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Board members play a significant, yet largely unexamined,
role in nonprofit collaboration. Processes, such as finding
prospective partners, creating common ground with a part-
ner, and establishing appropriate collaborative governance
implicate nonprofit board members. In contrast to the
scholarship of the role of interlocking directorates as poten-
tial networks for nonprofit collaboration, this paper exam-
ines the role of board members' social and human capital
on nonprofit collaboration with other nonprofits, busi-
nesses, and government agencies. Drawing on online sur-
vey data from 636 nonprofit organizations, this paper finds
that board social capital—but not board human capital—is
positively related to the presence and number of within-
sector and cross-sector nonprofit collaboration. However,
board human capital enhances nonprofit-government col-
laboration, when board social capital is also high. The
results provide a novel perspective in nonprofit collabora-
tion and board management research.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Collaboration among governmental, private, and nonprofit organizations has become a significant
mechanism to achieve collective goals that cannot be accomplished by a single party (Chen, 2010;
Kenis & Provan, 2006). While solving complex social problems is an important objective of non-
profit collaboration, organizational resources (Grønbjerg, 1993; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), institu-
tional forces (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1990), and interlocking directorates (Austin, 2000;
Guo & Acar, 2005; Osborne, 2000) may be the actual catalysts of nonprofit collaboration to serve
each partner's needs.
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However, previous research fails to consider the active roles of individuals in nonprofit collabora-
tion. While organizational resources (Grønbjerg, 1993; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) and institutional
forces (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) may influence collaboration, it is individuals who consider these
factors and make decisions on nonprofit collaboration. Further, board of directors, as individuals,
may bring varied resources and take more active roles in facilitating and determining nonprofit col-
laboration beyond turning their personal affiliations into organizational collaboration. Board mem-
bers may provide information about prospective partners based on their social connections (Austin,
2000; Rondinelli & London, 2003) or make strategic decisions about the collaboration by relying on
their organizational knowledge and skills (Kor & Sundaramurthy, 2009).

The purpose of this study is to examine the role of board members and their resources in three
types of nonprofit collaboration. In contrast to the interlocking directorates perspective (see Austin,
2000; Guo & Acar, 2005; Osborne, 2000), this study emphasizes resources that board members may
bring to nonprofit collaboration (Austin, 2000; Kor & Sundaramurthy, 2009). In the next section, we
describe three types of nonprofit collaboration and the role of board social capital and human capital
in these collaborative partnerships.

This study makes three contributions to nonprofit collaboration and board management studies.
First, this study provides a new angle in interorganizational collaboration research by accounting for
board capital, differentiating itself from previous theory describing how interlocking directorates
facilitate nonprofit collaboration (Austin, 2000; Guo & Acar, 2005). Second, this research reveals dif-
ferences between three types of nonprofit collaboration and answers the call for comparative studies
of within-sector and cross-sector collaboration (Gazley & Guo, 2015; Guo & Acar, 2005). Finally,
this research provides practical implications for practitioners and funders in the nonprofit fields.
Namely, this research suggests nonprofits may fruitfully grow their collaboration network by seeking
board members with diverse organizational affiliations.

2 | PREDICTING THREE TYPES OF NONPROFIT COLLABORATION

Nonprofit organizations collaborate with three different types of partners: other nonprofits, corpora-
tions, and governmental organizations (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012; Gazley & Brudney, 2007; Guo &
Acar, 2005; Provan & Lemaire, 2012). Nonprofits collaborate with other nonprofits to collectively
solve communal problems (Milward & Provan, 2006) and improve service delivery to the community
through joint effort, resources, and decision-making (Blau & Rabrenovic, 1991). These partnerships
are described in this paper as within-sector collaboration. Although the intensity of within-sector col-
laboration may vary (Keast, Brown, & Mandell, 2007), this paper regarded within-sector collabora-
tion as relationships among nonprofit organizations in a broad sense including less intense, informal
relationships as well as more integrative collaboration.

Nonprofit-business collaboration is a strategic alliance between two sectors to exchange resources
and achieve social and economic missions (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012). It differs from other types of col-
laboration because the businesses and nonprofits have different goals in cross-sector partnerships
(Shumate, Hsieh, & O'Connor, 2018). As such, these partnerships often have different processes, chal-
lenges, and opportunities (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012), in comparison to within-sector collaboration.

Because of an increasing emphasis on effective social change (Fabig & Boele, 1999), innovation

(Sanzo, �Alvarez, Rey, & García, 2015) and the limited nature of philanthropic relationships
(Austin & Seitanidi, 2012), nonprofits have broadened the scope of activities and resources and
extended “philanthropic relationships” to more “transformational” ones (see collaboration continuum
in Austin & Seitanidi, 2012). As such, this paper focuses on nonprofit and business partnerships that
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are more integrative than philanthropic relationships, referred to hereafter as nonprofit-business
collaboration.

Nonprofit-government collaboration is the last type of nonprofit collaboration. It differs from the
other two types, because it has emerged as the welfare state necessitated and provided opportunities
for nonprofits to deliver public services as a substitution for governmental organizations; nonprofits
secured the resources and funding from the government in turn (Gazley & Brudney, 2007). Govern-
mental organizations do not need to fulfill CSR or manage their reputation, but their objectives and
resources may be more fixed and clear than other types of collaboration (Osborne, 2000).

Contracting is common in nonprofit-government relations, but the two sectors also collaborate
more intimately in order to solve local issues, strengthen community relations, and ultimately fulfill
their missions more effectively (Gazley & Brudney, 2007; Jing & Chen, 2012). This paper focuses
on nonprofit-government collaboration that is more integrative than contracting relationships,
because it involves responsibility, formality, and interaction among the partners (Gazley & Brudney,
2007; Jing & Chen, 2012).

Nonprofit collaboration has been described as a vehicle to share information (Milward & Provan,
2006), generate social capital (Gray, 2000; Schneider, 2009), and build capacities (Milward & Pro-
van, 2006). Because of such benefits of (Gray, 2000; Milward & Provan, 2006; Schneider, 2009) and
the increases in nonprofit collaboration (Gazley & Guo, 2015; Guo & Acar, 2005), many scholars
have attempted to explain factors leading to more collaboration. For instance, resource dependence
theories (Grønbjerg, 1993; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) posit that nonprofit collaboration emerges as a
managerial response to environmental uncertainties. By collaborating with other organizations, non-
profits can exchange and reduce competition for resources and share costs with other organizations.
Another predominant explanation comes from institutional theories, which argue that nonprofits
engage in collaboration as a result of isomorphic pressures conformity to the environment
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1990). Institutional forces (e.g., government agencies, legisla-
tion, industry, regulators, or donors) may incentivize collaboration or set legal or regulatory require-
ments that induce collaboration (Cooper & Shumate, 2012; Guo & Acar, 2005; Sowa, 2009).
However, these explanations overlook other roles of board members in nonprofit collaboration.

Further, previous studies have not focused on different types of nonprofit collaboration based on the
different partners (Anheier & Seibel, 1990; Guo & Acar, 2005; Milne, Iyer, & Gooding-Williams,
1996). Distinguishing different types of nonprofit collaboration is important, because each type of partner
has disparate objectives in the relationship, which may lead to different decision-making process and dif-
ferent role of boards in collaboration. The next section introduces role of boards and their resources in
nonprofit collaboration and asks how boards may influence the three types of nonprofit collaboration.

3 | BOARD SOCIAL CAPITAL AND HUMAN CAPITAL IN NONPROFIT
COLLABORATION

Board members are a governing body of individuals responsible for the affairs and conduct of the
organization (Herman & Renz, 2000). They make strategic decisions for better organizational perfor-
mance when confronted with financial, institutional, or environmental difficulties (Brown, 2005;
Hwang & Bromley, 2015; Miller-Millesen, 2003). They are the top decision makers for nonprofits.
Nonprofit collaboration is a significant strategy for organizational survival and legitimacy (Guo &
Acar, 2005; Sowa, 2009). Considering the influential role of board members on organizational strate-
gic decision-making (Herman & Renz, 2000), board members may also affect decisions about non-
profit collaboration.
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The predominant explanation of the role of boards in interorganizational collaboration has been
interlocking directorates. In this explanation, board members serve as conduits for the development
of relationships between the organizations with which they have affiliations (Austin, 2000; Burt,
1980; Gulati & Westphal, 1999; Guo & Acar, 2005; Osborne, 2000). Although studies of corpora-
tions have empirically found the extension of interlocking directorates to interorganizational collabo-
ration (Burt, 1980; Gulati & Westphal, 1999), studies on nonprofit collaboration have mostly
described such phenomenon without empirical examination (Austin, 2000; Osborne, 2000). In fact,
few studies have empirically investigated how board members might affect nonprofit collaboration at
all. Guo and Acar (2005), Gazley, Chang, and Bingham (2010), and Kim and Peng (2018) provide
three notable exceptions. First, Kim and Peng studied the relationship between the size of nonprofit
boards and the presence of formal collaborations, but found no such relationship. In contrast, Guo
and Acar's (2005) research found that the number of board members who also served on other non-
profit boards increased the probability of formal collaboration with another nonprofit. Gazley
et al. (2010) did not focus on interlocking directorates, but found that board stakeholder diversity had
a significant influence on collaborative benefits such as service improvement or securing funding.
The relationship between board members and nonprofit collaboration in these papers suggest that
board members can take important roles in nonprofit collaboration formation, but the mere presence
of a large board does not have much influence.

However, these studies each focus on the size and composition of the nonprofit board. They do not
account for the resources that board members bring to their roles and how boards might vary in the
degree to which they have access to these resources. Board members do not always develop their multi-
ple organizational affiliations into interorganizational collaborations. Instead, they may bring resources
that facilitate nonprofit collaboration. Focusing on board resources may broaden the understanding of
diverse board roles in nonprofit collaboration beyond those of matchmaker (Austin, 2000; Guo & Acar,
2005; Osborne, 2000) and emphasize the role of individuals in nonprofit collaboration in comparison to
the organizational and environmental predictors (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Grønbjerg, 1993; Pfeffer &
Salancik, 1978). Therefore, we focus on board social and human capital as two dimensions that may
explain differences in the degree of nonprofit interorganizational collaboration.

3.1 | Board social capital

In this paper, board social capital refers to board members' connections to other organizations
(Barroso-Castro, Villegas-Periñan, & Casillas-Bueno, 2015). As boundaries between sectors are
blurred, board social capital arising from ties outside the organization (e.g., interlocking directorates
or board members with multiple organizational affiliations) has become more prevalent and important
(Cornforth, 2012; Vidovich & Currie, 2012). By taking advantage of social connections in other orga-
nizations, board members can access critical resources and information and enhance administrative
innovation, financial success, and organizational performance and survival (Chait, Ryan, & Taylor,
2011; Fu & Shumate, 2017).

Board social capital can also be an effective means for initiating and maintaining nonprofit collabo-
ration. First, board social capital allows board members to access reliable information and necessary
resources for nonprofit collaboration (Austin, 2000; Fu & Shumate, 2017; Rondinelli & London,
2003). Nonprofit collaboration requires significant effort, time, and resources among the partners; find-
ing appropriate partners with compatible goals, culture, and needs is imperative for the network benefits
to outweigh the costs (Provan & Milward, 1995). Initiating nonprofit collaboration carries risks, includ-
ing freeriding and behaving opportunistically (Fu & Shumate, 2017). However, information about orga-
nizational reliability and compatibility is often not easily accessible. Board members with greater social
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capital have easier access to internal information and broader knowledge about future partners through
their direct or indirect ties with other organizations. For instance, research suggests that board members'
affiliations with multiple nonprofits or corporations can facilitate information acquisition about partners
(Austin, 2000; Guo & Acar, 2005; Rondinelli & London, 2003). In nonprofit-government collabora-
tion, board social capital can be leveraged to secure government funding and provide useful information
about collaborative opportunities with governmental organizations.

Second, board social capital enhances organizations' legitimacy in the field and makes the
nonprofit a more attractive interorganizational partner. Forming more ties with other organi-
zations can enhance the focal organization's structural position in the field (Popp, Milward,
Casebeer, & Lindstrom, 2014; Rowley, 1997). A board's affiliations with other organizations
can enhance the organization's legitimacy (Barroso-Castro et al., 2015; Gazley et al., 2010),
attracting more collaborative partners (Atouba, 2016; Pilny & Shumate, 2012). Drawing from
functions board social capital may play, this paper hypothesizes positive relationships
between board social capital and the number of three types of nonprofit collaboration:

H1: Board social capital is positively related to the number of (a) within-sector,
(b) nonprofit-business, and (c) nonprofit-government nonprofit collaborators.

3.2 | Board human capital

Board social capital may contribute to nonprofit collaboration, but board human capital is required
for decision-making about nonprofit collaboration. Human capital refers to an “individual's set of
knowledge and skills, which are typically developed through investments in education, training, and
various experiences” (Kor & Sundaramurthy, 2009, p. 982). At the board level, human capital refers
to both the sum of the knowledge and skills possessed by board members and the joint fulfillment of
their duties from that capital (Chait et al., 2011; Ostrower, 2007).

Board governance literature notes the importance of knowledgeable, responsible, and expert boards
in making strategic decisions for the organizations (Brown, 2005; Brown & Guo, 2010; Chait et al.,
2011; Herman & Renz, 2000, 2008). Board human capital may also play an integral role in organiza-
tional strategies for nonprofit collaboration. First, board human capital may influence the decision-making
about nonprofit collaboration. Nonprofit collaboration formation and maintenance require knowledge,
skills, and commitment in various decisions (Lewis, 2006) including with whom to collaborate, what to
gain from the collaboration, or how to balance between interorganizational and organizational goals
(Human & Provan, 2000; Provan & Kenis, 2008). On the one hand, knowledgeable, professional, and
committed boards can lead to effective board performance and decision-making as the number of partners
grows (Fredette & Bradshaw, 2012) and support an effective collaborative process. On the other hand,
boards with high human capital may use their knowledge and skills in attentive assessment of conditions
and risk factors and make more conservative decisions about nonprofit collaboration. They may be more
critical about whether collaboration is “really worth pursuing,” being aware that collaborative advantage
is “a seriously resource-consuming activity” (Huxham & Vangen, 2013, p. 13).

Second, board human capital may influence nonprofit collaboration by improving organizational
performance (Brown, 2005; Herman & Renz, 2000, 2008). On the one hand, better organizational
performance may enhance the attractiveness of a nonprofit to potential partners. Knowledgeable, pro-
fessional, and committed boards are positively associated with better organizational performance and
outcomes (Brown, 2005; Herman & Renz, 2000, 2008). Organizations are more likely to partner with
better performing organizations in order to reduce the risks of collaborating with unreliable partners

IHM AND SHUMATE 5



(Fu & Shumate, 2017) and increase their competencies (Atouba, 2016; Bryson, Ackermann, & Eden,
2007). However, board with high human capital may rather decide to concentrate on their own orga-
nization as their capacity may lead to high organizational performance by themselves (Brown, 2005;
Herman & Renz, 2000, 2008) without other partners. Board with low human capital may be more
desperate to turn to collaboration to supplement their lack of capacity. Previous studies suggest
inconsistent influence of board human capital to nonprofit collaboration. Thus, we ask:

RQ1: How will board human capital influence the number of (a) within-sector,
(b) nonprofit-business, and (c) nonprofit-government collaborators?

Further, board social and human capital, when combined, may influence the number of nonprofit
collaboration differently from either factor independently. First, when board members possess appro-
priate expertise, the influence of board social capital on nonprofit collaboration may be enhanced.
For instance, as board social capital provides information and connections to potential partners
(Austin, 2000; Guo & Acar, 2005; Rondinelli & London, 2003), board human capital can enhance
the exploration of that information, helping the nonprofit make the best strategic collaborative
choices (Ingram, 2009). Second, despite information and connections to other organizations, board
members' high competencies and expertise may discourage pursuing collaboration. Being well aware
of collaborative challenges (Huxham & Vangen, 2013), they may refrain from unnecessary collabora-
tion unless they find the perfect match from their organizational connections. Therefore, we ask:

RQ2: How will board human capital interact with board social capital and influence the
number of (a) within-sector, (b) nonprofit-business, and (c) nonprofit-government
collaborators?

4 | METHOD

This study was conducted as a part of a bigger project. The objective of this project was to examine
relationships between various aspects of nonprofit capacity (e.g., board capital, financial manage-
ment, strategic planning, and mission orientation) and nonprofit collaboration across the world.
Because of our interest on the role of board members in nonprofit collaboration, we asked questions
about board organizational affiliations in addition to board human capital from previous nonprofit
capacity measures (Shumate, Cooper, Pilny, & Peña-y-Lillo, 2017).

4.1 | Sample

For our study, nonprofit executive directors or their equivalents were surveyed from October 2013 to June
2015 about board of directors in their organizations. We invited 1,159 executive directors to complete an
online survey through email, and we sent an additional 4,825 postcards inviting participation in the study
(N = 5,984). Asking executive directors about their board members has been widely used in research to
assess nonprofit governance including the first national survey conducted by the Urban Institute (Ostrower,
2007) as a way to overcome the limitation of reaching out to every board member individually for each
organization. The list of potential participants was drawn from the Yearbook of International Organizations
(Union of International Associations, 2013) and from the Urban Institute's 2013 list of active 501(c)(3) orga-
nizations with revenues greater than $100,000 from B (education), C (environment), and S (community
improvement and capacity building) National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) categories. We chose
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these categories to maximize diversity and because each has been areas of cross-sector social partnership
research (see Milward & Provan, 2006; Rondinelli & London, 2003; Simo & Bies, 2007; Sowa, 2009).
There were 1,168 English- speaking nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that began the survey (20%),
and a total of 776 NGOs that completed the survey (13%). Most of the NGOs were located in the United
States (n = 747), with 12 additional countries having limited representation (e.g., United Kingdom,
Canada, South Africa, and China). A majority of the NGOs focused on the environment (n = 132,
17.62%), health (n = 111, 14.82%), and social services (n = 141, 18.83%), with a significant group also
focusing on education and research (n = 89, 11.88%). The median of their revenue was $456,000
(n = 725), which was similar to a previous national survey on nonprofit governance: nonprofits with
$100,000–500,000 annual consisting the largest proportion of the total nonprofits (Ostrower, 2007). The
average number of countries in which U.S. NGOs have offices is 2.60 (SD = 9.03, n = 746).

To gauge the representativeness of our sample, we compared our sample with the population of
nonprofit organizations in the Urban Institute database (2013), because most of our nonprofits were
from the United States. Overall, our sample was close to the general nonprofit population from the B,
C, and S categories with revenues in excess of $100,000. There was no difference in the revenue for
any of the three NTEE category populations (education: t(136.30) = 0.94, p = 0.35; environment: t
(242.83) = −1.55, p = 0.12; community improvement and capacity building: t(180.14) = −1.47,
p = 0.14). Thus, we have some evidence that respondents did not differ from nonrespondents.

To validate survey responses of nonprofit collaboration, we conducted follow-up interviews with
nonprofit organizations that reported no ties to other organizations via phone. Of the 68 identified, one
organization was permanently closed during the study period. In total, we contacted 67 valid organiza-
tions, and 31 responded (response rate = 46.27%). However, eight organizations declined to participate,
leaving 23 organizations interviewed. Among these 23 organizations, 13 organizations (56.52%) indi-
cated they did collaborate; eight organizations (34.78%) said they did not collaborate. In addition, two
organizations (8.70%) did not have collaborations at the time of the survey participation, but had formed
collaborations at the time of the interview. Due to the inaccuracy of these survey responses, we treated
their data as missing data instead of zero collaboration (n = 42). Additionally, 97 surveys were excluded
from the final analysis because of missing data. This left us with an effective sample size of 636.

4.2 | Measures

4.2.1 | Nonprofit collaboration

In order to measure whether board members develop their organizational affiliations into nonprofit
collaboration and the role of board capital in nonprofit collaboration, we asked the participants to pro-
vide the names of up to 20 organizations (e.g., nonprofit, business, and governmental organizations)
with which their “organization have relationships with” at the present. Specifically, for cross-sector
collaboration, the study asked about “relationships that extend beyond funder–recipient.” The partici-
pants reported the number of collaborators they have with other nonprofits (n = 528; M = 6.99;
SD = 5.60), private organizations (n = 560; M = 0.76; SD = 2.24), and governmental organizations
(n = 590; M = 0.98; SD = 2.33). Twenty-nine nonprofits reported to have no relationship with other
nonprofits. For nonprofit-business collaboration, 458 nonprofits reported to have no relationship with
other private organizations and only 77 organizations reported having more than one nonprofit-
business collaboration. For nonprofit-government collaboration, 426 nonprofits reported to have rela-
tionships with other governmental organizations and only 129 organizations reported having more
than one nonprofit-government collaboration. Because of the lack of variance, only the presence of
the relationship was measured for nonprofit-business (n = 632; M = 0.28; SD = 0.45) and
nonprofit-government collaboration (n = 632, M = 0.33; SD = 0.47) (Table 1).
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4.2.2 | Board social capital

In order to measure the relationship between board members' social capital with other organizations
and nonprofit collaboration, we asked the names of affiliations board members had. The survey par-
ticipants were asked to list as many (up to 20) organizational affiliations of their board as possible.
We then counted the number of organizations that the respondents entered. Each board in surveyed
organizations had about four board affiliations with other organizations on the average (n = 662;
M = 4.16; SD = 4.38).

4.2.3 | Board human capital

We used a measure of board capacity to capture their human capital (Shumate et al., 2017). Seven items
in the measure were first drawn from previous studies and were classified as board capacity after explor-
atory factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis; the items were validated by criterion validity of
examining the correlation with peer-rated and self-reported nonprofit effectiveness (Shumate et al., 2017,
see endnote for actual items).1 This measure asked participants to rate the boards' knowledge, commit-
ment, accessibility, and relationships to the staff using statement which they indicated their agreement
(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree). The reliability for this measure
was good (Cronbach's alpha = .89, n = 636, M = 3.07, SD = .57). We derived the factor scores of each
organization using confirmatory factor analysis (Bollen, 1989) and used them in the subsequent analysis.

4.2.4 | Control variables

In order to examine the unique role of board capital on nonprofit collaboration, this study controlled
for effects of organizational resources and institutional forces addressed in previous studies
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Grønbjerg, 1993; Guo & Acar, 2005; Milward & Provan, 2006; Oliver,
1990; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Sowa, 2009). First, we controlled for budget in the analysis as in pre-
vious studies taking account of organizational resources (Gazley et al., 2010; Guo & Acar, 2005).
Budget is the amount of money spent in one fiscal year (n = 626; M = $2,087,224; SD =
$6,642,908). To address the outliers in the variables, values not within three standard deviations
were excluded from the analysis (n = 6; Ghosh & Vogt, 2012).

Second, we controlled for mission in order to control the influence of setting institutional norms or
pressures related to being in a common industry. Guo and Acar (2005) addressed organizational mis-
sion as institutional forces that may influence nonprofits' propensity to collaborate. For instance, organi-
zations such as hospitals and universities are less likely to collaborate with other organizations because
their participants believe that their own profession should be controlled by themselves, not by others
(Guo & Acar, 2005). Participants selected the best description of their organizational mission from
12 categories, using the International Classification of Nonprofit Organizations (Salamon & Anheier,
1996). These values were entered to control for the influence of nonprofit organization missions.

TABLE 1 Correlation matrix of variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) Budget –

(2) Social capital −.02 –

(3) Human capital .02 −.00 –

(4) Within-sector Number .09 .33* −.02 –

(5) Nonprofit-business Presence .04 .23* −.06 .36 –

(6) Nonprofit-government Presence .08 .24* −.06 .28 .22 –

*p < 0.05.
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4.3 | Analysis

4.3.1 | Name match

We examined whether board members' multiple organizational affiliations develop into actual non-
profit collaboration. We identified matches between the names of the nonprofit partners and board
affiliations by using string matching in R (R Core Team, 2016). This analysis was completed to
examine two alternative explanations for the relationships between board social capital and collabora-
tion: the interlocking directorates explanation and that board members were appointed from current
interorganizational partners.

The results suggest that although there are some overlaps between the names of nonprofit partners
and board affiliations, the proportion is very small (see Table 2 for proportions). The low percentage sug-
gests that organizations that nonprofits collaborate with are not typically the organizations with which
their board members have affiliations. Thus, we have evidence that any relationships between board social
capital and nonprofit collaboration is unlikely to be due to these two alternative explanations.

4.3.2 | Regression

Second, we conducted hierarchical regression to examine the effect of each board capital and their
interaction term by adding each variable successively in model 1, 2, and final model. Specifically, a
hierarchical multiple regression was used for the number of within-sector collaboration, and hierar-
chical logistic regressions were used for the presence of nonprofit-business and nonprofit-government
collaboration. Model 1 for each type of collaboration was a baseline model with all control variables
included. Model 2 examined the effect of board social capital and human capital based on the base-
line model. The final model examined the role of both board capital and their interaction effect. A
Cook-Weisberg test (Cook & Weisberg, 1983) revealed the presence of heteroscedasticity in the
regression results, rejecting the null hypothesis of homoscedasticity (p < 0.05). Although the pres-
ence of heteroscedasticity does not bias the ordinary least square coefficients (Berry, 1993), robust
regression (Vogt, 2005) was used to mitigate the effect of outliers.

This study used “philanthropic intermediaries and voluntarism promotion” as the baseline category for
mission. In all cases, the study controlled for the organizational resources (i.e., budget) and institutional
forces (i.e., mission) in order to assess the unique influence of board capital on nonprofit collaboration.

4.3.3 | Validating results

In order to examine whether there is a common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsak-
off, 2003) in our paper, we conducted regression analyses. We used name generator questions for
two variables in this study: the number of board organizational affiliations and the number of non-
profit partners. In the larger dataset, there were five additional name generator questions: the numbers
of coalitions, profit partners with funding–recipient relationship, profit partners beyond funding–

TABLE 2 Overlap of names between nonprofit partners and board affiliations

Organization A Organization that was tested for the name match with Organization A Overlap proportion

NPO partners Board affiliations 0.05

Business partners Board affiliations 0.03

Governmental partners Board affiliations 0.03

Board affiliations NPO partners 0.09

Board affiliations Business partners 0.01

Board affiliations Governmental partners 0.00

Note. NPO: nonprofit organization
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recipient relationship, governmental partners with funding–recipient relationship, and governmental
partners beyond funding–recipient relationship. We used the five name generator variables as predic-
tors of the two variables in this study. The regression results suggest that the predictors only explain
2.5% of the number of board affiliations and 26% of the number of nonprofit partners. Thus, these
results suggest that common method bias plays a limited role in the analysis.

5 | RESULTS

In this section, we report the influence of board social capital, board human capital, and their interac-
tion terms on within- and cross-sector nonprofit collaboration.

5.1 | Within-sector nonprofit collaboration

Hypotheses 1a predicted that board social capital would have a positive relationship to the number of
within-sector nonprofit collaborators. RQ1 and RQ2 asked about the role of board human capital and an
interaction effect between board human capital and board social capital in the number of within-sector
nonprofit collaboration. The final regression model did not have a significant difference from Model
2, meaning that the interaction effect does not have a significant influence on the number of within-
sector nonprofit collaborators. Therefore, we used Model 2 as the final model. In Model 2, board social
capital was the only significant predictor of the number of within-sector nonprofit collaboration (social
capital: β = .26, p < 0.001). Therefore, H1a was supported (see Table 3 for full results).

TABLE 3 The impact of board capital and organizational characteristics on the number of within-sector collaborators

Model 1 Model 2 Final model

β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Budget .06 (.17) .06 (.16) .06 (.16)

Culture and Recreation .05 (.91) .05 (.94) .05 (.93)

Education and Research −.14 (.62) −.15 (.72) −.15 (.72)

Environment .10 (.71) .05 (.77) .05 (.77)

Health −.03 (.68) −.03 (.76) −.03 (.76)

Social services .14 (.69) .15 (.78) .15 (.78)

Law, advocacy, and politics .03 (.22) .02 (.20) .03 (.20)

Religion −.04 (.98) −.01 (.05) −.01 (.05)

Business and professional associations, unions −.05 (.86) −.05 (.91) −.05 (.91)

Not elsewhere classified .09 (.80) .07 (.86) .07 (.86)

International −.02 (.85) −.01 (.94) −.01 (.94)

Development and housing .06 (.32) .03 (.32) .03 (.32)

Social capital .26*** (.06) .26*** (.06)

Human capital −.04 (.53) −.10 (.53)

(Social capital) * (Human capital) .07 (.15)

n 525 525 525

R2 .08 .14 .15

5R2 .08 .06 .002

F 6.43*** 16.63*** 1.09

Note. Robust SEs are reported.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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5.2 | Nonprofit-business collaboration

Hypotheses 1b predicted that board social capital would be positively related to the presence of
nonprofit-business collaboration. RQ1 and RQ2 asked about the role of board human capital and an
interaction effect between board human capital and social capital on the presence of nonprofit-
business collaboration. The final regression model did not have a significant difference from Model
2, indicating no interaction effect of board capital in the presence of nonprofit-business collaboration.
Therefore, we used Model 2 as the final model. In Model 2, both board social capital and human cap-
ital were significant predictors of the presence of nonprofit-business collaborations (social capital:
b = .09, p < 0.001; human capital: b = −.56, p < 0.001). Therefore, H1b was supported (See
Table 4 for full results).

5.3 | Nonprofit-government collaboration

Hypotheses 1c predicted that board social capital was positively related to nonprofit-government col-
laboration. RQ1 and RQ2 asked about the role of board human capital and an interaction effect
between board human and social capital in the presence of nonprofit-government collaboration. The
final regression model had a significant difference from Model 2, so we used it to examine the
hypothesis and RQs. In the final model, board social capital (b = .13, p < 0.01), human capital
(b = −.87, p < 0.05), and their interaction term (b = .14, p < 0.05) were significant predictors of
the presence of the nonprofit-government collaboration. Therefore, H1c was supported (Table 5).

TABLE 4 The impact of board capital and organizational characteristics on the presence of nonprofit-business collaboration

Model 1 Model 2 Final model

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Budget −.00 (.00) .00 (.00) .001 (.00)

Culture and recreation .16 (.63) .02 (.61) .01 (.61)

Education and research −.93 (.58) −.05 (.57) −.04 (.57)

Environment .29 (.48) .02 (.47) .02 (.47)

Health .10 (.50) −.01 (.48) −.01 (.48)

Social services .15 (.48) .09 (.47) .10 (.47)

Law, advocacy, and politics .18 (.74) −.08 (.74) −.09 (.74)

Religion −.20 (.86) −.92 (.86) −.93 (.86)

Business and professional associations, unions −.06 (.67) −.08 (.65) −.07 (.65)

Not elsewhere classified .57 (.51) .38 (.49) .38 (.49)

International −.08 (.56) −.15 (.55) −.14 (.55)

Development and housing .95** (.66) .72** (.66) .73** (.66)

Social capital .09*** (.02) .09*** (.03)

Human capital −.56** (.22) −.50 (.33)

(Social capital) * (Human capital) −.01 (.06)

n 626 626 626

Wald χ2 28.95 42.78 42.83

5Wald χ2 28.95*** 19.66*** 0.05

df 12 2 1

Note. Robust SEs are reported.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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6 | DISCUSSION

This study examines the role of board social capital and human capital in nonprofit collaboration with
other nonprofits, businesses, and government agencies. The results from this study suggest that both
board social capital and human capital play an important role in within- and cross-sector nonprofit
collaboration. First, board social capital is positively related to every type of nonprofit collaboration
in this study, above and beyond the influence of organizational budget and service sector. Board size
alone is not enough (Kim & Peng, 2018). Boards vary in their composition, with some boards having
more connections to other organizations through their board members than others. That variation
explains the degree to which nonprofits participate in interorganizational collaboration with other
nonprofits, businesses, and government agencies. Thus, the results indicate that board members'
social networks play an important role not only in enhancing administrative innovation, financial suc-
cess, and organizational performance and survival (Chait et al., 2011; Fu & Shumate, 2017), but also
in enabling nonprofits to find appropriate partners, enhancing organizational legitimacy, and initiat-
ing relationships with the partners (Austin, 2000; Guo & Acar, 2005; Rondinelli & London, 2003).

Second, board human capital plays an important, but more complex role in nonprofit collabora-
tion even when the alternative explanations are controlled. Specifically, the role of board human capi-
tal differed across the three types of collaboration. Board human capital was unrelated to within-
sector collaboration. It was negatively related to business-nonprofit collaboration. For government-
nonprofit collaboration, the relationship was positive in the presence of high levels of board social
capital. Making sense of these varied relationships is difficult because previous research has not

TABLE 5 The impact of board capital and organizational characteristics on the presence of nonprofit-government
collaboration

Model 1 Model 2 Final model

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Budget −.00 (.00) −.00 (.00) −.00 (.00)

Culture and recreation .35 (.61) .28 (.63) .30 (.63)

Education and research −.27 (.53) −.34 (.54) −.37 (.55)

Environment .26** (.48) .06* (.49) .05* (.49)

Health −.46 (.52) −.50 (.53) −.49 (.53)

Social services .19 (.48) .21 (.50) .13 (.50)

Law, advocacy, and politics .94 (.71) .85 (.74) .92 (.73)

Religion −.94 (.11) −.60 (.12) −.55 (.12)

Business and professional associations, unions .19 (.65) .19 (.66) .16 (.67)

Not elsewhere classified .84 (.51) .69 (.52) .68 (.52)

International −.05 (.56) −.003 (.57) −.02 (.58)

Development and housing .95* (.66) .74** (.67) .69** (.67)

Social capital .13*** (.03) .13*** (.03)

Human capital −.27 (.22) −.87* (.35)

(Social capital) * (Human capital) .14* (.06)

n 626 626 626

Wald χ2 67.89 96.76 101.82

5Wald χ2 67.89*** 26.52*** 4.74*

df 12 2 1

Note. Robust SEs are reported.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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examined the role of board characteristics on collaboration and has not examined these three types of
collaboration simultaneously. We discuss each of these finding briefly, noting that each provides an
area in need of additional research.

First, although many studies on nonprofit governance have discussed how board capacity and
effectiveness are related to organizational behaviors and strategies (Cornforth, 2012), the current
study suggests that within-sector collaboration may not result from an independent role of board
human capital. Because nonprofit collaboration cross-organizational boundaries, it may fundamen-
tally require more than effective and competent boards of one organization. Insider-information and
broader knowledge for future partners or collaborative opportunities (Guo & Acar, 2005; Rondi-
nelli & London, 2003) based on boards' social connections across organization may have to come
first to form within-sector collaboration.

Second, board human capital had a negative effect on nonprofit-business collaboration, regardless
of board social capital. Previous research suggests that nonprofit-business collaboration often initiates
as an extension of business executives' personal relationships (Austin, 2000). In other words, nonprofit-
business collaboration may not necessarily result from boards with high human capital. Because boards
with high human capital are better aware of challenges in nonprofit-business collaboration (Austin,
2000; Onishi, 2015), they may make more conservative decisions for the organization based on atten-
tive assessment of conditions and risk factors; they may rather decide to concentrate on their own orga-
nizations by taking advantage of their board capacity. On the other hand, boards with low human
capital may be more likely to turn to collaboration, because they lack internal board capacity to achieve
organizational goals. By forming alliances with other organizations, they may enhance nonprofit capac-
ity and competency (Atouba, 2016; Bryson et al., 2007) beyond the limited board capabilities.

Third, board human capital had a negative role in nonprofit-government collaboration only when
board social capital was considered. This result suggests that after controlling for board social capital,
boards with high human capital may focus internally on their own organizations, while boards with
low human capital may look beyond the organizational boundary to leverage their capacity. When
high human capital was combined with high social capital, however, there seemed to be a synergistic
effect on forming nonprofit-government collaboration; the interaction term between human capital
and social capital was positively related to the presence of nonprofit-government collaboration. As
board social capital supports to find better partners and resolves the uncertainty of the partners (Fu &
Shumate, 2017), board human capital may function effectively (Fredette & Bradshaw, 2012) to initi-
ate and buttress collaboration as a strategic decision for the organization (Brown, 2005; Brown &
Guo, 2010; Chait et al., 2011; Herman & Renz, 2000, 2008).

In sum, the results suggest that board capital plays a powerful and active role in nonprofit collabora-
tion; it is more than a proxy for budget or service sector. Previous literature has explained how organi-
zational need or interorganizational goals (e.g., reduction of resource competition or conformity to
institutional norms) might influence nonprofit collaboration (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Grønbjerg,
1993; Guo & Acar, 2005; Oliver, 1990; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Sowa, 2009). This research extends
the attention to the individual level where actual decisions for nonprofit collaboration are made.

7 | LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study represents one of the first examinations of the role of board capital on within- and cross-sector
nonprofit collaboration. However, this study examined nonprofit organizations with revenues of over
$100,000, mostly in the United States. As such, this study does not describe organizations with small rev-
enues or in other countries, which could have conveyed different aspects of nonprofit collaboration and
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board influence. In addition, executive directors completed the survey. Although executive directors are
generally conscious of characteristics and composition of board members as they strategically select board
of directors and managerially control them (Baysinger & Hoskisson, 1990), the responses “reflect their
perspective” as in other national surveys on nonprofit governance (Ostrower, 2007).

This study also did not distinguish various forms of nonprofit collaboration. Research suggests
various degrees and forms of nonprofit collaboration such as cooperation and coordination in within-
sector collaboration (Keast et al., 2007), licensing, endorsement, venture philanthropy, impact invest-
ing, social enterprise, and corporate accelerator in nonprofit-business collaboration (Onishi, 2015;
Rondinelli & London, 2003), and infrastructural support and consultative services in nonprofit-
government collaboration (Coston, 1998; Najam, 2000). The role of board capital might differ in dif-
ferent degrees and forms of collaboration. Finally, these results examine board human capital as one
window into the way board characteristics may influence the formation of interorganizational rela-
tionships. Future research might examine other characteristics, such as board size, average tenure of
members, and frequency of meetings.

Each of these limitations can be considered directions for future research. Namely, future studies can
conduct surveys or in-depth interviews on board members to compensate for perceptional variance
between executive directors and board members (Harrison & Murray, 2012). Future studies can also
develop into longitudinal and draw a more concrete picture of how board capital can have an influence on
collaboration in the long term, and how this influence changes over time. Organizations with small reve-
nues might not result in statistically significant relationships between board members and collaboration,
due to a low level of capacity or tendency to collaborate, so a qualitative approach might enrich the story
of the association between board members and collaboration. More international samples could extend this
study to compare the diverse characteristics of nonprofit collaboration and board members among different
countries and continents. Future research can also distinguish various degrees and forms of nonprofit col-
laboration and address different roles board capital might play in each collaborative relationship.

Finally, and similar to the thrust of the research conducted by Gazley et al. (2010), future research
should pay attention to the role of board members in the outcomes of these collaborative relation-
ships. Collaborative relationships can result in positive and negative outcomes at the individual, orga-
nizational, network, and community levels (Popp et al., 2014). The role that board members play—
and especially the role that different levels of board human capital might play—in the outcomes of
nonprofit collaboration across all of these levels is an area both ripe for research and with significant
practical implications.

8 | CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the role of board social and human capital in three types of
nonprofit collaboration. Nonprofit board capital may have an important role in nonprofit collabora-
tion. Board social capital positively contributes to every type of nonprofit collaboration. In contrast,
nonprofits with less board human capital are more likely to have a business-nonprofit collaborator.
Finally, board human capital enhances the probability that nonprofits will have a government partner-
ship in the presence of high social capital, but decrease the probability of independent social capital.

This study makes three contributions to nonprofit interorganizational collaboration and board
management studies. First, this study provides a new angle in interorganizational collaboration
research by taking account of board capital. Scholars have directed their attention to financial factors,
and institutional forces in interorganizational collaboration (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Galaskie-
wicz & Bielefeld, 1998; Grønbjerg, 1993; Guo & Acar, 2005; Oliver, 1990; Pfeffer & Salancik,
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1978; Sowa, 2009). Predominant assumption on the role of boards in nonprofit collaboration was that
interlocking directorates develop their affiliations into actual collaboration (Austin, 2000; Guo &
Acar, 2005; Osborne, 2000). This study tests the predominant explanation of interlocking directorates
and provides an alternative explanation for collaboration: board capital. In doing so, this study brings
the human decision maker to the forefront. Moreover, the research draws attention to the social capi-
tal, or network resources, board members have. Such an emphasis is intended to motivate scholars to
give equal weight to board composition and governance practices in understanding interorganiza-
tional collaboration behavior in the nonprofit sector.

Second, this research offers a comparison among the three types of nonprofit collaboration. The
results from this study suggest that board human capital influences both types of cross-sector collabo-
ration, but its role differs between the two types. Whereas board human capital plays a negative role
by itself in nonprofit-business collaboration, it influences nonprofit-government collaboration when
social capital is in sufficient abundance. It does not play a role in within-sector collaboration. This
distinction extends previous research on the three types of nonprofit collaboration and answers the
call for comparative studies of within-sector and cross-sector collaboration (Gazley & Guo, 2015;
Guo & Acar, 2005).

Finally, the current research provides practical implications for practitioners and funders in the
nonprofit sectors. This research suggests that leaders in charge of interorganizational collaboration
might fruitfully improve their collaboration profile by inviting board members with diverse affilia-
tions to join their board. Specifically, in nonprofit-government collaboration, only in the presence of
a connection-rich board (i.e., one with high social capital) does high human capital have an effect.

This study examined the role of board social capital and human capital in nonprofit within- and
cross-sector collaboration. Collaboration among governmental, private, and nonprofit organizations
has become a significant strategy to achieve collective goals in response to complex social problems
and fewer resources (Chen, 2010; Kenis & Provan, 2006). The results from this study suggest the
crucial role of board members in forging collective solutions to such complex social problems. Based
on their social connections, sometimes in appropriate combination with their organizational knowl-
edge and skills, board members may enact an active mechanism of supporting nonprofit collaboration
and achieving collective goals.
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NOTES

1The actual items are: 1) Board members are committed to the vision of this organization; 2) The board members are accessible
to employees; 3) This organization's board has a good working relationship with staff; 4) The board takes regular steps to stay
informed about the important trends in the larger environment that might affect the organization; 5) The board explicitly exam-
ines the “downside” or possible pitfalls of any important decision it is about to make; 6) The board periodically sets aside time
to learn more about important issues facing organizations like this one; 7) The board learns from its mistakes.
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