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The effectiveness of an alliance may be influenced by a number of factors including managerial and
power imbalances, conflict, organisational compatibility, prior history and the length of the relationship.
While the relationships between these variables have been examined in the literature, no study to date
has examined whether the perceived effectiveness of the alliance differs depending on whether the col-
laboration has a strategic or tactical emphasis. This study examines relationships in the context of alli-
ances from environmental non-profit organisations’ perspectives. The findings indicate that there are
differences in the factors influencing perceived alliance effectiveness and governance for tactical and
strategic alliances. The implications of the findings are discussed and future research directions are
identified.

� 2010 Australian and New Zealand Marketing Academy. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Within marketing theory there is a clear distinction between
the strategic and tactical activities that an organisation undertakes.
Strategy sets the direction of business and guides the allocation of
resources, whereas tactics are ‘‘short-term actions undertaken to
achieve implementation of a broader strategy’’ (American Market-
ing Association, 2010). The impact of the different types of
activities within an organisation can have very different results.
In the context of environmental initiatives, Menon and Menon
(1997) suggest that strategic activities involve frame-breaking
change across the organisation requiring extensive resources that
shift the firm’s focus. In contrast, they suggest that tactical activi-
ties involve no organisational or managerial shift, and focus on
functional activities requiring less substantial investments, which
has been supported by other researchers (Polonsky et al., 2004;
Van den Brink et al., 2006). While organisations can independently
implement strategic or tactical activities, they can also collaborate
or form alliances with other parties to achieve objectives (Seitanidi
and Crane, 2009; Van den Brink et al., 2006; Vyas et al., 1995;
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Wymer and Samu, 2003). These alliances can be within a sector
or encompass cross-sector partnerships (Dickinson and Barker,
2007; Guo and Acar, 2005; Milne et al., 1996). Within this study
we are examining how environmental non-profit organisations
(NPOs) perceive their tactical and strategic alliances to be different
from each other, in regard to their perceived effectiveness, and spe-
cific managerial and organisational aspects.

Both strategic and tactical alliances can bring about effective
outcomes. However, given the differences in foci, it would be ex-
pected that the two types of collaboration – strategic and tactical
– might be managed differently. Authors have recognised that
while there has been significant research on the management of
strategic alliances, there has been limited examination of whether
tactical collaborations should be managed differently (Bucklin and
Sengupta, 1993; Gerwin, 2004; Milne et al., 1996; Polonsky et al.,
2004; Townsend, 2003). This area of research has been further ne-
glected within the NPO and corporate partnership context (Guo
and Acar, 2005). This research attempts to address this gap.

Cross-sector alliances have become an operational prerogative
for NPOs as they battle the current climate of reduced government
funding and philanthropy (Lyons, 2001; Seitanidi and Ryan, 2007).
NPOs often rely on having active strategic and tactical alliances to
ensure that support is available for continued program provision
(Lefroy and Tsarenko, 2009; Seitanidi and Ryan, 2007). Strategic
alliances can offer long-term solutions; however, tactical partner-
ships can provide quick fixes to short-term problems that will en-
able the NPO to continue service provision uninterrupted. For
y. All rights reserved.
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example, NPOs and firms can engage in cause-related marketing
(CRM) programs where the two organisations have co-branded
promotions, which result in the firm donating money to the NPO
based on sales or other agreed criteria. In return, firms raise their
social profile through association with a social cause or NPO
(Polonsky and Speed, 2001). As such, it is particularly pertinent
that NPOs should be aware of how best to manage the different
types of relationships (i.e., strategic and tactical) in order to ensure
positive outcomes.

This paper specifically seeks to examine whether power imbal-
ance, managerial imbalance, conflict, organisational compatibility,
prior history or age of alliance – as identified by Bucklin and
Sengupta (1993) and Milne et al. (1996) – are important in the
management of alliances involving environmentally-focused non-
profits. We examine how they vary in regard to whether collabora-
tion is strategic or tactical in nature, and whether these factors
have an impact on the perceived effectiveness of collaborations.
Finally, we examine whether different approaches are adopted
for regulating strategic and tactical collaborations in the areas of
formality, exclusivity, exit barriers and financial incentives.
2. Literature review

2.1. Non-profit strategic and tactical alliances

There is a significant amount of literature examining alliances
involving non-profit organisations (Dickinson and Barker, 2007;
Guo and Acar, 2005; Milne et al., 1996; Polonsky et al., 2004; Rondi-
nelli and London, 2003; Seitanidi and Ryan, 2007). It does need to be
noted the literature uses a range of terms to describe organisations
‘working together’, which include collaborations, partnerships,
public–private partnerships and strategic alliances (French, 2010;
Seitanidi and Ryan, 2007; Wymer and Samu, 2003). There are usu-
ally no clear distinctions between these concepts within the litera-
ture, but it might be suggested that they do differ in terms of the
degree of cooperation. We have not sought to make distinctions
between these terms, but rather have used the terms as proposed
by the various authors. Distinctions between the various types of
partnerships are something that could be explored in the future.

When reviewing the literature, much of this research examines
respondents’ evaluation of their strategic partnerships (Milne et al.,
1996; Polonsky et al., 2004); however, there is some work that con-
siders focused tactical collaborations as well. For example, research
into cause-related marketing suggests that alliances involving non-
profit organisations are short-term in focus requiring less organisa-
tional cooperation and change, although others suggest they are, in
fact, part of strategic relationships (Van den Brink et al., 2006). De-
spite this, the various objectives and the management of collabora-
tions – be they strategic or tactical – have not been examined
extensively within these studies. While it is recognised that ‘‘dif-
ferent business strategies require different types of alliances’’
(Hoffman, 2007, p. 830), there has been little exploration into the
differences between strategic and tactical alliance structure and
governance. An exception is the research by Van den Brink et al.
(2006) who suggest that strategic and tactical alliances operate
in four opposing dimensions congruent between the organisations,
duration, invested resources and management involvement. Given
the work of Van den Brink et al. (2006) and the distinct differences
proposed regarding strategic and tactical alliances (Menon and
Menon, 1997; Polonsky et al., 2004; Van den Brink et al., 2006),
it can be assumed that the objectives of the collaborative arrange-
ments will impact on how alliances are viewed and managed and,
therefore, need to be given greater attention.

Researchers have investigated various aspects of alliances in
both the non-profit and commercial sector, ranging from the capac-
ity of organisations to initiate such relationships (Laidler-Kylander
et al., 2007; Plewa and Quester, 2007); as sources of corporate com-
petitive advantage (Hume and Margee, 2008; Ireland et al., 2002;
Rondinelli and London, 2003); issues of social legitimacy for the
non-profit organisation (Lister, 2003); stages of alliance activity
(Seitanidi and Crane, 2009; Selksy and Parker, 2005); and motiva-
tions for entering into alliances (Seitanidi and Ryan, 2007). Authors
claim that partnerships between organisations in different sectors
of the economy (e.g., firms and NPOs; firms and government; or
NPOs and government), which are often referred to as cross-sector
partnerships or PPPs, are distinctly different from partnerships that
occur within one sector (Dickinson and Barker, 2007; French, 2010).
However, others such as Rondinelli and London (2003) have argued
that these cross-sector partnerships are no different from partner-
ships within the commercial setting. In both cases, the partners
are working collaboratively to achieve a set of objectives, and they
are both contributing valuable organisational resources. It is, there-
fore, important to examine alliance literature from both perspec-
tives in order to understand how the alliances might operate and
whether any differences exist regarding the management of strate-
gic versus tactical alliances.

2.2. Management approach: strategic versus tactical

Academics and practitioners agree that there are characteristics
which differentiate strategic from tactical alliances (Rich, 2003;
Van den Brink et al., 2006). Strategic alliances are defined as
cooperative relationships to which partners bring particular and
complementary skills or resources that are designed to achieve
mutually-beneficial goals (Jeannet and Hennessey, 1992; Mendle-
son and Polonsky, 1995; Rich, 2003; Van den Brink et al., 2006;
Varadarajan and Menon, 1988). An example is McDonald’s strate-
gic alliance with the Environmental Defence Fund, which began
in 1976 (Mendleson and Polonsky, 1995). On the other hand, tacti-
cal alliances are shorter-term, contractual arrangements with less
organisational involvement (Polonsky et al., 2004; Till and Nowak,
2000; Van den Brink et al., 2006). For example, the US computer
company, Advanced Software Applications, formed a tactical alli-
ance with the American Forestry Association and planted ten trees
in the name of each of its clients (Mendleson and Polonsky, 1995).

The commercial alliance literature generally claims that strate-
gic objectives are more likely to bring about successful partner-
ships. In their discussion regarding strategic alliances for large
multinationals, Schill and McArthur (1992, p. 6) argue that, if an
alliance is not strategic in nature, it can ‘‘deteriorate into merely
a short-term tactical agreement with substantial mistrust and
defensiveness among the partners’’. Similarly, in his examination
of commercial marketing alliances, Rich (2003) maintains that alli-
ances should not be a short-term solution to a pre-existing prob-
lem, but rather should develop into long-term partnerships in
order to achieve their goals. It is generally accepted within the
commercial marketing literature that strategic alliances are more
desirable than tactical ones, although there is limited research
exploring this supposition. Marketing theory would suggest that
the appropriateness of the type of alliance should be related to
the objectives it seeks to achieve (Milne et al., 1996), thus, short-
term goals would possibly be better suited to tactical rather than
strategic alliances.

The non-profit marketing literature, however, tells a slightly
different story. While it is acknowledged that strategic alliances
are desirable in order to achieve long-term goals (Dickinson and
Barker, 2007), tactical partnerships are seen to be just as valid to
produce successful partnerships (Menon and Menon, 1997; Rondi-
nelli and London, 2003). As previously mentioned, tactical alliances
are an important part of non-profit organisational strategy in order
to maintain service and program provision (Van den Brink et al.,
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2006). A tactical collaboration could involve corporate employees
participating in volunteer activities for a day, such as distributing
food to the homeless. Although tactical, by definition, this activity
could save the NPO time and money and, therefore, free-up re-
sources for more strategic activities, even though business volun-
teering does come at a cost to the non-profits as well (i.e.,
training and managing transient volunteers). Menon and Menon
(1997) recognise that tactical activities can encourage innovation
and creative approaches which can be used to expand performance
within existing boundaries. Within the non-profit literature, previ-
ous research has simply asked alliance partners to comment on
their most important alliance, without defining the parameters of
importance (Milne et al., 1996; Polonsky et al., 2004). It is possible
then that important alliances could be designed to achieve either
strategic or tactical objectives.

In order to examine the factors that affect alliances and their
success, this paper adopts Bucklin and Sengupta’s (1993) frame-
work, which was also used by Milne et al. (1996) and Polonsky
et al. (2004). Although this model was developed specifically for
strategic alliances, it is suggested that it can also be used to exam-
ine tactical alliances, given that basic organisational activities
would not differ, rather there would most likely be a different
emphasis on activities. Van den Brink et al. (2006) suggest that
strategic alliances will be high in terms of congruence of objectives,
duration, invested resources and management involvement,
whereas tactical alliances would be lower on these four dimen-
sions. Thus, while both types of alliance are important to NPOs,
and both types of alliance have the ability to be perceived as suc-
cessful, we believe this is a suitable framework for assessing the
differences in how to manage strategic and tactical partnerships
for NPOs. The basic model suggests that as aspects related to man-
aging the project, such as, the match between partners and the age
of the relationship increase, the perceived alliance effectiveness
will also increase. We suggest that these general relationships also
hold based on the objective of the alliance, whether it is strategic
or tactical. However, some differences in the constructs examined
and their impact on perceived effectiveness will exist.

In regard to managing collaborations, we also suggest that the
type of approach used – formality, exclusivity, exit barriers and
financial incentives – will differ between strategic and tactical
arrangements (Milne et al., 1996). One might posit that strategic
relationships involving frame-breaking activities might be more
risky and, thus, have higher levels of all types of management
activities. However, there is limited examination of how collabora-
tive governance is adapted based on the objectives; rather it tends
to focus on other factors related to partners’ characteristics (Reuer
and Zollo, 2000). In the following sections we will briefly discuss
the variables to be examined, as well as consider some possible
differences based on the type of collaboration – strategic or
tactical.

2.3. Factors affecting alliance effectiveness

Perceived effectiveness is the variable of primary interest
throughout this paper. Previous discussions regarding alliance
effectiveness indicate that strategic alliances may be perceived to
be more effective than tactical alliances, given that strategic alli-
ances involve greater shifts (and investments) in activities of the
partners (Van den Brink et al., 2006). However, it could also be
the case that there is no difference in the perceptions of effective-
ness for strategic and tactical alliances for environmental NPOs due
to their necessity within organisational operations and the differ-
ing objectives of the two. The evaluation is also based on their
pre-alliance conditions which, in turn, will impact on perceptions.
For example, is an alliance that is expected to generate $500,000
but only generates $250,000 successful or unsuccessful?
Perceived effectiveness is assessed through five items covering
the fulfilment of responsibilities (one for each partner), as well as
evaluations of the relationship’s productivity, satisfaction and
how worthwhile it was. These were adapted from Milne et al.
(1996). It is unclear whether there will be any difference in per-
ceived effectiveness of strategic or tactical alliances for environ-
mental NPOs, as each would be anticipated to have goals
applicable to the alliance. Thus, the following research question
is proposed: RQ1: Is there a difference in the perceived effectiveness
between strategic and tactical alliances from an environmental non-
profit perspective?

2.4. Alliance management

Bucklin and Sengupta (1993) identified three components of
alliance management: power imbalance, managerial imbalance,
and conflict. Power imbalance is seen to be a key alliance issue
(French, 2010). It emerges when one party has more control over
resources than the other and can ‘‘force’’ the other to modify their
behaviour (Bucklin and Sengupta, 1993; Lister, 2000). Power
imbalance is calculated by subtracting two composite measures
of organisational influence, that of the focal organisation (the envi-
ronmental NPO) and their partner. For each organisation this was
measured, using three items described by Milne et al. (1996),
focusing on one partner’s ability to influence the other in terms
of their goals, practices and funding patterns. For example, do
the demands of firms require NPOs to redesign activities, thus
making themselves more attractive to for-profit partners (Polonsky
and Wood, 2001)? The composite items were then summed and
subtracted to identify whether one party had more influence than
the other. Given the resource demands placed on long-term coop-
erative alliances, power imbalance might affect strategic alliances
more than tactical alliances.

Managerial imbalance refers to the degree of managerial depen-
dence one partner has on the other. In this case, managerial imbal-
ance was defined for each partner based on the non-profit’s
perception of whether the appropriate managers were involved
and whether sufficient people had been assigned to work on the
alliance activities. That is, does one party contribute more manage-
rial resources? This could, in fact, be a positive, as NPOs in partic-
ular often seek additional managerial guidance from their partner.
Again, these two composite items were summed and then sub-
tracted to identify which partner would have had more managerial
influence. Alliances are supposed to be designed to enable partners
to seek out parties that have skills they lack and, therefore, might
allow focal non-profit organisations to be more effective (Milne
et al., 1996; Selksy and Parker, 2005; Van den Brink et al., 2006).
Tactical alliances may need these resources less than strategic alli-
ances, as strategic collaborations, generally, require the pooling of
significant resources from both parties.

Conflict is defined as the tension that can be experienced be-
tween two or more parties that arises from the incompatibility of
desired or actual responses to a situation (Gaski, 1984). It can dis-
tract parties from achieving their goals (French, 2010; Polonsky
et al., 2004). For this study, conflict was identified through four
items adapted from Milne et al. (1996) which related to whether
there was tension associated with the project, the focal organisa-
tion’s service, the partner’s service or on any other interpretation
of the agreement. For example, given the potential differing objec-
tives of partners, there may be disagreements as to how activities
should be implemented. Given that tactical alliances are often seen
to be shorter-term activities, organisations may be better able to
cope with conflict in tactical alliances, and conflict could have a
greater negative impact on longer-term strategic alliances. There-
fore, it is posited that conflict will reduce the perceived perfor-
mance of strategic alliances more than tactical alliances.
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2.5. Organisational compatibility

For an alliance to be perceived as successful it is important that
the partners’ objectives are somewhat consistent (Kale et al., 2001;
Nowak and Clarke, 2003). Bucklin and Sengupta (1993) identified
two constructs that define partner match – organisational compat-
ibility and prior history. Organisational compatibility involves hav-
ing a similar management style and organisational culture
(Polonsky et al., 2004). Given the nature of NPOs and firms, the
organisational and management styles of the two parties are vastly
different (King, 2007), which may, in fact, translate into different
approaches or even objectives. For example, for-profits might want
to penetrate the non-profit’s customer base, whereas the NPOs
might want to expand their market (Polonsky and Speed, 2001).
Compatibility between organisations can be defined by three items
– the similarities of their goals and objectives, organisational phi-
losophies and management styles – as determined by Milne et al.
(1996). Therefore, compatibility should be more important for stra-
tegic alliances given the potential extensive longer-term coopera-
tion required between the two organisations. However, it could
also be suggested that compatibility is more important for tactical
alliances, where they need to concentrate activities in a more fo-
cused way. As such, it is unclear how this might affect different
types of alliances in regard to their effectiveness.

Prior history is the second aspect of compatibility and allows
partners to better understand one another, by developing trust
and commitment over time. Alliance performance can differ be-
tween organisations that have strong and established ties, and
those which have weak or short-term ties (Lavie, 2006). For exam-
ple, in many cases, cause-related marketing (CRM) programs are
designed as one-off arrangements rather than long-term relation-
ships. In this study, prior history was established through three
items: whether the relationships were continuous, the number of
projects undertaken, and whether the relationship was categorised
as enduring. Prior history would be expected to be more important
for strategic alliances, where interactions are more likely to be
ongoing.
2.6. Relationship age

Relationship age is the last variable identified by Bucklin and
Sengupta (1993) as influencing alliance effectiveness. Previous
studies have found that relationships are more likely to fail if they
are of a shorter duration (Bucklin and Sengupta, 1993; Wittmann,
2007). However, this does not account for the fact that tactical alli-
ances (such as short-term CRM programs) are, by their very nature,
shorter in duration. Tactical alliances are just as likely to be per-
ceived as effective in terms of achieving their objectives as strate-
gic alliances are (Menon and Menon, 1997; Rondinelli and London,
2003). In this study, relationship age was established through a
single item asking how long the relationship had been established.
There is not expected to be any difference between strategic and
tactical alliances in terms of their perceived effectiveness and the
length of the relationship. With regard to alliance management,
partner match, and relationship age, the following research ques-
tion is proposed: RQ2: What effect do the variables of power imbal-
ance, managerial imbalance, conflict, organisational compatibility and
prior history have on the perceived effectiveness of environmental alli-
ances, and does this vary between strategic and tactical alliances?
2.7. Factors affecting governance

Bucklin and Sengupta (1993) identified four contractual gover-
nance mechanisms that could be used to manage alliance relation-
ships – formality, exit barriers, exclusivity, and financial incentives.
Formality refers to the degree to which the terms of an agree-
ment are specified and defined (Milne et al., 1996). The degree of
formality within these partnerships can range from informal part-
nerships that have few defined governance mechanisms (Berger
et al., 2004), to more formalised arrangements with contracts
and policies in place (Austin, 2000; French, 2010; Milne et al.,
1996). Due to their longevity, as well as the degree of integration
between the organisations, strategic alliances often rely heavily
on contractual arrangements (Milne et al., 1996). However, tactical
collaborations can also rely on formal contracts due to their very
specific and focused objectives (Van den Brink et al., 2006). In this
study, the degree of formality was determined using three items
measuring the degree to which the alliances relied on written doc-
uments, operating procedures, and specific terms and conditions.
Although it could be assumed that strategic alliances will rely more
heavily on formal governance mechanisms (given that they are a
component of the organisation’s ongoing strategic plan), it is pos-
sible that tactical alliances will also depend as heavily on formal
governance due to their very specific and focused nature, that is,
to make sure the specific activities are undertaken. As such, it is
unclear which type of alliance will rely more strongly on formality.

Exit barriers are used to manage relationships by increasing the
perceptions of switching or leaving costs (Bucklin and Sengupta,
1993; Liu, 2006). This is done by introducing explicit governance
mechanisms into the relationship, such as contracts, which penalise
early termination (Dyer et al., 2001). For this study, the use of exit
barriers was determined by two items looking at whether there
were penalties associated with terminating the agreements, and
the proposed duration of the agreement. It can be assumed that
strategic alliances will utilise exit barriers to a far greater extent
than tactical partnerships, which may be one-off activities or rela-
tively short-term, making them easier to exit once the goals have
been achieved or the specific tactical program has been completed.

Exclusivity constrains either party from entering into arrange-
ments with other organisations, and is often associated with issues
pertaining to partner dominance (Berger et al., 2004; Bucklin and
Sengupta, 1993; Hoffman, 2007). If used to an excessive degree,
exclusivity can limit the non-profit’s operational abilities as well
as their ability to achieve broader strategic objectives (Polonsky
and Wood, 2001). However, it has also been suggested that non-
profits may want to engage in exclusive relationships in order to
provide more value within the alliance (Mendleson and Polonsky,
1995). Exclusivity is defined by looking at whether either partner
was excluded from having other alliances, and whether there were
exclusivity clauses in the agreement. As such, from the non-profit
perspective, it would be expected that strategic alliances would
have greater levels of exclusivity than tactical partnerships.

Financial incentives can be offered within the alliance by any of
the parties involved, however, they are usually provided by the
better-resourced party (Andreasen, 1996; Luo et al., 2007). Within
environmental alliances, the for-profit partners are generally the
better-resourced party and, as such, are the provider of resources
to the non-profit organisation (Polonsky and Wood, 2001; Seitanidi
and Ryan, 2007). Financial incentives are defined by looking at
whether either party was paid by their partner to form the alliance.
The literature on collaboration between non-profit organisations
and other organisations, shows strategic and tactical alliances
can involve both financial and non-financial resources (Seitanidi
and Ryan, 2007). Because both strategic and tactical alliances rely
on resources being provided by an alliance partner, it is posited
that there are likely to be no significant differences in financial
incentives between the types of alliances.

With regard to governance of the alliance, the following re-
search question is proposed: RQ3: Do strategic and tactical environ-
mental alliances differ in the management approaches used within the
areas of formality, exclusivity, exit barriers and financial incentives?
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3. Methodology

One-hundred and twenty-nine non-profit environmental
organisations were identified in the Directory of Australian Associa-
tions (Research, 1999). The key informants (i.e., CEO or relevant
manager) were invited to participate in a telephone interview
about their organisation’s most recent green alliance with a prof-
it-based, a governmental and a NGO partner. To increase the re-
sponse rate, the questionnaire was posted to respondents in
advance (Lehman, 1989). Overall, 97 respondents participated
(75% response rate) covering a cross-section of NPOs in terms of
size and the environmental issues they focused on. Among these
respondents, 119 alliances were identified.

A single-item measure was used to classify the alliances as
either strategic or tactical, based on Menon and Menon’s (1997)
measure – ‘‘Would you classify the nature of your organisation’s
alliance objective with this partner to be: (a) frame-breaking and
often requiring irreversible organisation-wide changes; (b) func-
tional and only requiring minor tactical changes; or (c) somewhere
in between?’’ Overall, 26 alliances were categorised by respon-
dents as being strategic, and 21 alliances categorised by respon-
dents as being tactical. Those 47 alliances were selected and used
to form the sample for the remaining analysis to ensure that we
could examine differences between the two types of alliances.
Selecting to examine the two extreme groups, and ignoring those
in the middle group, is sometimes referred to as polar extremes
(Hair et al., 2006), extreme group comparisons, or a ‘tertile split’.
It is suggested that this method allows for an identification of rela-
tionships that may otherwise have been masked if the whole sam-
ple were examined, and has been used in examining business
performance (Katsikea and Skarmeas, 2003), sales behaviour (Ram-
sey and Sohi, 1997) and even individual behaviours (Singh and
Bush, 1998).

While we only focus on the two extreme groups, the distribu-
tion of respondents across the sample suggests that the majority
of alliances do appear to have both strategic and tactical character-
istics (i.e., most are in the middle group). If the management of alli-
ances does differ by type – strategic or tactical – it may be that it
will influence the relationships rather than be a categorical vari-
able. It may, in fact, be a continuous variable with strategic and tac-
tical alliances serving as the end points. If this is the case, the
finding would have broader implications for the study of alliances,
which usually have some characteristics of both types. The specific
characteristics of alliances, in regard to categorising them, need to
be considered in future research.

The questionnaire included questions on general organisational
characteristics and related to the constructs influencing alliance
effectiveness and management which were based on items devel-
oped by Bucklin and Sengupta (1993), Milne et al. (1996) and Pol-
onsky et al. (2004). The items used to measure the constructs of
interest are listed in Appendix 1. Reliability testing using Cron-
bach’s alpha was undertaken on the composite constructs for all
119 collaborations, as well as for the two new constructs of man-
agerial imbalance (managerial resources of the focal organisation
minus the managerial resources of the partner organisation) and
power imbalance (influence of the focal organisation minus the
influence of the partner organisation).

Mean values for these constructs were then compared using a
paired t-test to identify whether there were differences across
the strategic and tactical alliances. The effects of the various com-
posite factors on alliance effectiveness were then examined and
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions were undertaken for each
type of alliance. This analysis was used to identify whether com-
posite factors impact on effectiveness, and whether the impact dif-
fered between strategic and tactical collaborations. The study then
sought to examine whether management approaches differed
across the alliance types by comparing mean values of the manage-
ment constructs between the two types of alliances.

4. Analysis and discussion

Initially, we undertook to examine the reliability of the compos-
ite variables using Cronbach’s alpha across all 119 possible alli-
ances, even though this paper only focuses on the 47 strategic
and tactical alliances. The alpha’s are reported in Table 1 and indi-
cate all are within an acceptable range apart from the managerial
resources of the focal organisation, which were slightly below
the 0.6 cut-off for exploratory data, as suggested in Hair et al.
(2006).

Next, the aggregate scores for the various composite constructs
were computed. Two new variables, power imbalance and mana-
gerial imbalance, were also calculated by subtracting the manage-
rial resources of the focal organisation from the managerial
resources of the partner organisation. The absolute values of these
two variables were aggregated to focus on whether imbalance ex-
ists rather than any direction (Milne et al., 1996). Paired t-tests
were then undertaken to identify whether there were differences
in how non-profits viewed issues for strategic alliances as com-
pared to tactical alliances.

The results in Table 1 suggest that there are three statistical
differences in variables based on the type of alliance. Perceived
managerial resources of the focal organisation (i.e., environmental
non-profit organisation) are statistically higher for tactical
alliances than they are in strategic alliances. This might suggest
that tactical alliances are more focused on the environmental
non-profit organisation’s objectives and that they make a greater
managerial contribution. On the other hand, in strategic alliances,
non-profits rely extensively on their partners to contribute mana-
gerial resources. Thus, strategic alliances are potentially more
important for non-profits, but NPOs might bear a larger operational
burden in tactical alliances.

The comparison of mean responses (see Table 1) suggests that
the perceived effectiveness of strategic alliances is statistically
higher than the perceived effectiveness of tactical alliances. This
is consistent with the literature as strategic alliances are generally
more significant than tactical activities (Van den Brink et al., 2006).
This result provides evidence for Research Question 1, by suggest-
ing that, within environmental alliances, there is indeed a differ-
ence in the perceived effectiveness of strategic and tactical
partnerships. This also makes intuitive sense, as it suggests that
strategic alliances, which are designed to have a significant impact
on organisational activities, bring about greater advantages than
tactical alliances which, by their very nature, are less strategic.

The perceived levels of conflict are statistically higher for tacti-
cal alliances, although only at the 0.10 level (see Table 1). This
might suggest that partners in tactical alliances have different mo-
tives for entering an alliance which, in turn, makes agreement as to
the specific direction/implementation of the tactical activity more
difficult (Mendleson and Polonsky, 1995). The short-term focus of
tactical alliances might make such conflict less important than in
strategic alliances, which require more ongoing exchange between
partners. As reported in Table 1, there were no statistical differ-
ences for the other variables examined, including the two variables
measuring imbalance. This finding suggests that they do not differ
based on the type of alliance being formed, and appear to be
equally important in both types of alliance – strategic and tactical.

Regression analysis was performed to identify the impact of the
independent variables on perceived effectiveness for different
types of alliances. As can be seen in Table 2, the regressions explain
a majority of the variance in perceived effectiveness for both types



Table 1
Factors affecting effectiveness: alphas and paired t-tests.

Construct No. of items and alpha Alliance objective t-value P-value

Strategic (N = 26) Tactical (N = 21)

Influence of focal organisation 3 items alpha = 0.90 12.27 13.67 �1.259 0.315
Influence of partner 3 items alpha = 0.80 8.35 8.24 0.201 0.842

Power imbalance 4.85 5.62 �0.713 0.480
Managerial resources of focal organisation 2 items alpha = 0.58 8.23 10.24 �3.241 0.002
Managerial resources of partner organisation 2 items alpha = 0.72 7.96 7.48 0.635 0.529

Managerial imbalance 3.65 3.62 0.057 0.995
Conflict 4 items alpha = 0.83 15.85 17.95 �1.811 0.077
Organisational compatibility 3 items alpha = 0.88 11.77 9.14 2.483 0.17
Prior history 3 items alpha = 0.82 10.54 9.43 1.019 0.314
Age 1 item alpha = na 16.08 14.52 0.524 0.603
Perceived effectiveness 5 items alpha = 0.81 20.27 16.10 2.483 0.010

Table 2
Regression analysis: factors affecting perceived effectiveness.

Independent variables Standardised coefficients (t-values)

Strategic alliances Tactical alliances

Power imbalance �0.601 (2.173)* 0.250 (1.137)
Managerial imbalance 0.309 (2.173)* �0.226 (�1.499)
Conflict �0.235 (�1.155) �0.012 (�0.064)
Organisation compatibility 0.012 (0.082) 0.657 (2.630)*

Prior history 0.020 (0.109) 0.356 (1.499)
Age of alliance 0.100 (0.686) 0.003 (0.021)
R2 adjusted 0.562 0.724
F (Sig.) 6.342 (0.001) 9.746 (0.000)

* Significant at the 0.05 level.
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of alliances (strategic alliances Adj R2 = 0.562; tactical alliances Adj
R2 = 0.724), and the F-statistic is also significant for both regres-
sions. This suggests that the regressions are appropriate represen-
tations of the relationships and capture the majority of the
variance in perceived effectiveness. It should be noted that a
regression examining all 47 tactical and strategic alliances was also
run (although not reported in Table 2) and indicated that none of
the variables, including a dummy for alliance type, impacted on
effectiveness. Thus, we sought to examine regressions for the
two separate types of alliances.

An examination of the regression focusing on strategic effec-
tiveness identifies that an increase in managerial imbalance in-
creases the perceived effectiveness, whereas an increase in
power imbalance reduces the perceived effectiveness. The other
variables do not affect perceived effectiveness. This would suggest
that greater managerial imbalance, where the for-profit has to con-
tribute more managerial resources, increases the value of the stra-
tegic alliance. Power imbalance is, however, negative suggesting
partner organisations are focusing on maximising the value to their
organisation, rather than the value to the non-profit. In examining
tactical alliances, the only variable that statistically impacts on
perceived effectiveness is organisational compatibility, which is
positively related to perceived effectiveness. This suggests that
the more non-profits are able to work with partner organisations,
the higher the perceived value. Given the fact that tactical alliances
tend to be short-term, other factors possibly have less ability to
influence the relationship.

These findings present answers to Research Question 2, which
queries the effect of power imbalance, managerial imbalance, con-
flict, organisational compatibility and prior history on the per-
ceived effectiveness of an alliance. The implications of these
results suggest that different factors affect the perceived effective-
ness of strategic and tactical alliances, which is consistent with
theory suggesting these activities (strategic and tactical) are
indeed different and, thus, should be managed differently. Equally
important is the fact that some issues (conflict, prior history and
age of the alliance) did not affect the perceived effectiveness of
either type of alliance. Given that past research has suggested
these issues should be important, it may be useful to explore
why these factors were not significant, especially conflict, which
would possibly distract either strategic or tactical alliances from
achieving their objectives. However, the small sample size some
may have resulted in some factors being found not significant.

The results seem to suggest that strategic, green, non-profit alli-
ances work better from the non-profit’s perspective when parties
have different sets of managerial skills, thus bringing together
the organisations’ competencies. However, the results also show
that the greater the power of the organisations, the lower the levels
of perceived effectiveness. It is unclear whether this reflects some
concern that each party will not be able to achieve its own goals, as
conflict was not significant in either model and organisational
compatibility was only important in tactical alliances.

For tactical alliances, managerial and power imbalances seem to
have no significant impact on perceived effectiveness, which most
likely relates to the type of alliance activities being targeted. How-
ever, organisational compatibility is important and might relate to
the fact that these tactical activities need to be focused on nar-
rower objectives, which might have shorter time horizons (given
their tactical focus). Thus, the more synchronised the two organisa-
tions are, the more likely the activities are to be focused and, there-
fore, more effective. Again, these results provide support for
Research Question 2.

The final stage of the analysis examined whether there were dif-
ferences in the alliance management mechanisms. The results from
this analysis provided responses to the third Research Question,
which explored the effect of alliance type (strategic or tactical)
on partner formality, exclusivity, exit barriers, and financial incen-
tives. Table 3 also reports on the paired t-tests which identify
whether there were differences in how the strategic and tactical
alliances were managed with regard to formality, exit barriers,
exclusivity and financial incentives. The results in Table 3 suggest
that there are two significant statistical differences in variables,
based on whether the alliance is strategic or tactical.

Exclusivity was statistically higher for strategic alliances than it
was for tactical alliances. This supports existing theory, which sug-
gests that organisations operating within alliances that have stra-
tegic characteristics (i.e., long-term, integrated into both
organisations, etc.) are more likely to demand exclusive relation-
ships with their partners (Hoffman, 2007). The management of col-
laborations using exit barriers appears to be significant, although
only at the 0.10 level (i.e., 0.053), which, again, could be due to
the small sample size. This also supports existing theory which
claims that alliances of a strategic nature are more likely to impose



Table 3
Paired t-tests management of collaborations.

Construct No. of items and alpha Alliance objective (mean values) t-value P-value

Strategic (N = 26) Tactical (N = 21)

Formality 3 items alpha = 0.82 12.88 11.28 1.302 0.200
Exit barriers 1 item alpha = NA 4.65 3.67 1.99 0.053*

Exclusivity 3 items alpha = 0.71 13.00 10.19 2.405 0.020**

Financial incentives 2 items alpha = 0.51 6.92 7.43 �0.70 0.499

* Significant at 0.10 level.
** Significant at 0.05 level.
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conditions surrounding the duration of the alliance and to impose
penalties if the contracts are broken (Dyer et al., 2001).

There were no significant differences found in this study be-
tween strategic and tactical alliances with regard to formality and
financial incentives. Although this finding could be attributed to
the small sample size, it could also be explained by the fact that tac-
tical alliances may be as formally managed as their strategic coun-
terparts, due to their short-term and focused nature, and that
financial incentives are used to the same extent in both types of alli-
ance (the mean values suggest that this tends to be insignificant).

The implications of these results suggest that aspects of alliance
management practices differ depending on the objective of the alli-
ance (strategic or tactical), which is consistent with theory and
suggests that these activities (strategic and tactical) are different.
These results, although providing evidence in response to the three
proposed research questions, indicate that more work needs to be
done to examine how these factors can impact on the effectiveness
of an alliance, as well as examining whether one factor is para-
mount in influencing outcomes.

5. Conclusions and future research

This paper has identified that there are differences between the
strategic and tactical alliances for environmental groups and their
partners. This provides non-profits with some guidance as to the
issues that should be focused on when organising and managing
different types of partnerships. Power imbalance seems to be most
important in reducing perceived performance within strategic alli-
ances, whereas managerial imbalance, in fact, increases perceived
performance, as it potentially allows for synergies, such as the
non-profit drawing on the managerial resources of its partner.
For tactical alliances, organisational compatibility seems to be
most important. Given their short-term focus, this possibly means
there needs to be some consistency (or congruency) in the two
organisations’ objectives. Research has found that such congruence
is an important issue in co-branding exercises, which are one form
of tactical alliance (Dickinson and Barker, 2007). Other factors
which the literature has suggested should impact on alliance effec-
tiveness were found not to be important in either case. The fact
that conflict was not identified as reducing the effectiveness of
either type of alliance is somewhat puzzling, although managers
may have reported on alliances that worked well, and in which
conflict did not arise. In terms of agreements to manage collabora-
tions, the only differences arose in regard to strategic alliances
which were seen to have more exclusivity agreements and more
exit barriers. Both of these clauses lock in partners, and they also
mean that non-profits are limited from developing other relation-
ships. Thus, it is important to ensure that the initial agreements
(and partner selection) are more systematic, and focus on the de-
sired longer term objectives (French, 2010).

This study, as do all studies, has a number of limitations which
could be overcome with further research. The sample size, in re-
gard to strategic and tactical alliances, was small and while it
was sufficient for the statistical analysis, ideally, future research
should seek to examine a larger number of both types of alliances.
However, given the coverage of the environmental NPO area (i.e.,
the 75% response rate), we do believe that the results reflect the
experiences within this area. Generalisability of the findings is lim-
ited to environmental NPOs, as NPOs in other areas (for example,
health) would need to be explored as they may manage the two
types of alliances differently.

As was identified earlier in the paper, a range of different terms
have been used to describe alliances. Within this study, we have
only sought to compare the two extreme (strategic and tactical)
alliances. If a continuum of alliances were analysed, there would
be a range that would fall between these two types of alliances.
Thus, future research could redefine the types of alliances, possibly
based on multiple dimensions, rather than taking a dichotomous
approach to identifying whether collaborations are strategic or
tactical. Such research would be valuable in both the NPO and
for-profit sectors, as cooperation between such organisations is
increasing.

Additional research also needs to be undertaken to examine
how strategic and tactical alliances can be specifically managed
to make them more effective. While we examined a range of vari-
ables that may influence perceived outcomes, they can be under-
taken in a number of ways, which may further affect their
effectiveness. The operational activities undertaken to negotiate,
organise and manage these collaborative arrangements is an area
that has not been extensively researched. For example, would a
firm that is facing increased competition in the market place, be
willing to accept a different type of alliance (in terms of the nature
and structure) than an organisation which is in a stronger position?
This may be exceptionally important when looking at partnering
options, as it may help to identify preferred partners;, but it could
also allow organisations to choose partners who are in more vul-
nerable positions. This latter situation might occur more frequently
with cross-sector alliances between for-profit organisations and
NPOs, as most NPOs (with the exception of those with very strong
brands), may have less bargaining power. Thus, future research
could include a range of other control variables, such as organisa-
tional size, brand positioning and financial strength.

Also, within this paper, we did not seek to explore alternative
types of objectives, that is, which types of environmental initia-
tives were being undertaken, Given that NPOS can be involved in
information dissemination, social marketing (i.e., behavioural
change) and even advocacy, it may be that alliances seeking to
achieve different objectives (rather than being tactical or strategic)
could also be important. For example, a firm that is involved with a
more vocal NPO actively lobbying for radical changes in govern-
ment policy, might engage differently than a firm working with a
non-profit to raise funds for a given project. As such, future re-
search might look at whether the specifics of the alliance’s objec-
tives do, in fact, impact on how it is managed.

Understanding differences in managing strategic and tactical
alliances is important, not only because of the many different
activities collaborations seek to undertake, but also because of
the nature of the relationships that partners seek to develop. If
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managers involved in coordinating alliance activities are expected
to manage both strategic and tactical alliances, it is important that
any differences in regard to the management of these types of rela-
tionships be understood, if only to ensure that the outcomes are
maximised.

These results have provided evidence that goes some way to
answering questions surrounding how these types of alliances
are perceived in terms of effectiveness, and how they are sup-
ported by specific managerial and organisational aspects. As such,
understanding the type of alliance being entered into may mean
that different types of issues are considered in selecting partners
as well as in managing the relationships. This is crucial for NPO
managers coordinating alliance activities to ensure they are able
to maximise alliance outcomes based on the objectives of the alli-
ance. It is surprising that, with all the literature looking at alliances
and collaboration, there have not been more studies focusing on
how different types should be managed. The research in this paper
has identified that there certainly are differences, thus supporting
the need for additional systematic research into the area to under-
stand the differences in the two alliance types. As was suggested
earlier, alliances could have both strategic and tactical characteris-
tics, and this aspect may also need to be examined in future
research.
Appendix 1. Items used to measure constructs

A.1. Alliance objective (scale: categorical)

Would you classify the nature of your organisation’s alliance
with this partner to be:

Frame-breaking and often requiring irreversible organisation-
wide changes?
Functional and only involved minor tactical changes?
Somewhere in between?

A.2. Influence non-profit (partner) (scale: strongly disagree – strongly
agree)

Our organisation (partner) has greatly influenced our partners
(organisation) to change its policies with respect to its (our):

Goals.
Practices.
Its funding patterns.

A.3. Managerial resources non-profit (partner) (scale: strongly
disagree – strongly agree)

In your (partner’s) organisation:

Responsibility for the day-to-day operation of our side of the
alliance is at the proper level in management hierarchy.
Sufficient personnel have been assigned to the task of managing
the alliance.

A.4. Conflict (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

During the alliance were there disputes with respect to the
project?

Do you and personnel from the partner organisation agree on:

The way work is done or service provided by our organisation.
The way work is done or service provided by your partner.
The interpretation of the terms of the agreement.
A.5. Organisational compatibility (scale: strongly disagree – strongly
agree)

Our organisation’s goals and objectives are consistent.
The operating philosophies of both organisations are similar.
Our executives have a management style different from that of

the executives in the partner organisation.

A.6. Prior history (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

Our organisation had relations with this partner continuously
for several years.

Our organisation engaged in few projects with the partner.
The history of relations between our organisation and the part-

ner may be characterised as enduring.

A.7. Age (continuous)

How long did this alliance relationship last, in months?

A.8. Formality (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

In our alliance we have formal written documents detailing
tasks, activities and schedules.

In our alliance we have standard operating procedures (rules,
policies, forms).

Our alliance is based more on a shared understanding rather
than specific terms and conditions of an agreement.

A.9. Exit barriers (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

Either party can terminate the agreement without penalty by
giving notice to the other party.

A.10. Exclusivity (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

The partner organisation could sign similar agreements with
other environmental organisations.

Our organisation could sign similar agreements with other
partners.

There are no exclusivity clauses that restrict either party.

A.11. Financial incentives (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

Our organisation would receive monetary payments from our
partner to perform its obligations.

The partner would receive monetary payments from our organi-
sation to perform its obligations.

A.12.Perceived effectiveness (scale: strongly disagree – strongly agree)

Our partner has carried out its responsibilities to the fullest ex-
tent possible.

Our organisation has carried out its responsibilities to the full-
est extent possible.

The relationship between our organisation and our partner has
been productive.

The relationship between our organisation and our partner has
been worthwhile.

The relationship between our organisation and our partner has
been satisfactory.
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