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Abstract: 

The network perspective has been widely recognized as important to study the social 

entrepreneurship phenomena. As social organizations typically encounter several 

difficulties in accessing resources, they have to maintain relationships with several other 

organizations to improve the process of resources acquisition. In this study we address 

two broad questions. First, how do inter-organizational networks mobilize resources to 

social organizations? Second, how does the use of resources affect the performance of 

the social organization? To answer these questions, a quantitative approach is used, 

based on the results collected from 313 social organizations in Portugal. Data analysis 

is conducted using explorative factor analysis and bivariate correlations. The results 

indicate that the ability of the social organization to govern the network of inter-

organizational linkages with either investors/donors, other social organizations and with 

government agencies play an important role on the acquisition of resources. The results 

also indicate that there is a relationship between the resources acquired by the social 

organization and its social and economic performance. 

Keywords: network; resources acquisition; performance; social entrepreneurship; social 

organizations. 
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1. Introduction 

A social organization is an operator in the social economy whose main objective is to 

have a social impact rather than make a profit for their owners or stakeholders. It 

operates by providing goods and services for the market in an entrepreneurial and 

innovative fashion, aiming to solve or at least reduce a given social problem. The 

outcomes of the process are mainly used to achieve social objectives. The process is 

managed in an open and responsible manner and involves employees, consumers and 

stakeholders affected by its commercial activities (European Commission, 2018). In 

doing businesses social organizations encounter difficulties in accessing resources, 

such as loans, grants, donations, support and contracts (Hines, 2005). An additional 

problem is that few social organizations generate significant incomes through the sale of 

goods and services (Bacq, Hartog, & Hoogendoorn, 2013). Consequently, to maintain 

the sustainability of their businesses the social organizations have to maintain 

relationships with several other organizations to acquire resources (Hakansson & 

Snehota, 1995). These relationships as a whole form the structure of a network that 

consists of single nodes, such as persons or organizations, linked by a set of 

relationships, such as friendship, transfer of funds or overlapping membership (Hoang & 

Antoncic, 2003). An inter-organizational network is seen as an independent form of 

coordination of interactions between autonomous, but interdependent actors that for a 

limited period of time cooperate and take into account the interests of the respective 

partners (Kofler & Marcher, 2018). 

The network perspective has been widely recognized as important to study the social 

entrepreneurship phenomena (Leadbeater; 1997; Austin, Stevenson & Wei-Skillern, 

2006; Bauer, Guzmán & Santos 2012; Mair & Martí, 2006; Sakurai, 2008; Sharir & 

Lerner, 2006; Chell, 2007; Bjarsholm, 2019). However, there has been little application 

to examine the role of inter-organizational networks on the acquisition of resources for 

the social organization and the impact of those resources on its performance (Busch, 

2014). Indeed, Dacin, Dacin and Tracey (2011: 1207) “call for a greater focus on 

networks and social entrepreneurship”. Also, a network approach seems appropriate to 

examine the role of inter-organizational network in dealing with its suppliers, donors, 

beneficiaries or governmental institutions (Hakansson & Snehota, 1995). 

The objective of the paper is threefold: i) to describe the elements of the inter-

organizational network and the consequences on the acquisition of resources to the 

social organizations; ii) to examine the relations between the different types of inter-

organizational networks that intervene in the development of the whole network; iii) to 

develop a model that can help the managers in social organizations to exploit the inter-

organizational network to their own advantage to increase resource acquisition and the 

performance of social organizations. 

 

2. Theoretical framework 

The network perspective applied to social entrepreneurship argues that organizations 

do not act in isolation but rather through various types of business relationships with 

different organizations (e.g. donors, suppliers, government agencies). Over the time, 

these relationships are created and developed, not only by the parties involved but also 

in the context of the larger network of interdependent relations of which they are a part 



(Anderson, Häkansson & Johanson, 1994). The inter-organizational network could be 

composed of different types of stakeholders such as investors or donors, other social 

organizations and government entities, among others. 

Several propositions emerge from the network perspective. First, the ability to develop 

relationships seems to explain the role, development and performance of organizations. 

Second, the development of resources occurs to a large extent between organizations. 

Third, the organization’s internal efficiency is to a larger extent dependent on its relations 

with different stakeholders. Finally, the more successful the counterparts are, the better 

it is for the organization (Häkansson & Snehota, 1995). The performance of the 

organization seems to be affected by the network of relations that facilitates the access 

and combination of resources and knowledge that otherwise would be impossible by 

acting independently (Axelsson & Easton, 1992). 

Networking and networks may take several forms. Personal connections, or personal 

networks, provide individuals access to a wide range of communities. Interconnected 

groups of organizations are also networks that can be regarded as conduits through 

which various types of flows may occur, such as information, technology and services 

(Axelsson & Easton, 1992; Häkansson & Snehota, 1995). These different types of 

networks come into play in a social organization. Individual connections made as part of 

group activities may be activated for personal as well organizational purposes. Members 

of organizations may be given access to one another’s networks, and these may open 

up a variety of external connections. Also, a wider range of relations may be developed 

through various government agencies (Axelsson & Easton, 1992; Häkansson & Snehota, 

1995). 

In the context of social entrepreneurship, Granovetter (2005) argues that social networks 

are likely to influence the access to resources and the organizational effectiveness. 

Bernardino and Freitas Santos (2019) stress that social entrepreneurs need to maintain 

different types of networks (personal, entrepreneurial, institutional) for the acquisition of 

resources to manage effective and efficiently the assets of the social organization in 

order to accomplish their social mission. 

Social entrepreneurs need to attract and manage a range of assets to attain its mission 

(Bauer et al., 2012; Austin et al., 2006; Mair & Noboa, 2006; Sakurai, 2008; Bojica, Ruiz 

Jiménez, Ruiz Nava & Fuentes-Fuentes, 2018). Physical resources refer to assets such 

as buildings (office, warehouses) or equipments (computers, vehicles, machinery) that 

are crucial to the daily operations of the social organization. Financial resources refer to 

the social organization’s capacity to attract external funds that determine its capacity to 

sustain the cyclical internal operational processes. The human resources of the social 

organization include the expertise and skills of employees and volunteers, their 

adaptability to perform various tasks, and their commitment to the mission of the 

organization. 

The literature based on the network perspective and stakeholder theory argue that 

through the use of their interorganizational network, social organizations are able to 

access resources that otherwise would be not possible and, consequently, to perform 

activities and provide services that would not be possible if the social organizations acted 

in an entirely autonomous manner. Indeed, interorganizational collaboration is important 

because it allows social organizations sharing key resources and tackle challenges that 

might not be possible to be achieved separately. As mentioned by Bazanini et al. (2020) 



the use of networks in a social entrepreneurship context is intended to foster the 

development of collective solutions that are provided by the actors involved in the 

network. The development of the network allows the sharing of resources and the 

empowerment of the institutions involved, as resources are collected and developed 

through the collective synergies provided by the network. Further, through the inter-

organizational networks, social organizations could move beyond closed circles of 

communities characterized by lack of resources (Bazanini et al., 2020). 

The resource-based theory (RBT), states that a firm is seen as a portfolio of tangible and 

intangible assets that can be used to achieve competitive advantage and superior 

organizational performance in the short term (Barney, 1991; Austin & Seitanidi, 2011; 

McKelvie & Davidsson, 2009; Rumelt, Schendel & Teece, 1991). In this theory, an 

organization owns or has access to different resources that work together to create 

capabilities in order to attain the success of the organization (Hart & Dowell, 2011; Molloy, 

Chadwick, Ployhart & Golden, 2011). In this sense, resources and capabilities are the 

justifications for persistent differences in performance (Finney, Lueg & Campbell, 2008; 

Foss, Knudsen & Montgomery, 1995). Therefore, RBT focus on the heterogeneity of firms 

in terms of resources and capabilities to explain the differences in performance between 

organizations (Killen, Jugdev, Drouin & Petit, 2012).  

Meyskens et al. (2010) applied the RBT to social entrepreneurship and found an 

operational process similar to that existing in economic entrepreneurship. Herein, the 

authors conclude that the differences between these two types of organizations do not 

manifest at the level of RBT. Zeyen et al. (2013), in turn, are more skeptical about the 

ability of the RBT model to adequately explain performance in social organizations and 

claim further research on the subject. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research context 

The database of organizations that are willing to benefit from a consignment of 0.5% of 

the personal income tax-supported by taxpayers provides the empirical setting for this 

research. The database integrates the organizations that Portuguese tax administration 

considers of public interest, such as institutions of social solidarity and other types of 

entities (social, cultural, humanitarian). The database included 3.777 organizations that 

only contain the name and the fiscal number. Therefore, the information of the entities 

was completed by consulting the website of the organizations, the social media pages, 

and the website of the Social Chart (includes the institutions that are supervised by the 

Ministry of Solidarity and Social Security). This operation was performed leading to a final 

list of email contacts of 3.252 entities. 

3.2 Data collection 

Questionnaire design 

Measures of all constructs were developed based on a review of the literature. A 

preliminary version of the questionnaire was developed and administered to three 

academics in the field of management and economics. The purpose was to evaluate the 



content validity of the measures selected. The research instrument was then modified 

based on the feedback received. Subsequently, the revised questionnaire was pretested 

and refined for relevance and clarity, and no significant problems were found. 

Survey response 

Each of the 3.252 entities included in the database with the email address was contacted 

during January and March of 2020. The purification of the database was completed with 

the removal of 864 email addresses due to absent emails addresses and errors 

messages. The total number of the sampling frame was 2.388 email contacts. 

A formal email describing the objectives and importance of the study was sent to all 

entities. All respondents were guaranteed anonymity, and a summary of the research 

findings was promised in exchange for their participation. After two rounds of persistent 

emails asking for respondents to return the questionnaires, some entities failed to accept 

the email or were not willing to answer. A total of 337 questionnaires were received 

although 24 were dropped due to excessive missing data. Thus, we obtained 313 

responses, yielding an acceptable response rate of 13.1% (313/2.388). 

3.3 Measurement 

Multi-item scales and five/seven-point response formats were used to operationalize all 

variables. The measurement approach for each theoretical construct is described briefly 

below and is measured on a five-item Likert scale: 1 for “strongly disagree” and 5 for 

“strongly agree”. The items of the constructs regarding the different types of inter-

organizational networks are all adapted from Abbas et al. (2019) for social organizations 

and refined in the pre-testing stage of the questionnaire. 

Inter-organizational network of donors (IOND) – this five-item construct was 

operationalized using four statements for measuring the perceptions of the social 

organization regarding the connections established with the main potential 

donors/investors for the purposes of: i) obtain financial contributions; ii) hear their opinion 

about our new activities/projects; iii) invitation to participate in our own activities; iv) 

information about our own activities.  

Inter-organizational network of other social organizations (IONOSO) – this five-item 

construct was operationalized using four statements for measuring the perceptions of the 

social organization regarding the connections established with other social organizations 

for the purposes of: i) help to develop our own activities; ii) hear their opinion about our 

new activities/projects; iii) invitation to participate in our own activities; iv) information 

about our own activities.  

Inter-organizational network of public institutions (IONPI) – this five-item construct was 

operationalized using four statements for measuring the perceptions of the social 

organization regarding the connections established with the main public institutions for 

the purposes of: i) help to develop our own activities; ii) hear their opinion about our new 

activities/projects; iii) invitation to participate in our own activities; iv) information about 

our own activities.  

Resources Acquisition (RA) - the variables related to resources were operationalized 

using a five-item Likert scale for measuring the level of agreement with statements 

regarding the capacity of the respondent to attract different types of resources (e.g. 

physical, financial, human). The six items were derived from Ge, Hisrich and Dong (2009) 



and all were adapted for social organizations and refined in the pre-testing stage of the 

questionnaire. 

Social Performance (SP) - this five-item Likert scale construct was operationalized using 

seven statements for measuring manager’s perceptions about the social performance of 

the organization. The items were derived from Miles, Verreynne and Luke (2014), 

adapted for social organizations and refined in the pre-testing of the questionnaire. 

Economic Performance (EP) - this five-item Likert scale construct was operationalized 

using five statements for measuring manager’s perceptions about the economic 

performance of the social organization. The items were derived from Miles, Verreynne 

and Luke (2014), adapted for social organizations and refined in the pre-testing of the 

questionnaire. 

 

3. Results 

Explorative Factor Analysis (EFA) was used to analyze the discriminatory power among 

the various constructs (Table 1). In the analysis we apply the software SPSS (Version 

26). The reliabilities of the scales used in the study are robust as the Cronbach’s alfa are 

superior to 0.7 for all constructs as recommended by the literature. 

The results reveal that social organization govern the network of inter-organizational 

linkages with investors/donors, other social organizations and government agencies. 

 

Table 1 – Exploratory Factor Analysis 

Constructs/Items 
Factor 

loadings 
KMO 

Funders/Donors (IOND) – Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.922   

Our organization frequently establishes relationships with major 
funders/donors to help us financially support our activities. 

0.786 

0.796 

Our organization frequently interacts with the main funders/donors to 
hear from them about new activities to be developed. 

0.821 

Our organization frequently interacts with major funders/donors to invite 
them to participate in our activities. 

0.774 

Our organization frequently interacts with major funders/donors to inform 
them about our activities. 

0.756 

Other Social Organizations (IONOSO) – Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.926 
  

Our organization often establishes relationships with other social 
organizations to help us in the development of our activities. 

0.819 

0.843 

Our organization frequently interacts with other social organizations to 
hear from them about new activities to be developed. 

0.823 

Our organization frequently interacts with other social organizations to 
invite them to participate in our activities. 

0.832 

Our organization frequently interacts with other social organizations to 
inform them about our activities. 

0.815 

Government Entities (IONPI) – Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.936   

Our organization frequently establishes relationships with government 
entities to help us carry out our activities. 

0.878 



Our organization frequently interacts with government entities to hear 
from them about new activities to be developed. 

0.856 

0.850 Our organization frequently interacts with government entities to invite 
them to participate in our activities. 

0.857 

Our organization frequently interacts with government entities to inform 
them about our activities. 

0.829 

Resources (RA) – Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.875 
  

To what extent do you agree that, through the organization's network of 
contacts, you can obtain material resources (machines, vehicles, etc.). 

0.747 

0.874 

To what extent do you agree that, through the organization's network of 
contacts, you can attract human resources (volunteers, employees). 

0.728 

To what extent do you agree that, through the organization's network of 
contacts, you are able to attract financial resources. 

0.803 

To what extent do you agree that, through the organization's network of 
contacts, you can obtain financial, fiscal, or other support from the State. 

0.675 

To what extent do you agree that, through the organization's network of 
contacts, you can obtain specific support and assistance from other 
social organizations for the provision of the service. 

0.726 

To what extent do you agree that, through the organization's network of 
contacts, you can find better suppliers. 

0.562 

Social Performance (SP)- Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.874 
  

Our donors are very satisfied with our organization. 0.580 

0.864 

Our organization informs the community about the difficulties of our 
beneficiaries. 

0.493 

Our organization helps to mobilize interest for other social welfare 
initiatives. 

0.538 

Our organization is often seen and valued by our beneficiaries as 
credible. 

0.765 

In recent years we have achieved our goals in terms of supported 
beneficiaries. 

0.677 

The beneficiaries of our organization are satisfied with our services. 0.837 

Beneficiaries and other parties involved in the organization recommend 
our services to others. 

0.824 

Economic Performance (EP) – Cronbach’s Alfa = 0.803 
  

Our organization is more efficient in serving our beneficiaries than 
others. 

0.558 

0.740 In the last few years, our organization has improved its efficiency. 
0.593 

Our organization's financial situation has improved in recent years. 0.774 

In recent years, our organization has supported more beneficiaries. 0.521 

Our organization is financially sustainable. 0.807 
Notes: Kaiser Normalization Varimax rotation method; Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO)= 

0.907;Total variance explained= 70.836%; Bartlett's test sig. 0.000; All factor loadings are significant at p < 0.001. 

 

Further, the correlations analysis (Table 2) shows that the use of the inter-organizational 

networks are positively linked to the capacity of the social organisation to mobilise 

resources. Finally, the results show that organisation's ability to access resources is also 

associated with the capability to attain higher performance, both in the social and 

economic dimensions. 

 

Table 2 – Correlation Analysis 



 1 2 3 4 5 

IOND (1) 1     

IONOSO (2) 0.212** 1    

IONPI (3) 0.479** 0.306** 1   

RA (4) 0.175** 0.914** 0.617** 1  

SP (5) 0.94** 0.131** 0.336** 0.159** 1 

EP (6) 0.77** 0.119** 0.793** 0.107** 0.793** 

Note: (**) p<0.01. 

 

4. Concluding remarks 

Social organizations face significant challenges when pursuing their social mission, 

mainly due to the lack of resources. Herein, inter-organizational networks involving 

different types of stakeholders could offer several benefits in accessing resources. 

Based on the network perspective and stakeholder theory, the study confirmed that the 

use of inter-organizational networks was able to improve the process of resources 

acquisition. These findings are observed with respect to different stakeholders, such as 

investors/donors, other social organizations and government agencies. The empirical 

evidence reveals that the engagement with stakeholders is able to bring several benefits 

to social organizations, specifically in terms of resources they are able to acquire or 

access. Accordingly, inter-organizational networks could be seen as a way to overcome 

the organizational weaknesses deriving from a resource scarcity scenario. 

Moreover, the investigation performed allowed us to confirm the adherence of resource-

based theory in social entrepreneurship, since the performance of social organizations 

seems to be constrained by resources acquisition.  
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