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THE COLLABORATION BETWEEN SOCIAL AND COMMERCIAL 

BUSINESSES. A CASE STUDY OF ESKILSTUNA ELEKTRONIKÅTERVINNING 

 

Nadja Salisu and Waseem Shaer 
 

 

 

Purpose The purpose is to analyze the motivation and the forms under which 

collaborations between social and commercial businesses can be established and 

maintained. This leads to the investigation of an essential area that remains with 

limited research and an understanding of the benefits and challenges that occur 

in such collaborations. A qualitative study of the relationship between the case 

company and its commercial partner helps to examine these aspects. 

 

Research  What are the benefits and challenges that could be met in the collaboration 

question between a commercial business and a social enterprise? 

 

Method A qualitative method with the deductive approach is used in the research. A case 

study is chosen in order to present quality information and examine in depth the 

research problem and purpose. The empirical findings include primary and 

secondary data collected from the case company and its partner. A single case 

study limits findings and conclusions from the direct application to the wider 

population. However, common patterns are found and might be adapted in other 

similar cases. 

 

Conclusion During the establishment and development of the collaboration, different issues 

and benefits are emerging. The main challenges that occur are power imbalances, 

due to the resource dependency of one party over the other, and the control over 

partnership’ outcomes. While, benefits include commercial companies’ financial 

performance enhancement, reputation and social responsibility practice 

reinforcement, employees’ commitment increment and, finally, support for social 

enterprises’ financial sustainability and future development.  

 

Keywords Social Enterprise, Collaboration with Commercial Business, Problems and 

Outcomes in Partnership with Social Enterprise. 
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Introduction 

Social enterprises are believed to be distinct from the general term “Enterprise” (Seelos & 

Mair, 2005). They are known to be more concerned about the society and its problems 

instead of focusing on the profit maximization as commercial companies do (Sundin, 2011). 

Yunus (2007) argues that any business leader who has a social concern can also be called a 

social entrepreneur. This argument is supported by the European Union Commission, with 

a statement that, in Sweden, there is no specially designed legal form for social enterprises 

(Wihlborg et al., 2014). Consequently, any company is considered to be a social company 

just by adapting the social concerns (ibid.). On the other hand, being a leader with social 

concerns still does not make the enterprise completely social. Instead, the focus of the 

company itself needs to be established on a base of societal problem reduction and 

concentrating on solving it. However, there is no universal definition of social business or 

social enterprise. The Social Enterprise Alliance (2015) defines a term as “businesses whose 

primary purpose is the common good. They use the methods and disciplines of business 

and the power of the marketplace to advance their social, environmental and human 

justice agendas” (ibid.). On the other hand, the European Commission (2014a, p.4) defines 

social enterprise as a business, “whose primary objective is to achieve social impact rather 

than generating profit for owners and shareholders’’. Regardless of such a discussion, social 

enterprises, in particular, are considered to be key factors for contribution in the societal 

problems’ reduction instead of leaving these matters to the government or other business 

sectors to solve (Ashoka, 2015).  

 

The European Commission states that there are four types of social enterprises (Wihlborg 

et al., 2014). The first is the Social Work Cooperative, which is set up for the benefit of the 

majority of the members. The second is Not-For-Profit Organization that include religious 

and social enterprises, which are targeting particular groups and needs. The third is Staff 

Cooperative, which include organizations involved in rehabilitation and other work 

integrating activities. The fourth is Community Enterprise that is serving local interests 

(ibid.). 

 

According to Seelos & Mair (2005), companies worldwide (such as EBay, Google, et cetera) 

are interested in social enterprises because those are seen as a field for innovation and 

experimentation. Nonetheless, the European Commission (2014b) found that among all the 

member states and Switzerland, only 8 countries (Bulgaria, Greece, France, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Slovenia, Sweden, and United Kingdom) have a policy framework to 

encourage and support social enterprises’ development.  
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Community enterprise, which belongs to the fourth type of social enterprises, is mostly 

used in Sweden, and it focuses on Work Integration Social Enterprises (Wilkinson et al., 

2014). Wihlborg et al. (2014), explain further that national policy is targeting the 

development of social companies with the focus on individual integration into society and 

work life. Although there are limited statistics regarding the established social enterprises, 

it was found that only around 300 companies are currently operating in Sweden. These are 

employing 2600 people and activating another 6500 individuals through work placement, 

internships and subsidized employment (ibid.). Most of the companies are located within 

the richest municipalities, such as Stockholm that has 47 companies, and Gothenburg with 

its 66 companies. Other municipalities have no more than 20 established social enterprises 

(Sofisam, 2015).  

 

Diversity in amount of social enterprises between municipalities can be explained with the 

financing way for the business establishment and maintenance. Wihlborg et al. (2014) state 

that usually all social enterprises are established and most of them are sustained with the 

help of governmental and EU funds. Some Swedish agencies are taking part in the support 

of social enterprise market development. Between those there are organizations as 

Swedish Public Employment Agency, Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 

Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society and Swedish Social Insurance Agency. 

Additionally, other important stakeholders are an advisory company Coompanion that 

supports social enterprises with advocacy and national promotion; and Ekobanken, a 

microloan provider (ibid.).  

 

During the introduction meeting with the case company, Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning, 

it was found that social enterprises are concerned about the funding of the employees, 

which are enrolled in labor programs (Tudzarovski, 2015a). The financial structure of the 

labors’ monthly support is not developed enough, and a significant part of the work 

compensations is covered by the company’s incomes, which are difficult to generate when 

focusing on social issues. This aspect constraint social enterprises from additional 

employees’ recruitment, and in some cases they are even forced to reduce the number of 

available vacancies due to financial difficulties (ibid.). The European Union Commission’s 

recommendation to the government is to improve the legitimacy of social enterprises, 

namely to develop labor programs and increase subsidies (Wihlborg et al., 2014). The 

Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth together with the Swedish Public 

Employment Agency are currently planning a new support program for social enterprises’ 

development. The program is going to be presented to the government commission of 
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Ministry of Economy by the beginning of 2016 with a proposal of better conditions for the 

social enterprises’ funding opportunities and subsidies (Johansson, 2015). 

 

Access to financial support and public procurement are critical factors, which prohibit 

successful social enterprises’ creation, growth and development (Wihlborg et al., 2014). 

However, barriers can be conquered with improved external finance schemes, like 

investment funds and credit guarantees, also by the establishment of supporting 

structures, such as cooperation among stakeholders and other market players (ibid.). 

According to the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (Tillväxtverket, 2012), 

a collaboration between social enterprises and commercial businesses exists in Sweden but 

to a limited extent. Also, during the preparatory studies, it was found that only a minority 

of social enterprises in Sweden have collaborations with commercial companies, and it is 

still a vague partnership (Social Enterprise exhibition, 2015). An advisor from Coompanion 

Västmanland accents that it is important to create awareness among commercial 

companies and promote the benefits of the collaboration with social enterprises (Atak, 

2015). This will help to attract investment resources for social enterprises’ development, 

especially in the area of Central Sweden, where big companies are located such as ABB, 

Bombardier, Volvo CE and others (ibid.). Collaborations’ motives may vary from altruistic 

to financial reasons that create different power between the parties where the conflicts 

can emerge, however, if companies will be able to tackle problems in correct way, the 

benefits are awaiting them and the society as a whole (Bryson et al., 2006; Milne et al., 

1996; Pisano & Verganti, 2008).  

 

Taking this into consideration, it becomes interesting to investigate on the phenomenon of 

collaboration between commercial businesses and social enterprises. Based on this 

reasoning, the research intends to answer the following question: 

 

What are the benefits and challenges that could be met in the collaboration between a 

commercial business and a social enterprise?  

 

The purpose is to analyze the motivation and the forms under which collaborations 

between social and commercial businesses can be established and maintained. This leads 

to the investigation of an essential area that remains with limited research and an 

understanding of the benefits and challenges, which occur in such collaborations. A 

qualitative study of the relationship between the case company and its commercial partner 

helps to examine these aspects. In the result, increased knowledge within the academy and 

practical fields of how and why such collaboration should be executed can be gained. 
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The Case Company and its Collaboration Partner 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is a Swedish social company that exists since 2013 

(Mynewsdesk, 2015). The company was established long before but was owned by 

Eskilstuna municipality. In 2013, following a decision of the city council, two supervisors 

and their employees took over and since then started to run the business officially as a 

social enterprise (ibid.). The company’s business comes in between the collection of 

electrical and electronic equipment waste and the recycling process, a stage called the pre-

treatment of waste (Elektroniken Om oss, 2015). The equipment is disassembled into 

different fractions. The hazardous materials are removed and separated from the 

equipment and later sent to specialized companies for further processing. (ibid.) 

 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning positions itself as an important part of the Swedish waste 

disposal system (Elektroniken Om oss, 2015). The company is certified to ISO 14001:2004 

for being in compliance with the regulations imposed on businesses with environment-

related operations. These sets of regulations require the establishment of the 

environmental management system that helps the company to measure and improve its 

environmental responsibility. Furthermore, Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning occupies a 

unique position in the Swedish market for having a social business focus. The company 

doesn’t only deal with environmental issues, but also solves some societal problems. (ibid.) 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is classified as a protected workplace that hires exclusively 

people with different types of complications that reduce their ability to compete in the 

open market, such as physical, mental disabilities and medical problems (Elektroniken Om 

oss, 2015). A protected workplace is a work market that provides employment service 

support in terms of adaptation of the task, workload and workplace (Arbetsförmedlingen, 

n.d.). 

 

One of the Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning collaboration partners is SIMS Recycling 

Solutions, which is the world's leading recycler of electrical and electronic equipment (SIMS 

Recycling, 2015). It is a division of SIMS Metal Management that has a turnover of more 

than EUR 5 billion at 230 sites. Globally, the company has 6000 employees and is 

responsible for 20 million tons of material per year. Also, it operates in a research and 

development program aiming to achieve sustainable recycling based on strong commercial 

basis. (ibid.) A site in Katrineholm is a part of a global SIMS Recycling Solutions with about 

50 employed individuals (Nyberg, 2015). The site annually is handling around 600 000 tons 

of the waste from electric and electronic equipment from small domestic appliances. The 

company is collaborating with Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning for many years. 

Additionally, SIMS has an indirect contact with other two social enterprises located in 
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different municipalities, with whom the company is communicating through a common 

customer. Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is one of the oldest partners that SIMS has 

business relationships with. In their collaboration process, Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning 

is seen as a valuable service supplier to SIMS. The enterprise receives and dismantles the 

hazard waste out of the electronic and electric goods (a pre-treatment stage) and then 

sends the dismantled waste over to SIMS for further treatment (ibid.). 

 

Summary of the Research Structure 

So far, the research introduced the reader to the area of social enterprises by exploring the 

meaning behind it, examining some of the arguments that are associated with it and the 

discussion of the problem. Focus lying on the aspect of the phenomenon development first 

in the European Union and later particularly in Sweden. The reviewed issues led to the 

foundation of the research question of what collaborations bring to the market and society, 

in terms of benefits and challenges.  

 

To answer the question, the research explores theories, which explain many factors that 

have important roles in the collaborations. Theories are related to the topic and form a 

rational connection between each other. This connection leads to the establishment of a 

conceptual framework that explains what can motivate commercial companies to 

collaborate with social enterprises. The conceptual framework sums up the forms of 

collaboration and the types of its management that can be applied to develop relationships, 

the issues that arise in such situations and the expected outcomes, which benefit the 

companies and society.   

 

To test the conceptual framework, the needed information was collected about and from 

the case company and one of its commercial partners to examine the existing collaboration 

from both companies’ perspective. The collection of the empirical findings provided the 

research with interesting information, of which some is out of the investigated topic area 

and, thus, is not further explored, but is instead provided in the future research advices. 

The related findings are combined with the analysis to have a theoretically close and 

sharpened examination of the results. These results are presented later in the conclusions 

combined with the parts that hold true in the conceptual framework and, which in turn, 

helps answering the research question. Naturally, the recommendations for further 

development of the collaboration, and future studies in the field of academic research are 

introduced lastly.  
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Literature Review 

 

In a study of the meaning and characteristics of the term “social enterprises”, Kerlin (2009, 

pp. 184 - 191), reveals that the characteristics differ between regions and countries. These 

include non-profit and for-profit companies and associations, and especially in Europe, the 

social enterprises focus on social benefits with emphasis on human service and 

employment (ibid.). However, social enterprises that produce goods and services can 

always be thought as profit companies by nature, as Thompson (2008) argues. He discusses 

that social enterprises in many ways replicate the commercial businesses’ operating 

activities to generate profits; they just differ by having “social good” as their core driver 

(ibid.).  

 

According to Ählström & Sjöström (2005), social enterprises seek an opportunity to develop 

and maintain their business and often joint forces are enabling it. Partnership strategies 

are supporting social enterprises in their goal and mission achievement. Additionally, 

collaboration with companies in the commercial sector helps to resolve environmental, 

societal and economy problems. Societal problems traditionally were in the governmental 

responsibility. However, the globalization and the increased interest towards the corporate 

social responsibility have shifted this agenda from governments to corporations instead 

(ibid.).   

 

Collaboration Motives 

McLaren et al. (2002) discuss that collaboration is a focus on joint planning, coordination 

and process. Motives for social enterprises tend to be altruistic (Milne et al., 1996), 

whereas its partner is seeking a chance to pursue self-interests (Iyer, 2003). Stern & Hicks 

(2000) argue that business alliances should help the collaborative parties to tailor solutions 

and find the best ways to enable them in meeting specified needs. These include key 

solutions that help the collaborating parties to be sure about interests and how those 

should be implemented and controlled (ibid.). Austin & Seitanidi (2012) emphasize that 

when the mission of both companies match, an important measure to access organizational 

compatibility is met as well, which is an indicator of common interests. Such relationship 

may have a bigger potential to benefit both parties when the mission of each company is 

aligned with the collaboration (Berger et al., 2004; Gourville & Rangan, 2004). A study from 

the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (2012) documented different 

motives behind the collaborations between social enterprises and companies in 

commercial sector, including: 
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To do business: Commercial companies may need to hire labor, have access to services that 

are not available in their own companies, or buy high quality and affordable services or 

products from social enterprises (Tillväxtverket, 2012). Such is common to commercial 

companies for the existing networks’ access (Millar et al., 2004) or buy and resell products 

(Burlingame & Young, 1996). 

 

Strengthening the image: Through the cooperation, commercial businesses can strength its 

"goodwill" and reputation (Tillväxtverket, 2012). In Milne et al. (1996) opinion, this might 

be one of the most important motives to establish and maintain the collaboration with a 

social enterprise. Gourville & Rangan (2004) emphasize that with the help of collaboration, 

commercial companies tend to gain visibility, also to enhance their reputation (Tully, 2004) 

and public relations (Heap, 1998; Rodinelli & London, 2003). 

 

Employees’ commitment: Collaboration with social enterprises can increase the sense of 

meaningfulness and commitment among employees in the commercial sector, and it may 

entail positive impact on work internally (Tillväxtverket, 2012). Austin’s (2000) study on 

collaborations points out that a partnership could improve employees’ morale. It also helps 

to recruit, motivate and retain employees (Lewin & Sabater, 1996; Austin, 2000). 

 

Sustainability: The cooperation initiative is referred to the commercial company’s 

environmental policy and relationship with the government (Tillväxtverket, 2012). Austin 

(2000) explains that with the help of the joint management of environmentally important 

aspects, a commercial company would enhance its credibility with the government. This 

motivation is as a vehicle for increasing influence and power (Austin, 2000), credibility 

(Gourville & Rangan, 2004), access to local communities (Heap, 1998; Greenall & Rovere, 

1999), and a higher funding potential (Heap, 1998; Seitanidi, 2010).  

 

Local concerns: Companies might be prepared to support social enterprises to contribute 

to the local problem reduction (Tillväxtverket, 2012). It enables companies in the 

commercial sector to fulfill the commitment to the community and refine their corporate 

values (Austin, 2000). The nature of this relationship is normally of a charitable donor 

character. However, partners’ activities may integrate further into collective actions with a 

focus on different activities, such as cause-related marketing and event sponsorships 

(ibid.). 

 

Self-realization: Within the commercial sector it is a positive aspect to contribute to social 

enterprises as a tool for self-realization (Tillväxtverket 2012). Hutchinson (2000) explains 
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that collaborations often consist of a mix of self-interest and altruism in the commercial 

sector. Whereas social enterprises are viewing such collaboration as a way to influence 

social changes (Fabig & Boele, 1999) and to raise the importance of their role as 

institutional actors (Doh & Teegen, 2002). 

 

Although previous studies show a little evidence of the relationship between collaboration 

with social enterprise and financial performance of a company in the commercial sector, 

Austin’s (2000) study found a possible connection on this matter. Thus, companies may 

create collaboration with a social enterprise to improve their profits. However, in most 

cases companies are not aware of such an outcome during the establishment of the 

partnership, it might be realized later on (ibid.). 

 

Collaboration Management Types and Forms 

In accordance to Pisano & Verganti (2008), collaborations differ significantly in their 

openness and governance. The degree of openness decides which participants can join the 

collaboration. If the collaboration is open, it can bring in many problem solvers and vast 

number of ideas. On the other hand, if the collaboration is closed, this means that the 

parties have identified the domain or group, from which the best solution arises. The 

governance of the collaboration clarifies who has the power to decide what issues are to 

be solved and by whom. If the power of governance is given to one of the collaborating 

participants, then it means that the collaborations are of a hierarchal form. If power is 

equally given to all the collaborating participants, then the collaboration is of a flat form. 

Thus, based on Pisano & Verganti (2008) statements, four types of collaborations can be 

pointed out, which are presented in the table 1 below: 
 

Table 1. Collaboration types. Own illustration; source Pisano & Verganti, 2008. 

 Open Closed 

Flat 

Innovation Community - any party in the 
business community can provide ideas, 
offer solutions and decide actions to be 
implemented. 

Consortium - private group of 
participants select problems 
and jointly decide how to solve 
them. 

Hierarchical 

Innovation Mall - any party in the business 
community can propose solutions and 
give ideas but the company is the one that 
chooses which and how they are going to 
be used and implemented. 

Elite Circle - a selected group of 
participants were chosen by a 
company to define problems 
and decide solutions. 
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In Sweden, there are four forms of collaborations that were found by Swedish Agency for 

Economic and Regional Growth (Tillväxtverket, 2012), and these are as follows: 

 

Business cooperation: Commercial companies involve social enterprises in their business 

through the purchase of goods and/or services. Social enterprises can also be a customer 

of commercial companies (Tillväxtverket, 2012). According to Bolland & Wilson (1994), this 

type of collaboration helps in forming service delivery such as client referral agreements. 

 

Sponsorship: Commercial companies support social enterprises with gifts or funds. 

Sponsorship has an active role in the project life (Tillväxtverket, 2012). According to 

Cornwell & Amis (2005, p. 147), nowadays, sponsorships effectiveness is fully realized by 

many companies as a global marketing strategy that helps reaching diverse groups. Randall 

& Englund (2006, p. 8) continue that the type of activities done by the sponsoring parties 

might differ, but commitment represents a common ground in sponsorships. 

 

Competency enhancement: Commercial companies provide consultancy or contribute to 

the finding and development of professional skills in social enterprise (Tillväxtverket, 2012). 

In such a collaborative stage learning about partner’s roles and social needs and how to 

meet them, is essential, to which James & Maria (2012) refer to as “transformational 

collaboration”. De Vos et al., (2011) support the idea that competency development not 

only relates to domain-specific knowledge or skills but also to more general perceptions of 

occupational expertise and flexibility. Bolland & Wilson (1994) discuss that some 

partnerships are formed for system-level planning that identifying and defining system 

problems and its solutions. 

 

Internships and job sites: Maertz et al., (2014) state that internships can create a value for 

companies by increasing their human resource fluidity, and that is building an effective and 

successful working atmosphere. Nevertheless, it needs some factors, such as specified 

mentors, quality onboarding experiences and meaningful work tasks (ibid.). In this form of 

collaboration administrative activities involve resource transactions, such as staff sharing 

(Bolland & Wilson, 1994). 

 

Collaboration Establishment and Maintenance Issues 

According to Mattessich et al. (2001), the collaboration parties should plan their 

partnership to avoid possible problems. As Bryson et al. (2006) explain further, conflicts 

can emerge due to different aims and expectations that both parties are bringing into the 

collaboration. Problems can develop from different views on tactics and strategies, also 
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from exaggeration or protection attempts of a partner’s control on collaborations 

outcomes. Additionally, the collaboration mission may be a cause of conflicts between the 

partners, especially when there is no agreement on how a service should be delivered 

(ibid.). Thus, Mattessich et al. (2001) offer to create a formal step of the planning, careful 

expression of goals, objectives and mission, as well as roles and responsibilities. These are 

more likely to emerge with time as collaborations involve communication between 

individuals and groups (Huxham & Vangen, 2005). Therefore, an organization grows and 

embodies the network of involved partners (ibid.).  

 

Regarding the collaboration phases, Gray (1996) found that the power issue might be a 

source of conflict. Austin (2000) emphasizes that the power issue is greater when one of 

the partners is more dependent on the resources provided by the other party. Huxham & 

Vangen (2005) add that power imbalances create a threat to the effective collaboration, as 

it’s a source of mistrust, particularly when there are difficulties in agreeing on a shared 

purpose and mission. Seitanidi & Ryan (2007) continue that such conflicts are correlated to 

the delivery failure upon the expectations. Conflicts are more likely to be resolved by 

agreeing on the nature of the problem, as suggested by Gray (1996). He continues stating, 

that collaboration parties should speak out their concerns about collaboration agenda’s 

shaping issues, the direction of tackling the problem should be debated and relevant 

information should be shared between the parties. Once agreements on such conflicts are 

implemented, then power, influence, control and authorization problems diminish (ibid.). 

Bryson (2004) adds that to manage shifts in power efficiency and shape future 

developments, collaboration parties should use strategic planning and scenario 

development for the future improvements.  

 

Seitanidi & Ryan (2007) suggest that to maintain and develop the collaboration, companies 

need to implement three following tactics: increase the contribution to the institutional 

trust (1); balance the dynamics between partners (2), and acknowledge the interaction 

process as a source of benefits (3). These imply that the collaboration motives should not 

be manipulative; they should be clearly articulated instead. Concepts and practices should 

be carefully considered beforehand by collaboration partners (ibid.).  

 

Collaboration Outcomes  

Bryson et al. (2006) emphasize that the collaboration between social enterprises and 

companies in the commercial sector is a value production for the society as a whole, not 

just for one particular part of it. This value is created by using best knowledge to reduce, 

compensate and overcome different weaknesses in the society. Suitable solutions are 
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linked to the cost effective management and attendance to the diverse human needs 

(ibid.).  

 

However, Seitanidi (2006) argues that interaction outcomes are not only beneficial to the 

society but also to partners themselves. He explains that these benefits are evoking from 

the process of interaction, which brings knowledge and drives innovation (ibid.). Other 

scholars agree that the learning potential and the resource exchange are some of the 

examples of the benefits that companies can gain from the collaboration (Ryan & Fahy, 

2003; Fahy et al., 2000). Seitanidi & Ryan (2007) continue that collaborations with social 

enterprises bring to the company in the commercial sector an extensive advertising, 

heightened publicity and in some cases even an additional income generation from the 

increased existing and new customer flows.  

 

Gray (2000) sums all up with the suggestion that a collaboration is a win-win journey, where 

both parties are achieving their goals, increasing interaction and additionally creating a 

social capital and generating shared meaning. 
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Conceptual Framework 

 

For any company, there should be a cause or a goal that creates the need to collaborate 

with other companies. Some of the goals are motivated by profit maximization and some 

by pure altruistic interests. The motive guides the company to seek for potential partners 

and the form of collaboration that should be established with them. The specific type of 

the collaboration is included in the chosen form to achieve the goal. The motives, forms 

and types are seen as an input to the process of establishment and maintenance of a 

reliable and effective collaboration between companies. In other words, the challenges and 

outcomes are always depending on the motives and forms chosen for the collaboration. 

Thus, there are different issues to be coped with and outcomes that rustle out of them. The 

benefits and challenges that collaboration parties meet can always be seen as the 

measurement of how well their collaboration process is established, implemented and 

developed. 

  

Based on the different theories presented in the literature review chapter, a connection 

between the motivations, the type and the practical form of collaborations is established. 

The result of these leads to possible problems and benefits that collaborative parties can 

meet during the development of their partnership. The connection is visualized in the figure 

1. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework visualization. Own illustration. 

 

Furthermore, table 2 displays a detailed insight of figure 1, where the interrelation of the 

different motives, forms, types, issues and outcomes are combined in possible scenarios 

that affect the collaborations’ establishment and progress. However, these scenarios are 

not considered to be the only ones that can occur in collaborations.  They are rather a result 

of a theories used in the literature review. The relationship between the motives, forms 

and types can be sought by defining the goals of the collaboration and understanding how 

they can be achieved in the most proper and effective way. The types of collaboration can 

be based on how the practical form is chosen and how it can serve its purpose. Each 

Collaboration 

Motives 

Collaboration 

Forms and 

Types 

Sustainability 

Issues 

Outcomes of 

collaborations 
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collaboration has its main challenges and benefits that result during the partnership. These 

outcomes can evoke new motivations to a continuous development of the partnership. 

Thus, several motives, forms, problems and benefits might be mixed in a single 

collaboration. 

 

Table 2. Collaboration scenarios. The interrelationship matrix of theories. Own illustration.  

  Motive Form Type 
Maintenance 
issues 

Outcomes 

1 
Doing Business 
and Financial 
Performance 

Business 
Cooperation 

Closed and 
Hierarchical 

Power and 
dependency 
issues 

Effective cost 
management and 
Income Generation 

2 
Strengthening the 
Image 

Internships 
and Job Sites 

Open and 
Hierarchical 

Different views on 
tactics and 
strategies 

Extensive 
advertisements and 
heightened 
publicity 

3 
Employee’s 
Commitment 

Competency 
Enhancement 

Closed and 
Flat 

Disagreements on 
shared purpose 
and mission 

Resource 
exchanges 

4 Sustainability 
Competency 
Enhancement 

Closed and 
Flat 

Control of 
outcome 

Knowledge and 
innovation 

5 
Local Concerns 
and Self-
Realization 

Sponsorship Open and Flat 
Different aims and 
expectations 

Value for society 

 

 

When companies’ motives are to do business and to improve their financial performance 

(1), business cooperation form is most likely to be used, where operations, like selling and 

purchasing of goods and services, can be done and profits maximization becomes 

achievable. Such a form is mostly defined and decided by the management of the 

collaborating parties. This justifies the choice of a closed and hierarchical type of 

collaboration. Some issues can arise here, including the influencing power of one partner 

above the other one to act in its favor. Another issue is that the resource dependency of 

one party on the other can arise in the collaboration. Otherwise, this form of collaboration 

should be effective and profitable for all the partners.  

 

When the motive is to strengthen the image (2), internships and job sites form of 

collaboration can be put into action. Both employees and the managers could be involved 

in the process, but the decision power is still held in the hands of the management of the 

companies and thus an open and hierarchal type of collaboration would be chosen. The 

issues that can be concerned about are creating the right tactics and strategies that help 
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make the internships possible. As a result, the image of the partners can be extensively 

advertised and strengthened.  

 

Furthermore, when the commercial company is creating a collaboration with a social 

enterprise to increase its employees’ commitment (3), a competency enhancement form 

can be applied. This form might involve a selected group of employees at different levels in 

the decision process to define what kind of consultancy is needed and what skills can be 

developed. A closed and flat type of collaboration would be the right choice in this case. 

Disagreements about the purpose and mission of the collaboration might be an issue 

especially, if not clearly specified beforehand. Otherwise, a network of resource, like 

employee’s exchange, could be seen as an outcome of this collaboration. 

 

In the same manner, if the motive of the commercial companies is to sustain their business, 

enhance the environment policy and to manage the relations with the government (4), a 

competency enhancement form of collaboration helps them find the challenges to deal 

with. Here again, a specific group of employees might be selected to help the management 

to specify the challenges and to propose internal changes to cope with them. Thus, a closed 

and flat type of collaboration would be chosen. Issues of controlling the outcomes of the 

collaboration might be the biggest challenge. While the result could be the amount of 

innovative knowledge, the companies can gain from the cooperation with each other.  

 

Moreover, when the commercial company’s motive is to contribute to the local problem 

reduction or to support social enterprises and to show goodwill as a part of their self-

realization (5), then a collaboration form of sponsorship can be an option. The sponsorship 

helps the companies to gain more popularity and recognition among different market 

groups. It also helps the companies to have a stronger commitment towards their well-

being, and it brings big value to the society. However, the possible problems might rise, like 

the difference between social enterprises and commercial company’s pursued aims and 

outcome expectations. Such a form might involve many employees from different levels in 

the collaborating companies and encourage them to be a part of the decision-making 

process and its implementation. So, an open and flat type of collaboration is applicable.  
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Method and Research Design 

 

Research Strategy 

A qualitative approach was chosen for this research in order to be able to focus on 

respondent expressions and study the phenomenon in depth, as is stated by Bryman & Bell 

(2011, p. 27). As the nature of the research question is complex and the purpose is limited 

to one company example, it is suggested by Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 60) to use a case study 

method. Also, a case study helps to analyze in detail the characteristics of the taken 

decisions and projects in the company and do it with a holistic view (ibid.). Thus, a thick 

study was provided of all the consequences that emerge from the collaboration between 

two independent companies. To fulfill the purpose of the research, which is to investigate 

possible challenges and benefits that result from the collaborations, one current 

collaboration in the case company was analyzed: Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and 

SIMS. The case company has a partnership with other commercial company, but it avoided 

the participation in the research. 

  

The topic for the research was chosen for several reasons. Foremost, both authors have a 

general interest and acquired knowledge within corporate social responsibility, as their 

bachelor theses are written in this subject area. So, a desire to continue working on the 

same subject and profound in the field arose. During the ‘Thesis career days’ (Exjobbdagar) 

in Mälardalen University campus that took place on 19th February 2015, the choice of the 

topic was ascertained. A reason behind it was a meeting with the consultancy company 

Coompanion Västmanland, which introduced a concept of social business. Additional 

meeting was agreed upon, where the topic and possible research theme were recognized. 

Coompanion Västmanland offered few possible case companies and the most suitable for 

the research topic was chosen. The selection of the case company was motivated by 

different characteristics, such as the size of the company, collaboration existence with 

commercial companies and focus on the reduction of environmental and societal issues. 

 

The Approach of the Literature Review  

As social enterprises represent a part of the business types, the search for the appropriate 

material begun with its definitions. This led to the next phase of finding information about 

social enterprises in Sweden, its establishment and development. Following, the material 

about forms and types of collaboration between social and commercial businesses was 

gathered. This information helped in understanding what kind of challenges and benefits 

could be met between collaboration parties and how they could be tackled. The collected 
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theories were developed into a conceptual framework used in the analysis of the gained 

empirical data. 

 

Many different keywords were used to find the most relevant articles and books. Main 

searching keywords were social enterprise; collaboration outcomes; collaboration types; 

collaboration between social enterprise and commercial business; benefits from social and 

commercial business collaboration, and et cetera. Additionally, algorithms were a part of 

the search, such as AND; OR; NOT; IF. These were used to combine the keywords and 

precondition the search results. Sources for the literature search were Mälardalen 

University’s library account and Google Scholar search engine. Here Bryman & Bell (2011, 

pp. 104-106) suggestion that relevant information should be found with the help of 

electronic databases is used. Collected material was critically analyzed for reliability and 

validity aspects, following Bryman & Bell (ibid.) suggestion that researchers should be very 

careful with the literature choice. Scientific articles were the main resource for the theory 

collection, as the trustworthiness could be checked, while, books were not used 

extensively. The reliability of the literature was measured by number of citations visible in 

Google Scholar. Additionally, the journal, where the article was published, was checked for 

the peer-review rate found in Aston business school index of journal ranking. 

 

Primary Data Collection Methods 

The collected information consists mainly of first-hand data gained through face-to-face 

interviews. In accordance to Bryman & Bell (2011, pp. 466-467), interview conduction is a 

data collection method that is appropriate for qualitative research and it should be 

retrieved from the directly involved participants. The interview questions were semi-

structured. This allowed respondents to have flexibility in their expressions of the opinion 

and experience. It is in line with Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 467) statements that qualitative 

interview is not strictly structured, so a follow-up questions may occur and a recording 

machine may be a help in keeping collected information in full and original condition. 

 

Exploratory Studies 

At the beginning of the research, an exploratory study of the case company, Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning was conducted on April 1st, 2015. Three board members were met to 

collect general information about the company and its collaborations. The collected 

information from this meeting is presented in the findings with in-text reference as 

Tudzarovski, 2015a. Additionally, a site visit with the company leaders was done to observe 

and understand the nature of the company business and its functions. Bryman & Bell (2011, 
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pp. 262-263) explain that it is important to get introduced to the possible issues to create 

a qualitative interview questionnaire for the empirical data collection later on. 

 

To collect overall information about social enterprises and their partnerships, a visit to the 

social entrepreneurship exhibition in Stockholm was done on April 9th, 2015. Twelve of the 

social companies that were present in the exhibition were shortly interviewed and asked 

about their business sustenance, their activities and existing collaborations with 

commercial companies. The collected information helped in estimating the big picture of 

the phenomenon, especially in Sweden.  

 

Samples for the Empirical Findings 

The choice of the respondent was based on the purpose of the research. Individuals with 

deep knowledge and experience of the subject were selected. The initial plan was to 

interview the case company and two of its collaborating partners, as this would help the 

research to enhance its empirical findings by presenting extended information and deeper 

analysis. However, this wasn’t possible due to some difficulties that occurred with one of 

the partners. 

 

One of the partners was contacted several times via emails and phone calls. Two different 

employees were approached, first on April 20th, 2015, then on April 27th, 2015 and May 1st, 

2015. However, none of the contacted individuals had interest to cooperate and provide 

information for the academic research. No specific reason was given, which creates an 

impression of the information withhold. This company is a big player is the world’s recycling 

industry and has corporate offices worldwide. It is stated on the company’s webpage that 

it is collaborating with different social enterprises. Additionally, on the corporation’s level, 

the company is awarding social and nonprofit enterprises’ initiatives within the water 

sanitation, access, and waste management. The reward is EUR 50 000 worth prize with a 

nomination for Social Entrepreneurship Award. Nevertheless, the fact that the 

management of one of the Swedish offices decided to avoid sharing this information with 

academic researchers is perceived as misunderstanding and incorrect evaluation of the 

positive input done by the company. In addition, it also shows possible unawareness of the 

corporate beliefs and strategies of contribution in the societal problems’. 

 

On April 21st, 2015, an interview with Jasper Nyberg from SIMS Recycling Solutions was 

conducted in the company’s office in Katrineholm. SIMS is another commercial partner of 

the case company and is a customer, who bought their services for many years. Jasper 

Nyberg, a technical and trade manager, is the main contact person in the collaboration with 
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Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning. The interview was conducted in English and lasted for one 

hour. After the interview, a guided tour of the company’s site was done to understand the 

nature and specifications of the production. Collected information during the interview is 

presented in the empirical findings with Nyberg, 2015 in-text reference. 

 

The interview with the case company was done in Eskilstuna, in the company’s office on 

April 24th, 2015. The board members that established and continued the development of 

the collaboration were interviewed. Gained information from this interview is presented 

with Tudzarovski, 2015b in-text reference in the empirical findings. All interviews were 

recorded with a prior allowance from the respondents. Afterward, these were transcribed 

to find most important information that could be used in the research. As Bryman & Bell 

(2011, pp. 482) explain that recording allows the reexamination of the interview, which 

helps authors to find out if some particular topics are stressed. 

 

Secondary Data Collection Methods 

A research of the secondary information available was also made. Official statistics from 

governmental institutions were used, such as Tillväxtverket, Arbetsförmedlingen, 

European Commission and et cetera. These are seen as trustworthy sources because official 

governmental agencies provide them. Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 313) state that secondary 

material is the one that was collected and analyzed by other individuals, not researched for 

the particular study. General information of the case company and its partners’ activities 

was retrieved from the companies’ websites and others online available sources. The 

reliability of these sources was increased by confirming the information trustworthiness 

with the company’s employees. 

 

Operationalization 

To ensure that the conceptual framework is covered in the empirical findings, the interview 

structure and flow is visualized in the table 3 below. As Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 154) 

mention, the measurement of theories and concepts is done through the process of 

operationalization with the help of different indicators. Interview questions for the case 

company’s partner (see Appendix 1) were set in the categories, according to the theories. 

Similar questions were prepared for the case company (see Appendix 2) to reflect their 

point of view about the collaboration. As an introduction, general questions about 

interviewed company’s business and current partnership were asked. Followed by the 

opening of research topic with questions on the collaboration between the companies. The 

purpose of this research is to present possible challenges and benefits that collaboration 
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between social enterprise and commercial business may meet. As companies prefer to 

keep their problems as internal information and do not share these with the public, 

collaboration motives, types and forms are examined in order to find out patterns of the 

issues that are natural for the collaboration. Also, different motives for the collaboration 

are resulting in distinct problems and benefits. Thus, eleven questions were asked in the 

category of collaboration motives, types and forms of the partnership. Nevertheless, direct 

questions for the examination of possible challenges and benefits that result from the 

collaboration were asked as well.  
 

Table 3. Operationalization of the conceptual framework. Own illustration. 

Question categories Theories Questions 

Introduction General questions about the company 1-4 

Research topic Introduction into research topic 5-7 

Reasons for the collaboration 
creation and development 

Collaboration Motives, Forms and 
Types 

8-18 

Conquered problems during 
establishment and development 
of the collaboration 

Collaboration Establishment and 
Maintenance Issues 

19-21 

Achieved benefits in the respect to 
the company and society 

Collaboration Outcomes 22-23 

 

Ethics 

Ethical issues are considered throughout the research process, as Bryman & Bell (2011, pp. 

122-124) emphasize, ethics is an important factor to take into account while conducting 

research. Ethical aspects that should be considered are for instance, participants’ subject 

and topic awareness, assurance of the confidentiality of the interview records and 

anonymity of the individuals, if such are requested (ibid., pp. 129). During the research 

process, ethics was followed by the awareness of integrity, plagiarism and openness. Thus, 

represented information in the theoretical framework and findings includes adequate 

references and quotations. Participants in the study were fully informed about the research 

problem, purpose and no information was withheld from them.    

 

Limitations 

The research is limited only to the case company and findings with conclusions cannot be 

directly reapplied to other companies in the same or another industry. However, the 

general patterns could be partly or completely generalized to the similar companies. 

According to Bryman & Bell (2011, pp. 405-406), qualitative studies may have 
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generalization problems, meaning that findings and conclusions cannot be applied to the 

wider population than a sample group. Presented interview outcomes helped to investigate 

the research problem from the companies’ internal perspective. Nonetheless, the 

limitation can be seen in the interviewee’s subjective opinion or unwillingness to reveal 

negative actions of the company. Thus, it cannot be guaranteed that true or real facts were 

obtained during the interviews. However, being aware of such subjectivity, the natural 

perspective and reasoning during the research process were regularly kept and discussed. 

 

Another limitation is a number and position of interviewed individuals. The empirical 

findings might be different to the present ones dependent on the respondent relevance, 

knowledge of the topic and unique experience. Yet, chosen respondents are directly 

involved in the collaboration and have respective knowledge about it, which increases the 

validity and reliability of the findings. Government’s role and collaboration with social 

companies are not considered in this study due to time constraint. Regardless, the found 

information reveals valuable material that represent an important part of the topic in the 

introduction.  

 

Reliability and Validity 

To enhance the reliability of the findings, the case company was met more than one time 

and the same topic was discussed, which resulted in equal and information rich outcomes. 

This is in accordance to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 395) who explain that if a repetition of the 

same examination can provide equal results then reliability of the research is reached. 

Additionally, the combination of primary and secondary data was used to strengthen the 

reliability of the presented findings. However, the interviews with the case company were 

done in Swedish language and translated into English, which may result in a decreased 

reliability. Still, the spoken language was understandable and in case of confusion or doubt 

the interviewees were asked to explain more clearly what they stated and meant. 

 

It is chosen to analyze collaboration forms, motives and types as those point out benefits 

and challenges that were met during the establishment and development of the 

collaboration. The logic behind choosing these components for the conceptual framework 

arise from the discussions and reasons provided by the respondents during the exploratory 

studies. Here, Bryman & Bell (ibid.) state that validity concerns if chosen conceptual 

framework is appropriate for the research problem and purpose. Qualitative studies might 

be subjective, meaning researchers may rely on personal relationships or opinion (ibid.). A 

critical review of all collected information was applied and biased data was kept out of the 

research.  
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Findings and Analysis 

 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning employs 16 people who are considered “beyond the open 

labor market” and can’t find a job due to different kind of disabilities (Elektroniken, 2015). 

As the company’s board member mentions, Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is established 

with the mission of creating an occupation place for the people with disabilities to find a 

job (Tudzarovski, 2015a), therefore, the company is recognized as work integration social 

enterprise. Nevertheless, the main mission is combined with an environmental care aspect. 

This shows that protecting the environment and people are the main interests of the 

business concept (ibid.).  

  

According to the company’s board member, Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning has an 

established network of companies in the commercial and governmental sectors 

(Tudzarovski, 2015b). State-owned companies (schools, municipalities) are suppliers of free 

goods and commercial companies are customers who buy the company’s services. 

Revenues are gained through the sales of services to the main customers. Board member 

accented the fact that the company’s competitive advantage is weak, as labor is not 

capable of delivering services with the same conditions as other companies in the industry, 

again due to the nature of the employees. Thus, the company cannot stand the competition 

it faces in the market having their social focus and partial dependency on the government. 

Nevertheless, even if the company has a strong competitive advantage, they still won’t 

completely focus on competition and revenue increment, as their mission is to solve a 

societal problem and not to seek profit. Here, it was emphasized “if we wanted profit, we 

would start a commercial company from the beginning and compete with it”. (ibid.) 

 

The company’s core mission and focus are on the reduction of the societal problem, which 

proves that human services and employment is in the center of attention of a social 

business and this fact is according to Kerlin (2009, pp. 184 - 191). However, Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning can be also seen as a profit-oriented social enterprise in many 

aspects. The company follows and replicates many of the procedures that commercial 

companies execute, as Thompson (2008) argues. This enables the company to operate in 

the market. Also, the case of Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning proves that social enterprise 

development and sustainability might be enabled with the help of collaborations, and this 

is according to Ählström & Sjöström (2005) point of view. 

 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning values current partnerships very high and these are 

helping the company to sustain and develop the business throughout the years 
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(Tudzarovski, 2015b). Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning has an established partnership with 

two commercial companies (Elektroniken Om oss, 2015). Nevertheless, only one of the 

collaborations is described in the details, which is between the social enterprise and SIMS 

recycling solutions. According to SIMS sustainability report, on the global level, the 

company supports a meaningful employment for the people with different disadvantages 

(SIMS MM, 2014). SIMS contributes to the social problem reduction in North America and 

Europe (ibid.). For instance, in 2011, the Scottish site established a project that provides 

internships for people with disabilities or other mental or health disadvantages (SIMS 

project, 2011). The project aimed to arrange training opportunities to develop and enhance 

the skills for the job seekers to enter a sustainable and permanent employment later on 

(ibid.).  

 

Collaboration Motives  

Two major aspects play a vital role in the social company’s sustainability. First, is the 

governmental sector where the company’s human resources come from and the second is 

the commercial companies’ sector, which are the company’s customers (Tudzarovski, 

2015b). The board member affirms that the sustainability of the company won’t be 

completely possible without the collaborations with both parts (ibid.). Mr. Jesper Nyberg 

(2015), SIMS technical and trade manager, assures that the company is comfortable with 

this partnership regardless of the speed of the service Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning 

provides. Both companies have common interests in the field of contributing and solving a 

part of the societal problems. It is also accented that it is important to help and to motivate 

people with disabilities to get out of their houses and find jobs to fill the time with (ibid.). 

This is an issue that Tudzarovski (2015b) also strongly agrees with and eagerly defenses. He 

stated that the company gives such employees the chance to be productive in the society, 

have good financial income, and confidence that might even enable some of them to find 

other jobs in the open market later on (ibid.). Additionally, Nyberg (2015) stated that 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is not the only social company they are working with, yet, 

it is the one they work very close with. 

 

In the collaboration, doing business is the main drive for Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning 

and SIMS. Both companies realize the fact that no company can stand without its business 

network. Thus, the need for doing business with other companies is seen as a basic 

necessity (Tudzarovski, 2015b; Nyberg, 2015). However, for a particular commercial 

company like SIMS, doing business with a social enterprise like Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning has proven to be beneficial and profitable on both the financial and 

social levels (Nyberg, 2015). As it was mentioned, the social company is helping SIMS in 
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accomplishing the pre-treatment stage of the electric and electronic waste. This task 

requires lots of manual labor hours and it is costly, so being an industrialized company, 

SIMS prefers to trust it to the social company instead (ibid.). In the same manner, Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning also benefits from this collaboration in terms of generating its 

financial income, as the company currently has a binding agreement of service sales to SIMS 

(Tudzarovski, 2015b).  

 

The collaboration between SIMS and Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning involves some 

managers from both sides (Tudzarovski, 2015b; Nyberg, 2015). A direct involvement of 

SIMS’s employees is not seen necessary by the company due to the collaboration nature 

(Nyberg, 2015). Additionally, SIMS does not communicate its collaboration with the social 

enterprise to the company’s employees at any point, as these matters are considered to be 

management related issues. (ibid.) A similar approach is used by Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning, where the company’s employees don’t get involved in the existing 

partnerships (Tudzarovski, 2015b).  

 

Despite the fact that it shows a big interest in the collaboration with Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning, SIMS still does not use it to enhance its reputation with the public, 

as the company’s management is not sure how to communicate such business activities 

(Nyberg, 2015). The information is not communicated neither to the company’s customers 

nor other stakeholders on the corporate level because in the technical and trade manager’s 

opinion, community may wrongly perceive this collaboration as a negative action towards 

the social enterprise’ employees. Moreover, Nyberg is not sure what opinion has 

corporation’s management on the partnership with a social enterprise. Currently, the 

company’s site in Sweden is just starting to realize that this collaboration can be related to 

the corporate social responsibility activities, and this fact could be communicated to the 

stakeholders in the future. (ibid.) The lack of communication of such partnerships can be 

caused by many reasons. Some of these can be sensed in the answers of the social 

companies that were interviewed during the exploratory studies. Many of the companies 

mentioned that commercial businesses do not trust the experience and professionalism of 

social enterprises (Social Enterprise exhibition, 2015). Additionally, it was pointed out that 

there is a negative image created in the society around such collaborations, which 

emphasizes that commercial companies are exploiting cheap labor provided by social 

enterprises (ibid.).  

 

Regardless of that, SIMS collaboration with Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning has a positive 

effect on the reduction of the societal problem; SIMS is still not aware what they do gain 



24 
 

back from the government. Also, the company is not sure about the credibility that it gains 

back from the society because of this collaboration. (Nyberg, 2015)  

 

SIMS contribution to the social problem reduction is achieved not through the fund charity 

or sponsorships, but rather through the maintenance of good business relationship with 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning. Thus, SIMS is committed to help the local community and 

inhabitants by the collaboration with the social enterprise (Nyberg, 2015). In the technical 

and trade manager’s opinion, it is important for any company to be part of the good deed 

for the society. It is good to contribute in helping people who are out of the market due to 

their disabilities to find a job, get incomes and stay away from the troubles (ibid.). From the 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning board member’s point of view, the whole mission of the 

company is to help the society (Tudzarovski, 2015b). 

 

It can be clearly seen that the existing collaboration between Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS helps them to meet the business development needs as 

Stern & Hicks (2000) suggests. The tailored solutions do help both of them to implement 

and control their interests as claimed by Stern & Hicks (2000) however, not to the same 

level, as issues that may arise are the dependency and companies’ influencing power. 

Anyhow, in the case of Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS, the mission of both 

companies is met in this collaboration as Austin & Seitanidi (2012) emphasize, which also 

explains why such a relationship may have considerable potential in the future.  

 

Furthermore, commercial companies like SIMS are aware of possible revenue generation 

that results from the collaboration with social enterprise, as Austin (2000) points out. In 

such a context, the fact that commercial companies are searching for the access to the 

services that are not available within their company (Tillväxtverket, 2012) is approved by 

the found fact. The reason behind it is that the companies might be unable to execute some 

services by themselves because of some specific technical or financial difficulties. Thus, 

outsourcing the services might be the right solution. However, the existence of a service 

sales agreement between Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS supports Burlingame 

& Young (1996) view on the possible collaboration theme that might occur between social 

and commercial businesses. Nevertheless, in the collaboration none of the two companies 

see a necessity to involve their employees in the business relationship. Hence, employees’ 

morale or human resource interests are not a part of collaboration motivations, as 

otherwise is stated by the Lewin & Sabater (1996), Austin (2000) and Tillväxtverket (2012). 
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However, a reputation boost or public relationships do not represent a motivation for SIMS 

in the establishment or maintenance of the collaboration as some scholars argue (Tully, 

2004; Heap, 1998; Rodinelli & London, 2003). SIMS technical and trade manager is not 

aware of the different activities done at other countries’ sites of the company. Only 

recently, he is starting to realize that a collaboration with social enterprise might be 

connected to the corporate social responsibility, otherwise the company’s site in Sweden 

was concerned of possible misinterpretation done by society. This fact points out that 

corporation does not communicate information to its branches and employees or does not 

provide it in an appropriate way, thus, it is delaying the enhancement of employees’ morale 

(Austin, 2000) and relationship with public (Heap, 1998; Rodinelli & London, 2003). Yet, in 

the future, SIMS site in Sweden might try to gain visibility to strengthen the company’s 

goodwill with the help of the collaboration with other social enterprises as it is suggested 

by Gourville & Rangan (2004) and Tillväxtverket (2012). As Seitanidi & Ryan (2007) discuss, 

the extensive advertisement and publicity might boost existing marketing campaigns in the 

commercial company, and SIMS is taking it into account for future actions. 

 

The scholars’ arguments that commercial company would enhance credibility, power and 

influence, access to the community or even higher funding potential provided by the 

government (Austin, 2000; Gourville & Rangan, 2004; Heap, 1998; Greenall & Rovere, 1999; 

Seitanidi, 2010) could not be approved in the case of Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and 

SIMS. Especially in the case of SIMS, since the company is still not sure what it did gain back 

from the government. 

 

The motivation to maintain the partnership can still be viewed from Austin’s (2000) 

perspective, in a form of commitment to the reduction of societal problem and refinement 

of the corporate values. For SIMS, it was found that it is a positive aspect to contribute to 

the social entrepreneurship as a tool of self-realization and altruism of helping people, as 

Hutchinson (2000) mentions. Such a fact goes in line with Fabig & Boele (1999) and Doh & 

Teegen (2002) who emphasize that social enterprises are eager to influence changes in the 

society and play an institutional role. However, the nature of this relationship was never 

leading SIMS to charitable actions as Austin (2000) suggests. 

 

Collaboration Management Types and Forms 

The managerial decision-making process takes place mostly in SIMS, and solutions are 

decided by its management team, especially when it comes to the trading terms and 

contracts (Nyberg, 2015). Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning board member agrees that most 

of the collaboration decisions are done at the SIMS site, yet their expertise and knowledge 
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is considered in some issues, particularly when it comes to the social enterprise’s 

employees and their training (Tudzarovski, 2015b). Nevertheless, there are some cases 

when decision-making units are established with participation of both companies’ 

management to help SIMS and Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning develop their business 

qualities and strengthen their relationships (Nyberg, 2015).  

 

SIMS technical and trade manager explain that the company prefers to create stable 

partnerships with the companies instead of just sponsoring some event. In his opinion, a 

constant partnership with continuous revenues from the service they provide can sustain 

the company and progress the development in the future. Yet, SIMS is also sponsoring small 

projects, such as action against bullying in the schools or light reflecting wastes as a gift to 

a local child day care. Mentioning competency enhancement, Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning gets information about some new goods and instructions of how they 

should be dismantled. The social enterprise has knowledge and competency working with 

hazardous waste, so SIMS can provide them with different tasks (ibid.). However, the 

nature of production operations in both companies are different (Tudzarovski, 2015b). It is 

automated process in SIMS and more manual in Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning, and this 

doesn’t leave a possibility for further enhancement between them (ibid.). 

 

Currently, SIMS does not offer internships or work possibilities for the Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning employees. As Nyberg (2015) explains further, social enterprise 

employees are working with different style and most probably need some manual help, 

lifting, for instance, which is almost impossible to establish at the industrial site. 

 

The business cooperation is established between Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS 

in the form of service delivery from the social enterprise to commercial business 

(Tillväxtverket, 2012; Bolland & Wilson, 1994). In this context, it is found that the 

collaboration of both companies can vary from one collaboration type to the other. In one 

case, it is a closed and hierarchical as proposed by Pisano & Verganti (2008), where only a 

selected group of participants are deciding to discuss the issue and its possible solutions 

within the collaboration. In another case, it is a closed and flat type, where different 

participants are selected to decide jointly upon the solutions. 

 

Although SIMS is sponsoring diverse groups, which might be a part of the marketing 

strategy according to the Cornwell & Amis (2005) the company does not support Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning with gifts or fund as claimed by Tillväxtverket (2012). Instead, it 

supports the social enterprise by sustaining a business relationship with it. 



27 
 

 

As for the competency development, the instructions that SIMS provides to Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning show the patterns, which clearly relate to the occupational expertise 

and flexibility of the business as suggested by De Vos et al. (2011). The collaboration 

between Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS clarifies that the consultancy from the 

commercial business can be provided to the social enterprise in order to enhance its 

operations and production procedures and develop the expertise (Tillväxtverket, 2012). 

Nevertheless, competency enhancement can be developed by offering internships and job 

sites as well (Maertz et al., 2014). For the job site or internship to be possible at SIMS for 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning employees the specified mentors are necessary. Currently, 

it is impossible to create additional vacancies or labor hours for only one task at the SIMS 

site.  

 

Collaboration Establishment and Maintenance Issues 

No aims and expectations have to be adjusted from SIMS side. As a dominant party in the 

collaboration, the company is more affecting the other part than being affected (Nyberg, 

2015). Although Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is the one that needed to adjust its 

operations to fit with some of the SIMS requests, still both companies provided positive 

support for the development of their business relationships (Nyberg, 2015; Tudzarovski, 

2015b). This resulted in a better collaboration and partnership between the companies. 

From the very beginning, the collaborating parties signed an agreement, which describes 

how the provided service should be executed and offered in the terms of the payment and 

delivery (Nyberg, 2015). SIMS technical and trade manager mention that with the help of 

contract both partners did not face any conflicts so far (ibid.). 

  

Furthermore, as SIMS have been cooperating with Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning for a 

long time, SIMS is aware of how Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning wishes to develop its 

business and what vision its leaders have. The company is sure that this fact helps them to 

overcome any challenges their collaboration can meet. Up till now the collaboration did 

not fail the expectations of the service delivery. (ibid.) On the other hand, Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning also realizes how SIMS prefers to do business and what quality they 

are seeking (Tudzarovski, 2015). However, SIMS is the party who instructs and directs this 

collaboration through different guidelines and consultations (ibid.). Nyberg (2015) 

continues that in the case of some problem to be resolved, both companies can find best 

solutions through a joint decision-making process.  
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There is an issue of influencing power and resource dependency that is taking place in the 

collaboration between Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS. This is visible in the fact 

that the social enterprise adjusted its business according to the suggestions done by the 

commercial company. Thus, the social enterprise is seen to be a dependent party as stated 

by Austin’s (2000). These issues are created due to limited support provided to social 

companies and the type of contract that can limit their freedom in choosing the partners. 

Thus, it might be the best for both parties to plan their collaboration in advance and create 

a formal agreement as it is suggested by Mattessich et al. (2001). This helps turning 

agreements to the helping tools in overcoming the problems, which might emerge from 

the different views on tactics and strategies as Bryson et al. (2006) mention.  

 

In the case of Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS, no problems were met by any of 

the companies in the matter of delivery, and this goes along with the views of Seitanidi & 

Ryan (2007). In addition, it is found that through speaking out their concerns and debating 

on solutions, Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS can overcome any potential 

conflicts as Gray's (1996) points out. However, the issue of power imbalances might threat 

the effective collaboration as claimed by Huxham & Vangen (2005). And in such 

collaboration the powerful party should not be manipulative, as Seitanidi & Ryan (2007) 

suggest, but instead try to balance the dynamics between the parties and focus on the 

benefits incensement. 

 

Collaboration Outcomes  

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning is concerned about where its employees would be if the 

company would not be able to operate or if the maintained collaborations with their 

commercial partners would not be possible (Tudzarovski, 2015b). The value that their 

company and the collaborations with commercial companies like SIMS bring to the society 

and even to the government is considered to be very high. The board member of Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning continue affirming that their social company is continually approving 

that it does bring important financial and social values. Financial value comes through 

helping the different sectors to lower their costs, and social value through enhancing the 

chances of employment. (ibid.) 

 

In SIMS opinion, the collaboration with Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning brings a significant 

value to the company and the society (Nyberg, 2015). From the business perspective, SIMS 

technical and trade manager clarify that their collaboration with Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning contributes to the cost efficiency and profit generation. While from 
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the societal perspective, SIMS contributes to the reduction of a societal problem. In total, 

this adds value to SIMS image and its operations. (ibid.) 

 

The social enterprise’s board members of Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and Gray (2000) 

agree on the importance that collaborations are bringing value to the society as a whole in 

terms of societal problem reduction. Without social companies like Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning, many societal problems may stay unsolved. Problems are concerned 

with the needs of the unemployed individuals who are hindered from finding a job due to 

their disabilities. As a result, the government financial costs associated with the solution of 

the social problems will keep increasing. In this context, the existence of social enterprises, 

like Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning, can effectively contribute to the problem solution. 

Such contributions of social enterprises can be sustained through the help of collaborations 

with both the government and the commercial companies. This also proves that 

collaborations with commercial companies help the social companies to gain better 

knowledge and development motives, and makes it possible for commercial companies to 

enhance innovative developments and cost effective management, which lies in 

accordance with Bryson et al. (2006). 
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Conclusions 

 

The purpose of this research is to analyze the motives and forms behind the collaboration 

establishment between social and commercial businesses. These factors are essential for 

the research question examination, namely to find possible challenges and benefits that 

arise in such collaborations. To asset a justification for the research question, a review of 

theories was done that presents several collaborations’ motives, forms and types, from 

which possible challenges and positive outcomes are resulting. The study of the case 

company and its interrelation with one of the partners helps to explore aspects that are 

presented in the conceptual framework.  

 

The established conceptual framework contributes to the theoretical knowledge as an 

exploration of the possible ways to establish and maintain collaborations between social 

enterprises and commercial companies. The presented scenarios are based on the motives 

of establishing a collaboration and, other aspects such as forms, types and possible 

outcomes, are embedded into it. Thus, it provides a theoretical base that helps other 

researchers to develop and explore more potential schemes for the establishment and 

maintenance of collaborations. Additionally, from the practical point of view, the 

conceptual framework serves as guidelines for the understanding and forecasting the 

possible challenges and benefits of collaboration between commercial companies and 

social enterprises. 

 

Regarding Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS, it was found that their collaboration 

brings benefits to both parties and to society as a whole. However, this collaboration carries 

some partnership maintenance issues with it as well. After investigating the situation of 

this collaboration, the interrelation of the motives, forms and types of the partnership were 

found, and the results are presented in table 4 below. Two out of five possible 

collaborations described in the conceptual framework, are proven to be the ones that hold 

the strongest connection to each other in the collaboration between Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS.  
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Table 4. Review of SIMS and Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning collaboration. Own illustration 

 

As it is visible in the table above, only the first and fourth scenarios were found in the 

existing collaboration between Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning and SIMS Recycling 

Solutions. The first scenario presents that the motivation to establish the partnership is 

mainly to do business and enhance financial performance from both of the collaborating 

parties. These motives are strongly based on the fact that both companies started their 

business collaboration long before Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning became a social 

enterprise. Nevertheless, turning into a social enterprise didn’t change this relationship, as 

Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning still proved that it can keep its business’ quality and 

effectiveness as it used to be. Stabilizing and increasing the incomes are a critical matter 

for the company to sustain itself in the market. Clearly, it helps Eskilstuna 

Elektronikåtervinning to keep dealing with the social issue that lies at the core of its focus.  

 

SIMS, on the other hand, found this collaboration to be valuable on many other levels. It 

contributes to the company in terms of minimizing costs and enhance it financial 

performance. The contribution to the reduction of a local societal problem belongs to 

scenario number four and is an additional motivation for SIMS to collaborate with a social 

enterprise. Following these motivations, the collaboration forms and types that are 

established include a closed and hierarchal type of business cooperation form, and a closed 

and flat type of competency enhancement form. The challenges that can occur in both 

forms of collaboration involve matters like the dominant power issues of one party over 

the other, and the control of the outcome that results from it. The power issues are more 

visible in the first form of collaboration and have less impact in the latter form. Both 

companies have to discuss what issues should be focused on and how should be developed. 

Thus, although one party has more power in taking the decisions, the form still has to be 

closed and flat in order to achieve its purpose. Anyhow, the outcomes that result from 

these companies’ collaboration provide a possibility to a cost-effective management, 

income generation, knowledge enhancement and innovative progress.  

 
Motive Form Type 

Maintenance  
issues 

Outcomes 

1 
Doing Business and 
Financial 
Performance 

Business 
Cooperation 

Closed and 
Hierarchical 

Power and 
dependency 
issues 

Effective cost 
management and 
Income 
Generation 

4 Sustainability 
Competency 
Enhancement 

Closed and Flat 
Control of 
outcome 

Knowledge and 
innovation 
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Yet, commercial company is not aware of or is declining many other forms of collaboration 

and the benefits of them. In addition, commercial businesses, like SIMS, might not be aware 

how to communicate to the stakeholders that their collaboration with social enterprises is 

a real and solid way of executing corporate social responsible actions and contributing to 

the area of social problems. From other point of view, commercial companies might keep 

the collaboration as undisclosed information to the public in order to retain the power and 

priority above social enterprise. SIMS management is not using the collaboration as a 

motive for the publicity enhancement and employees’ morale increment. In the case of 

SIMS and Eskilstuna Elektronikåtervinning, the commitment of employees in both 

companies is presented indirectly, only through the managers. Other employees do not 

take part in the collaboration and do not contribute to its development. Therefore, none 

of other scenarios was used by the companies to enhance their collaboration. 

 

During the establishment and development of the collaboration, some of the possible 

challenges emerge. Among the important problems, the power imbalances between the 

parties stands out due to the resource dependency of one party over other and the control 

of the outcomes. Theoretically and practically these issues can be solved with the help of 

legal contract that both of the collaborating parties agree upon. Still, from the practical 

point of view, a dominant party is followed and usually it is a company in a commercial 

sector. Whereas, the social enterprise is more dependent on the commercial company to 

maintain its incomes. Thus, social enterprises usually have less power to influence their 

commercial partners and collaboration outcomes. 

 

From a theoretical perspective, a collaboration between social enterprises and commercial 

companies shows that there are different outcomes that both the business and the society 

can gain from. Benefits include enhancing companies’ financial performance, strengthen 

companies’ reputation and its social responsibility practices, increasing employees’ 

commitment, as well as support the social enterprises’ development. From a practical point 

of view, however, some of the benefits are proved to be seen by the commercial 

companies, especially the ones connected to the financial performance and cost savings. 

Yet, commercial companies are not aware of the rest of benefits, which could be gained 

from the collaboration. Many companies cannot grasp the idea that social enterprises can 

be as a professional, reliable and a benefiting partner as any other company in a private 

sector. The only difference is that their main focus is the societal issue they deal with, which 

is more than just being a profit maximizer. 
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Recommendations and Future Research 

 

Collaborations between social and commercial companies can be developed in a better 

manner that help both companies to benefit from the partnership. However, commercial 

companies cannot neglect the fact that the focus of any social company is to serve its 

societal problems in the first hand. Thus, they should communicate their collaboration with 

the social enterprise to the public and companies’ stakeholders. It is not only enhancing 

current activities of the corporate social responsibility, also strengthen the image and 

reputation of both parties and increase employees’ morale as well. As a result, it might 

boost credibility and profitably of social and commercial companies in their business 

environment and society at all, also create awareness among market players. 

 

Companies in the commercial sector are advised to create more collaborations and 

maintain their existing ones with social enterprises. The reason for this is that partnership 

with the social enterprise serves commercial business as a source of financial performance 

development and participation in societal problem reduction. On the other hand, social 

enterprises should set up more partnerships with commercial companies and develop 

those as well. It helps the social enterprise to sustain its business and not be dependent on 

a single sales contract. Also, several partnerships help to expand company’s operations and 

serve as a base for the additional employees’ recruitment. 

 

 

Future Research 

The research is limited to a single case company that operates in a complicated sector with 

different specific regulations and is saturated with other players in the market, which limit 

companies in their choice of partners to cooperate with. During the examination of the 

case company, it was noticed that in Sweden, the role of government and municipalities 

has a significant impact on the establishment of social enterprises and their sustainability 

and development. Thus, future researchers are recommended to investigate the 

government interference within social enterprises in close collaboration with commercial 

corporations.  
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Appendix 1.  Interview questions to the partner 

Questions to the partner of the case company (SIMS): 

 

General questions: 

1. Can you please present yourself, your position and the company? 

2. What do partnerships mean to the company, in your opinion? 

3. How many partnerships does the company have currently? 

4. What kind of companies are these? Commercial, social or governmental? 

 

Collaboration with social enterprises: 

5. Do you have any partnership with social enterprises? 

6. Can you name them please? 

7. What kind of business do you do with them? 

 

Collaboration motives, forms and types: 

8. Is it important to do business with social enterprises for your company? Why? (In depth 

investigation about our topic). 

9. What does the collaboration bring to your company? (This question will clarify the company’s 

motive behind having this collaboration). 

10.  Did your company communicated the information about this partnership to the public, via media 

or webpage? (This will investigate if the company is using this collaboration to strengthen its image 

in the market). 

11.  How are employees involved in this partnership? What do they feel about it? (This one will examine 

the employees’ commitment to the collaborating company). 

12. As far as we know, giving something to the society and government is a good thing, but what do 

society and government give you back? (this question is looking for the credibility that the company 

will gain from the society and government when doing this collaboration) 

13. Do you think your company contributes in the reduction of societal problem in the area? How? (This 

question will investigate if the company have any concerns about the local societal issues, and how. 

It will also enable us to see what kind of results it brings to the society). 

14. Let’s say there are several commercial companies that offer similar service, would you still consider 

to collaborate with social enterprise or not? Why? (This question will explore if the company is 

interested in collaborating with social companies for business purposes or for the sake of “doing 

good”). 

15. In your opinion, does the collaboration has any effects on your financial performance? 

If no – do you think expenses would be the same as if you collaborate with commercial company? (This 

question will examine if the collaboration is generating any profits to the company). 

16. Did your company ever sponsored some social events or enterprises? If yes, what was it and why? 

(Checking if sponsorship was ever used as a collaboration form). 
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17. Did you provide internships and job sites for people with disabilities? (Checking if internships was 

ever used as a collaboration form). 

18. When it comes to the decision making of these collaborations, who is involved? Are your partners 

involved in them? (This question examines the types of collaboration used between companies). 

 

Sustainability issues: 

19.  To what extend did you adjust your business to fit this collaboration? (The challenges that occurred 

because of the collaboration). 

20.  How your aims and expectations were affected by this collaboration? (This will explore the conflicts 

or the agreements that the company is experiencing because of this collaboration). 

21.  How did you overcome the problems you faced during this collaboration? (This one will explore the 

solutions and development the company had during the collaboration). 

 

Outcomes: 

22.  What does your company learn from this collaboration? What knowledge did it bring? 

23.  How the collaboration with social enterprise affected your image and reputation? Did you get any 

publicity about it or extended advertisements? 
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Appendix 2. Interview questions to the case company 

 

Questions to the case company: 

 

General questions: 

1. Can you please present yourself, your position and the company? 

2. What do partnerships mean to the company, in your opinion? 

3. How many partnerships does the company have currently? 

4. What kind of companies are these? Commercial, social or governmental? 

 

Collaboration with commercial business: 

5. Do you have any partnership with commercial companies? 

6. Can you name them please? 

7. What kind of business do you do with them? 

 

Collaboration motives, forms and types: 

8. Is it important to do business with commercial companies for your company? Why? (In depth 

investigation about our topic). 

9. What does the collaboration bring to your company? (This question will clarify the company’s 

motive behind having this collaboration). 

10. Did your company communicated the information about this partnership to the public, via media 

or webpage? (This will investigate if the company is using this collaboration to strengthen its image 

in the market). 

11. How are employees involved in this partnership? What do they feel about it? (This one will examine 

the employees’ commitment to the collaborating company). 

12. Do you think your partners contributes in the reduction of societal problem in the area? How? (This 

question will investigate if the company have any concerns about the local societal issues, and how. 

It will also enable us to see what kind of results it brings to the society). 

13. In your opinion, does the collaboration has any effects on your financial performance? 

If no – do you think that you can be sustainable without these commercial companies? (This question 

will examine if the collaboration is generating any profits to the company). 

14. Did your company were ever sponsored by commercial companies? If yes, what was it and why? 

(Checking if sponsorship was ever used as a collaboration form). 

15. Did you were provided any internships and job sites in any other company? (Checking if internships 

was ever used as a collaboration form). 

16. When it comes to the decision making of these collaborations, who is involved? Are your partners 

involved in them? (This question examines the types of collaboration used between companies). 

 

Sustainability issues: 

17. To what extend did you adjust your business to fit this collaboration? (The challenges that occurred 

because of the collaboration). 
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18. How your aims and expectations were affected by this collaboration? (This will explore the conflicts 

or the agreements that the company is experiencing because of this collaboration). 

19. How did you overcome the problems you faced during this collaboration? (This one will explore the 

solutions and development the company had during the collaboration). 

 

Outcomes: 

20. What does your company learn from this collaboration? What knowledge did it bring?  

21. How the collaboration with social enterprise affected your image and reputation? Did you get any 

publicity about it or extended advertisements? 


