). Because social capital is the nexus of an organization’s relation-
ships with stakeholders and other organizations, “the volume of social capital pos-
sessed by a given agent depends on the size of the network of connections he can 
effectively mobilize and on the volume of the capital (economic, cultural or sym-
bolic)” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249). Cultural capital exists in various forms, including 
long-standing dispositions and habits acquired through socialization, as well as the 
accumulation of valued cultural objects such as paintings, formal education, qualifica-
tions, and training. Finally, symbolic capital is “being known and recognized and is 
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more or less synonymous with: standing, good name, honor, fame, prestige and reputa-
tion” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 37). Furthermore, because symbolic capital is “a degree of 
accumulated prestige . . . [it] is founded on a dialectic of knowledge and recognition” 
(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 7). It confers a benefit or credit

In the broadest sense, a kind of advantage, a credence, that only the group’s belief can 
grant to those who give it the best symbolic and material guarantees, it can be seen that 
the exhibition of symbolic capital which is always expensive in material terms. (Bourdieu, 
1993, p. 120)

Symbolic capital might be the most important form, because its possession enhances 
and legitimizes the accumulation of all other forms of capital (Pret et al., 2016). 
According to Fuller and Tian (2006), socially responsible acts create symbolic capital 
that stakeholders may perceive as valuable, and in turn, the actors can leverage power 
from resulting perceptions of prestige and repute.

Accumulation and capital conversion. For Bourdieu (1986), capital conversion occurs in 
two consecutive stages: accumulation and conversion. All forms of capital can be 
accumulated in a specific field, and each form also has the potential to be convertible 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2013). For this study, we focus on how NPOs convert their 
symbolic capital, defined as social recognition (i.e., prestige), into economic capital, 
which involves economic resources.

Conventional versus alternative models of capital conversion. In social alliances, conver-
sions among economic and symbolic capital are critical. The NPOs often possess more 
symbolic capital, manifested by their social mission and socially responsible acts, but 
they require economic capital to sustain their operations. Because they do not actively 
seek profits (even if they might earn some), they typically depend on external donors 
(Foster et al., 2009), such as citizen and public subsidies, in a conventional model of 
conversion (Figure 1). Competition for funding among NPOs has prompted searches 
for new funding opportunities in recent decades though, so many of them ally with 
FPOs, as an alternative source of financial support. For businesses, partnerships with 
NPOs promise a valuable means to appear socially responsible. These benefits suggest 
an alternative model (Figure 1), which some NPOs use to convert their symbolic capi-
tal into greater economic capital. We propose,

Hypothesis 1: The stock of symbolic capital of an NPO has a significant and posi-
tive effect on the probability of obtaining funding from businesses.

However, these alliances also create risk, because FPOs may engage in irresponsi-
ble practices, which would damage the NPOs’ symbolic capital, derived from their 
social responsibility. Thus, NPOs with a high stock of symbolic capital that choose to 
engage with businesses may be able to do so in a non-exclusive manner, such that they 
are able to select their chosen business partners carefully. We propose,
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Hypothesis 2: A high stock of symbolic capital has a significant and positive effect 
on the probability of obtaining diversified funding.

Method

Measures and Methods

Sample and data. We constructed an original database, using the Integrated Civil Soci-
ety Organizations System developed by the Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs of the UN. We selected only NGOs with international scope, whose fields of 
intervention are social, environmental, humanitarian, or educational (see Appendix A). 
For each NGO, we carefully checked its annual and financial reports to identify the 
structure of its revenues at the end of the 2015 fiscal year, broken down by external 
funding sources (i.e., citizens, public institutions, and corporations). We also obtained 
information about self-generated revenues. From the population of 1,384 international 
NGOs, we obtained complete data about 150 NGOs, which constitute our sample. 
This 11% completion rate is comparable to that of Felício et al. (2013), who study 
nonprofit social organizations. It also reflects the study context; many NGOs do 

Figure 1. Conventional and alternative models of conversion.
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not provide information about their funding sources or differentiate citizen versus 
corporate funds. To guarantee the quality of our sample, we conducted data triangula-
tion with ranking data from NGO Advisor.5 Among the top 100 NGOs (in 2015), 78 
appear in our sample, so it includes many of the best performing NGOs in terms of 
their impact, innovation, and governance.

Variables

Dependent variable: Structure of NPOs’ economic capital. Our data provide details about 
the structure of economic capital held by each NPO at the end of the 2015 fiscal year. 
For each NPO, we obtain information about its total income in euros (INCOME). We 
then identify different external sources of funding, including governments and public 
administrations (GOVLOG and GOVSHARE), citizens (CITILOG and CITISHARE), 
and corporations (CORPLOG and CORPSHARE). The amount (log and share) of 
each source of funding corresponds to each NPO’s total income. With these seven 
variables, we can classify the NPOs according to the structure of their economic 
capital.

Accordingly, we run a principal component analysis (PCA) and K-means classifica-
tion procedures to obtain clusters of NPOs that share the same economic capital struc-
ture. The first PCA of the seven core variables (INCOME, GOVLOG, GOVSHARE, 
CITILOG, CITISHARE, CORPLOG, and CORPSHARE) operationalizes the structure 
of economic capital. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin score (>.5) and Bartlett’s test of sphe-
ricity (p < .000) indicate satisfactory results. This PCA identified three factors (single 
eigenvalue >1) that explain 78% of total variance. Next, we undertook a nonhierarchi-
cal cluster analysis using the scores revealed by the factoring analysis. To determine the 
final number of clusters, we used three common criteria (Hardy, 1996; Hartigan & 
Hartigan, 1975): (a) the statistical accuracy of the classification (Fisher’s test), (b) the 
number of NPOs per cluster, and (c) the significance of the clusters identified. With 
these criteria, we identify a version with four clusters of NPOs as optimal.6 That is, we 
obtain four consistent, statistically significant clusters from the classification proce-
dure. To interpret the four clusters, we calculate the mean of each indicator in each 
cluster (Table 1).

In Cluster 1, the 36 NPOs are mainly funded by citizen donations and do not really 
engage in for-profit alliances. Citizen donations represent 60% of their total income, 
for a log amount of 6.50. All other funding sources are significantly underrepresented 
(in both share and amount). In contrast, Cluster 2 features 34 NPOs that use corpora-
tions as their main source of funding. The share of total income funded by corporations 
(64%) is significantly higher than that of the other clusters. These NPOs also benefit 
from a particularly high amount of funding from their corporate partners (6.48), 
whereas individual donations and government support represent small (non-signifi-
cant) portions of their total income. Cluster 3 includes 38 NPOs that rely heavily on 
government and public institutions, which contribute 59% of their total income, in log 
amounts of 5.93. Finally, Cluster 4 comprises 42 NPOs with diverse sources of income: 
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public institutions (27%), citizens (29%), and corporations (22%). They earn the most 
income (8.03, cf. mean of 7.11).

The four clusters thus align with our conceptual model; the conventional model is 
still well represented, but corporate funding offers a viable alternative for some NPOs 
to gain economic capital. The NPOs funded by citizens (Cluster 1) and public institu-
tions (Cluster 3) reflect a conventional model of conversion, but we also identify two 
types of NPOs that partner with FPOs (Clusters 2 and 4) and go beyond conventional 
options, signaling an alternative model of conversion. Considering these findings, we 
introduce an economic capital (EC) variable as our main dependent variable. Its scores 
range from 1 to 4, and it captures the four distinct structures of NPOs’ economic capi-
tal (see Table 2).

Independent variable: Symbolic capital of NPOs. Symbolic capital7 is a difficult con-
cept to measure (Mitchell & Stroup, 2017). We conducted an extensive review of 
prior operationalizations (Appendix B). Among rare studies at the organizational 
level, Lehner (2014) leverages Bourdieu’s model of capital conversion to investigate 
crowdfunded social ventures in a qualitative study. Lehner proposes a codification 
of symbolic capital into meaningful units, including certifications, legal status, and 
media representation. Similarly, we considered measures of symbolic capital that 
rely on media mentions (e.g., LexisNexis) and certifications, but they proved inap-
propriate for our study setting. The data from LexisNexis do not specify whether 
various publications evoke positive or negative associations with the mentioned 
NPOs. Certifications also are not a discriminatory variable; most international 
NGOs are certified. Moreover, previous studies suggest that certifications are not 
relevant criteria for attesting to the public recognition of NGOs (Baur & Palazzo, 
2011) and have no effect on stakeholder support intentions (Szper & Prakash, 2011; 
Willems et al., 2017).

In contrast, social media may offer a stronger signal (Lehner, 2014). Recent studies 
demonstrate how the use of social media can enhance organizational images, legiti-
macy, and public recognition (Di Lauro et al., 2019; Laureano et al., 2018; Yang & Ji, 
2019). In their systematic literature review, Di Lauro et al. (2019) identify a positive 
relationship between the use of social media and NPOs’ image and public recognition. 
Similarly, several studies confirm that social media can reach wider audiences, which 
may be essential for NPOs competing for coveted funding (Di Lauro et al., 2019; 
Laureano et al., 2018). Notably, NGOs are active social media users, and Facebook 
dominates the social media market (Barnes & Andonian, 2011), so NGOs often raise 
funds through their Facebook pages, and stakeholders interested in a particular NGO 
probably follow it on Facebook to receive the latest updates (Cho et al., 2014). This 
combined evidence implies that followers on Facebook may be a satisfactory proxy 
for symbolic capital. When we interviewed employees of the NGOs in our sample, 
they affirmed the practical validity of such a measure (Appendix C). Therefore, using 
both theoretical and empirical arguments, we propose adopting Facebook followers as 
a proxy measure of NPOs’ symbolic capital. In turn, we build two variables: an 
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Table 2. Variable Definitions.

Variable (acronym) Description

Variables used in the PCA and classification procedure
 INCOME Total income for each NPO at the end of 2015 fiscal year
 GOVLOG Amount of governmental and public administration funding in the NPO’s 

total income in 2015 (in log)
 GOVSHARE Share of governmental and public administration funding in the NPO’s total 

income in 2015 (in %)
 CITILOG Amount of individual donations in the NPO’s total income for 2015 (in log)
 CITISHARE Share of individual donations in the NPO’s total income for 2015 (in %)
 CORPLOG Amount of corporation and allied foundation economic contributions in the 

NPO’s total income in 2015 (in log)
 CORPSHARE Share of corporation and allied foundation economic contributions in the 

NPO’s total income in 2015 (in %)
Variables used in the econometric estimation
 Dependent variable: ECONOMIC CAPITAL (resulting from the classification procedure)
 = 1 if the NPO belongs to the Cluster 1 (funded by citizens)
 = 2 if the NPO belongs to the Cluster 2 (funded by corporations)
 = 3 (ref.) if the NPO belongs to the Cluster 3 (funded by public institutions)
 = 4 if the NPO belongs to the Cluster 4 (funded by diversified donors)
 Independent variables: SYMBOLIC CAPITAL
  SC Number of users who follow the NPO’s Facebook pages (Followers 

Facebook/10,000), early 2015
  LARGE_SC = 1 if the NPO has more followers than the sample mean; 0 otherwise
 Control variables
  ENV = 1 if the NPO operates in environment field; 0 otherwise
  SOC = 1 if the NPO operates in social field; 0 otherwise
  HUM = 1 if the NPO operates in humanitarian field; 0 otherwise
  EDUC = 1 if the NPO operates in educational field; 0 otherwise
  H_US = 1 if the headquarters of the NPO is in the United States; 0 otherwise
  H_EU = 1 if the headquarters of the NPO is in Western Europe (United Kingdom, 

Ireland, the Netherlands, Denmark, Belgium, France, Austria, Spain, 
Germany, Switzerland); 0 = otherwise

  H_Other (ref.) = 1 if the headquarters of the NPO is in Canada; 0 otherwise
  AGE Age of the NPO
  Other_Funding Amount of other sources of funding, including self-generated revenues, in 

the NPO’s total income for 2015 (in log)
  ADM Amount of administrative expenses in the NPO’s total income 2015  

(in log)
  ADM × H-EU Indirect effect of administrative expenses (location of NPO)

Note. PCA = principal component analysis; NPO = nonprofit organization.

absolute measure of symbolic capital (SC) based on the number of followers each 
NPO has on Facebook (we recorded the number of followers of each institutional 
Facebook page in early 2015) and a dummy variable (Large_SC) that captures the 
relative stock of symbolic capital, such that it takes a value 1 if the NPO has more fol-
lowers than the sample mean (and 0 otherwise).
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Control variables. We include the field(s) in which the NPO intervenes as control 
variables; ENV, SOC, HUM, and EDUC signify, respectively, whether the NPO 
operates in the environmental, social, humanitarian, or educational field(s). Accord-
ing to Shumate et al. (2018), the field of intervention is important, because in some 
of them, NPOs tend to form more alliances with FPOs (e.g., environment, health, 
human services). We introduce the NPO’s location and age too, which may affect 
the probability of obtaining funding, especially public funds (Aschari-Lincoln & 
Jäger, 2016). The dummies H_EU and H_US indicate whether the NPO is head-
quartered in Western Europe or the United States, respectively. As Doh and Guay 
(2006) show, financing differs notably between NPOs in these two regions, due to 
the distinct institutional settings; European NPOs arguably have benefited more 
from generous support from the European Commission. The AGE variable corre-
sponds to the number of years the nonprofit has been operational. Another control 
variable pertains to the NPOs’ administrative expenses (ADM), because an NPO’s 
administrative costs could affect its capacity to attract economic resources (Nun-
nenkamp & Öhler, 2012). Specifically, higher administrative expenses may signal 
poor resource management and discourage potential donors. We also introduce the 
cross-variable ADM*H-EU as a control, because the level of NPOs’ administrative 
expenses may vary with their location. Finally, we consider self-generated income 
by NPOs. Although NPOs’ own resources tend to be much lower than those gener-
ated by other social organizations, such as social enterprises (Pedersen et al., 2018), 
their existence may allow for less dependence on external funding partners. Table 2 
summarizes the variables.

Empirical procedure. We ran two probit multinomial models to distinguish the effects 
of symbolic capital measured in absolute (Model 1) and relative (Model 2) terms 
across the previously identified NPO clusters. That is, Models 1 and 2 differ only in 
the measure of symbolic capital that we use as the independent variable: the number 
of NPO followers on Facebook (SC) or the relative importance of NPOs’ stock of 
symbolic capital (Large_SC). Both models use Cluster 3 as the reference, because it 
corresponds to a conventional public model of NPO funding (no alliances with 
FPOs). Using White’s (1982) procedure, we check for potential heteroscedasticity 
and determine that Models 1 and 2 offer good explanatory power. The rates of appro-
priate predictions are 58.11% and 51.68%, respectively, significantly higher than 
25% (Table 3).

Results

Model 1

Compared with a public funding model, the stock of symbolic capital of an NPO has 
a significant and positive effect on the probability of obtaining external funding from 
citizens (Cluster 1) and corporations (Clusters 2 and 4). In their search for new 
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resources, some NPOs also mobilize an alternative model, converting their symbolic 
capital into economic capital with FPOs, in support of H1. Their stock of symbolic 
capital allows these NPOs to obtain additional resources to fulfill their social mission. 
However, these NPOs rely on the FPOs to varying extents. Those in Cluster 2 mainly 
receive funding from corporations, whereas NPOs in Cluster 4 diversify their sources 
of funding and turn to corporations, citizens, and public institutions.

Among the control variables, the field in which the NPO operates affects the likeli-
hood of a diversified economic capital structure, such that both humanitarian and edu-
cational fields exert significant, negative effects on inclusion in Cluster 4. Age and a 
location in Europe have significant, negative effects on the probability of being funded 
by corporations (Cluster 2), such that young NPOs and those not located in Europe are 
more likely to belong to this cluster. Location in Europe also has a negative effect on 
the probability of being funded by individual donors (Cluster 1). Finally, we find a 
negative, direct effect of administrative expenses on Clusters 2 and 1. In both cases 
though, this effect becomes positive when we also consider the European location of 
the NPO (ADM*H_EU). This result likely constitutes a signal of efficiency, in that the 
administrative expenses of European NPOs are much lower than those of U.S. NPOs 
on average.

Model 2

In line with our conceptual model, our data confirm a significant and positive effect of 
a large stock of symbolic capital on the probability of belonging to Cluster 4 (diversi-
fied funding). This result provides empirical evidence that NPOs with a large stock of 
symbolic capital are more likely to enter into non-exclusive relationships with select 
businesses. Among the control variables, we find similar negative effects of humani-
tarian and educational fields of activity on the likelihood that NPOs belong to Cluster 
4. Age, location in Europe, and administrative expenses still reduce the chances that 
NPOs are funded by corporations (Cluster 2). As in Model 1, the indirect effect of 
administrative expenses is positive. However, administrative expenses positively 
affect the probability of a diversified economic capital structure, suggesting they may 
act as positive signals of NPOs’ professionalization.

Discussion

Our research focuses on the central role of NPOs in collaborations with FPOs. By 
adopting an NPO perspective, this study helps advance literature on business models 
and social alliances, which thus far has remained largely instrumental and focused on 
FPOs.

Theoretical Contributions

Business model research. To address the theoretical gap regarding NPO business 
models, with a special focus on funding sources, this study adopts a new 
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perspective, based on Bourdieu’s theory of capital. This theory offers an original, 
sophisticated approach to the analysis of specific issues related to NPO business 
models. By introducing a symbolic dimension, it moves beyond business benefits 
and recasts the idea of value creation (Le Ber & Branzei, 2010a), in that it empha-
sizes the social purpose of NPOs and regards economic capital as a means to achieve 
social missions. Previous studies analyze the different strategies that NPOs use to 
enter into collaborations (e.g., Ählström & Sjöström, 2005); this study goes a step 
further by providing a detailed analysis of the distinct business models (Figure 2) 
that NPOs use to convert their symbolic capital into economic capital. At the top of 
the frame, Figure 2 shows the public and civic business models based on a conven-
tional funding structure. At the bottom of the quadrant, it shows the opportunistic 
and diversified business model, which uses an alternative funding structure (i.e., less 
conventional funding structure).

The results identify four distinct business models and demonstrate that an NPO’s 
stock of capital determines both its business model and its partnership choices. 
First, in the public business model, NPOs accumulate a relatively low stock of 
symbolic capital and have limited choices for converting it into economic capital. 
Members of the business sector do not target them, because these NPOs cannot 
“sell” their symbolic capital to enhance the FPO’s image or reputation as socially 
responsible organizations; the NPOs also struggle to attract individual donations. 
Thus, the only way to gain economic capital to achieve their social mission is to 
turn to public funding. For example, the NGO Geneva Call seeks to improve pro-
tections for civilians during armed conflicts. Its business model is marked by a low 
stock of symbolic capital (2,000 followers), and it mainly receives funding from 
public administrations and government grants. According to its 2015 financial 
report, 88% of its total budget of approximately 3 million euros came from public 
grants.

Figure 2. Four NPO business models.
Note. NPO = nonprofit organization.
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Second, also in line with a conventional model of conversion, the civic business 
model implies that NPOs have a large stock of symbolic capital but refuse funding 
from corporations for ethical reasons or to avoid reputational risk; they focus on 
donations from citizens. Well-known examples include advocacy groups such as 
Amnesty International or Greenpeace. With its total budget of 278 million euros (as 
of 2015), Amnesty International is widely recognized (more than 1.2 million fol-
lowers) and mainly funded by individual donations (>80%). Greenpeace has an 
established policy of not accepting money from sources other than its members. 
Although it does not forge partnerships, Greenpeace allows for discussions with 
corporations, without ever entering into actual social alliances (Ählström & 
Sjöström, 2005).

Third, some NPOs forge collaborations with FPOs using alternative models of cap-
ital conversion. A high stock of symbolic capital gives the organization the power to 
choose its sources of funding and eventually diversify them, by partnering with some 
chosen FPOs (diversified business model). Representatives of this business model 
include Save the Children, Doctors without Borders, and WWF. For example, WWF is 
widely recognized (2 million followers), and it received 60% of its funding from indi-
vidual donations, 20% from public administrations, and 20% from corporation funds. 
The medical and humanitarian NGO Doctors without Borders is largely supported by 
citizen donations, but it also has formed social alliances with corporations like IKEA 
(furniture retailer). It rejects collaborations with pharmaceutical firms such as Novartis 
though, due to the potential for conflicts of interest.

Fourth, in the opportunistic business model, the organizations have not accumu-
lated enough symbolic capital, so they are mainly supported by corporations. They do 
not have the power to choose their partners; their dependence on FPO funding creates 
organizational fragility. In this business model, NPOs tend to compromise more with 
their values than other NPOs because they have little symbolic capital to lose and also, 
less bargaining power to obtain funding. The definition of opportunism used here is 
consistent with Williamson’s definition (Williamson, 1975), the seeking of self-inter-
est with guile. This definition, based on rationality and calculation, is commonly used 
in research on NGOs and social alliances (e.g., Rivera-Santos & Rufín, 2010) and 
leads to the recognition that NPOs may agree to compromise their principle and their 
values by partnering with less responsible companies. The NGO Acumen, founded in 
2001 with a mission to address poverty, fits this model. In 2015, it had less than 60,000 
followers and received about 90% of its funding from corporations and allied 
foundations.

Social alliance research. By departing from a corporate–centric approach, this study 
provides a more holistic, nuanced view of value creation in social alliances. Our criti-
cal view of social alliances acknowledges that such partnerships are not a risk-free 
strategy for NPOs (Le Ber & Branzei, 2010a). Within the alternative model of con-
version, the risk of losing prestige is greater than in the conventional model of con-
version, because businesses voluntarily claim CSR by communicating their actions to 
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stakeholders. As socially responsible organizations, NPOs could damage their image 
if they were to form alliances with irresponsible companies. Selecting the most 
appropriate partner thus represents a critical management decision that should reflect 
a strategy that NPOs define carefully to choose their social alliances (Burchell & 
Cook, 2013).

Our research also identifies some antecedents that explain why NPOs choose to be 
funded by FPOs (Burchell & Cook, 2013). Symbolic capital is a key antecedent of 
NPOs’ business model selection; when NPOs have accumulated a significant stock of 
symbolic capital, they gain the ability to choose how to convert it into economic capi-
tal. Not all NPOs simply adopt a survival strategy when forging partnerships with 
FPOs; rather, some of them can choose their sources of funding strategically to achieve 
greater diversification. Our study clarifies the insufficiently studied implications of 
reputational risks for NPOs. Finally, we address the persistent challenge of operation-
alizing symbolic capital accurately, by proposing a theoretically based measure that is 
consistent with NPOs’ practices.

Managerial Implications

The findings of this study should inform decision making by NPOs with regard to 
their business models. In a context of “growing . . . dialogue fatigue,” as NPOs “find 
themselves inundated with requests to engage in processes” (Burchell & Cook, 
2013, p. 517), these organizations must figure out which corporate partners to con-
sider. In so doing, they face an ethical concern, because a partnership with corpora-
tions might “taint” their underlying ideals. It also suggests opportunities for NPOs 
that suffer from path dependency in conventional funding models, such that they 
might find supportive alternatives by entering into partnerships with selected FPOs. 
Furthermore, our study may be useful to FPOs that want to identify “best-in-class” 
NPOs with diversified business models that are aligned with their moral and ethical 
values.

Limitations and Further Research

This study is not free of limitations. We focus on one key dimension of the NPO busi-
ness model, namely, sources of revenue. Yet the very concept of a business model 
implies considerations of value creation, value proposition, and value capture. Further 
studies are needed to assess the robustness of our NPO business model typology. 
Using social media literature and interviews with NGOs employees, we provide evi-
dence that Facebook can be a satisfactory proxy for symbolic capital, while also rec-
ognizing that further research is needed on the operationalization of symbolic capital. 
It may be worthwhile to refine our conceptual model and conduct expanded studies in 
the nonprofit field to address a larger variety of NPOs, based on context. Our study 
could also be extended by exploring the evolution of the trajectories across clusters, 
through longitudinal research. Finally, further research could be conducted with a 
moral and ethical analysis of business models.8
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Notes

1. According to its financial reports, between 2008 and 2014, individual donations to The 
Nature Conservancy decreased by 23% (according to the financial reports available on 
https://www.nature.org/en-us/about-us/who-we-are/accountability/annual-report/).

2. Our sample comprises only nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with international 
scope, such that they perform their activities in more than one country (Martens, 2002).

3. We thank a reviewer for this suggestion.
4. A “field” is understood as a social space or network (Bourdieu, 1986, 1990).
5. NGO Advisor is an independent organization based in Geneva that evaluates nonprofit 

organizations (NPOs) on three dimensions: impact, innovation, and governance (https://
www.ngoadvisor.net/methodology/).

6. We also ran a classification procedure with three and five clusters; according to the 
three common criteria however, the version with four clusters yielded the most accurate 
results.

7. By adopting a more instrumental approach, the notions of brand value and equity could be 
brought closer to those of symbolic capital.

8. We thank the reviewers for this research avenue.
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