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Abstract 
 
Previous academic research found that two broad approaches characterize nonprofit 
foundations when setting objectives. In the first approach, the business-like model, 
nonprofit foundations are inspired by for-profit organizations, and they adopt meth-
odologies, tools, and practices typical of business management to better respond to 
social issues connected to their local dimensions. The second approach, the charity-
like model, conversely argues that hybridization toward the market risks undermining 
the peculiarities of the nonprofit sector, thereby emphasizing the need of nonprofit 
foundations to be guided by the solidarity of interests that resides in the natural inter-
dependencies of various members of society. To date, no study has focused on the 
role of nonprofit foundation employees to understand the impact of a business-like 
approach on employee professionalism and job performance. Using responses from 
277 employees of nonprofit foundations, this study investigates whether increased 
participation in planning and control tools increases employees’ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the grant process. The results show that a business-like approach to 
planning, if well-balanced and considered, can contribute to greater employee profes-
sionalism and lead to improved information clarity and project innovation.  
 
Keywords: Philanthropy planning, Nonprofit control, Nonprofit business-like. 
 
 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1. Increasingly important role of private welfare 

 
The growing importance of the nonprofit sector is documented in its num-

bers. According to recent studies on donor networks and foundations in 
 

 University of Padova, Department of Scienze Economiche e Aziendali M. Fanno. Corre-
sponding author: giacomo.boesso@unipd.it. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli This work is released under Creative 
Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial - NoDerivatives License. 

For terms and conditions of usage please see: 
http://creativecommons.org 



Giacomo Boesso, Fabrizio Cerbioni, Marco Ghitti 

144 

Europe (DAFNE and European Foundation Centre [EFC]), in the old conti-
nent, there are 147,000 foundations that manage 511 billion euros of assets 
and donate about 60 billion euros per year (0.4% of the European Union 
GDP). The European Commission reports that 10% of all European compa-
nies are referred to as the third sector, accounting for 11 million people em-
ployed, which is equal to 6% of all EU employees. 

As reported by the European Venture Philanthropy Association (EVPA, 
2018), funds from venture philanthropy and social investing are constantly 
increasing. In fiscal year 2017, nonprofit organizations invested 767 million 
euros to support a total of 11,951 organizations for social purposes. Regarding 
their activities, foundations focus on sectors ranging from the environment, 
social services, health, and education to science, research, arts, and culture. 
Some of these foundations have a consolidated and reliable source of income 
that allows them to plan and carry out long-term work compared to many other 
institutions, such as governments and companies. 

According to the EFC and the Centre for Effective Philanthropy (CEP), 
foundations are the main agents within institutional philanthropy and play a 
crucial role in addressing local and global challenges, supporting innovative 
ideas, building communities, and improving the lives of millions of people 
around the world. Given the growing importance of the third sector in the Eu-
ropean scenario, the need for transparency and accountability, especially of 
foundations, is becoming increasingly relevant as reported by the academic 
literature (Agyemang et al., 2018; Chenhall et al., 2010; Chenhall et al., 2013; 
Hyndman & McConville, 2018; Hyndman & McKillop, 2018; Indiana Uni-
versity, 2018; McConville, 2017; Yang, Northcott, 2018). For these reasons, 
over the years, the managerial vision of the management of philanthropic bod-
ies has been strengthened. Although opposing factions remain (Bish, Becker, 
2015; Iverson, Burkart, 2007; Sanders, McClellan, 2014), it is, in any case, 
necessary to increase the accountability and level of transparency of founda-
tions toward their funders, beneficiaries, and all stakeholders in general 
(Agyemang et al., 2017; Hyndman, McKillop, 2018; McConville, 2017; 
O’Dwyer, Boomsma, 2015; Yang, Northcott, 2018). According to the litera-
ture (Agyemang et al., 2017; Bish, Becker, 2015; Maxham et al., 2008; Mitch-
ell, 2018), this greater commitment brings with it a whole series of important 
repercussions, highlighting how a team of employees and partners aware of 
the importance of their role can improve the extent of the effectiveness of their 
foundation’s work with more than visible improvements in social and eco-
nomic results (Barbetta, 2013). While it seems clear that a team of employees 
greatly involved is able to improve the work of the foundation, it is not yet 
clear how employees can do so and what useful tools would enhance their 
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satisfaction and participation. According to Dees (2012), vigorous managerial 
practices typical of the for-profit world must be adopted by referring to a 
“more modern culture of problem solving that is linked to the head and has 
emerged as part of the scientific, industrial and now entrepreneurial era.” In a 
nutshell, this vision involves empowering beneficiaries for their stated results 
by selecting and funding locally available social capital to increase the social 
return of the foundation’s initial grant. However, Dees (2012) states that one 
must base oneself on “a secular culture of charity linked to the heart and im-
bued with moral traditions” that considers the contextual and socioeconomic 
factors in pursuing the social mission by highlighting the ideas and strategies 
developed by the candidates for grants and then by financing their proposals.  

 
 

1.2. Business-like model 
 

The growing adoption of practices typical of the for-profit world derives 
from globalization, which has also affected strategic philanthropy, a sector 
that is increasingly managing global problems and is therefore less related to 
specific places than traditional philanthropy (Rogers, 2015). 

Following this approach, foundations should not limit themselves to fund-
ing alone but also offer coordination and advice by becoming real “strategic 
coordinators” (Teles, 2008). In this regard, Green and Dalton (2016) show that 
major donors increasingly rely on business models and practices, and that their 
approach is to define a problem, set an agenda and strategy to address it, and 
then find grant recipients who are ready to execute the agenda. Indeed, it has 
been amply demonstrated that effective management of financial resources is 
key to building reputational capital (Peng et al., 2019). Achieving this goal 
requires economic and professional management (Carnochan et al., 2014) to 
overcome the perception of nonprofit organizations as being managed by pas-
sionate, well-intentioned but ineffective amateurs. A business-like approach 
in philanthropy has also been documented in Italy (Perrini, Vurro, 2010), and 
the literature has observed a growing association between performance meas-
urement and value creation in a social context (Marchi, 2019). 

 
 

1.3. Charity-like model 
 

On the contrary, those who share a charity-like model approach say that 
business methodologies do nothing but increase bureaucratization, with the 
risk of obscuring the distinctive mission of foundations (Sanders, McClellan, 
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2014; von Schnurbein, 2014) and thus jeopardizing their social origins, ethics, 
and goals (Bish, Becker, 2015). 

Those who share this vision argue that a more flexible approach, charac-
terized by emerging strategies and serendipity, is better suited to address a 
turbulent environment, such as the current one, facilitating the inclusion of 
more actors and encouraging social participation and local volunteering. The 
literature highlights how in the final stages of complex processes, participation 
may be more beneficial than planning and efficiency (Iverson, Burkart, 2007). 

Proponents of this approach also believe that typical business management 
activities, such as programming and control, are too expensive, risk taking 
resources away from the core activities of the foundation (Eikenberry, Kluver, 
2004; Hvenmark, 2016), produce exclusion mechanisms (Hustinx, De Waele, 
2015), reduce social effectiveness (Cooney, 2006), and erode democratic val-
ues (Eikenberry, 2009). 

For this reason, the charity-like approach argues that the role of founda-
tions is to satisfy the manifest and latent needs of the communities in which 
they are rooted by interacting and continuously cooperating with an increasing 
number of stakeholders on a day-by-day base. 

 
 

1.4. Employees of foundations 
 

Regardless of the reference approach, the literature highlights how a work 
team aware of the importance of its role can enhance the magnitude of the 
effectiveness of the foundation’s work (Maxham et al., 2008), with more than 
visible improvements in social and economic results (Bish, Becker, 2015). Not 
coincidentally, there is a growing predisposition of values and an explicit re-
quest of employees for greater involvement in decision-making and imple-
mentation processes (Agyemang et al., 2017).  

Adopting the point of view of employees, therefore, will be a question of 
understanding if and which of the two approaches (business-like or charity-
like) most present in the literature are able to provide methodologies and use-
ful tools to involve and professionalize employees. 

Notably, our study exclusively addresses employees who are subordinates 
to the governing body of each foundation. They are clearly the individuals in 
charge of day-to-day activities at all levels. Therefore, their satisfaction, stem-
ming from their involvement in the planning and control system of the organ-
ization, has direct consequences on the work and performance of the founda-
tions themselves. Furthermore, in the nonprofit sector, the value alignment 
between the organizational goals and the employees’ goals is generally greater 
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than in other sectors because of the intrinsic satisfaction in working for the 
goodness of society. Accordingly, the analysis of employees’ views can help 
in understanding the real value of business-like practices when replacing reg-
ular day-by-day charity activities. 

 
 

2. Research Question 
 

The review of theoretical frameworks inherent in the management of non-
profit organizations clearly shows the tension that exists between the two ap-
proaches (business vs. charity-like) to increasing employee job performance, 
as measured by their perception of higher professionalism and improved pro-
cesses. Although proponents of the different approaches argue that a given 
involvement can translate into an improvement in the overall work of the or-
ganization, the link between a given approach and the actual impact on em-
ployees remains difficult to predict due to the presence, for example, of dif-
ferent personal attitudes from subject to subject. 

In fact, it is clear that a greater propensity on the part of the individual to 
be and feel emotionally involved in the organizations in which they participate 
and their high propensity to seek a certain social position are inevitably con-
fused with the characteristic actions suggested by the two approaches.  

This study attempts to provide some empirical insights without formulat-
ing specific hypotheses. On a descriptive level, the study investigates whether 
and how employee-widened use of the long-term plan, budget, and ex-post 
analysis increases or decreases employee satisfaction with their job perfor-
mance as perceived by each employee. Thus, the study does not claim to es-
tablish a causal link but attempts an initial exploration to answer the following 
question: Can greater participation in planning and scheduling tools increase 
perception of greater job performance of employees who work within a grant-
making foundation? 

Our research question is based on Nouri and Parker’s (1998) model, which 
linked budget participation to job performance through the channels of budget 
adequacy and organizational commitments. They found positive effects of 
budget participation and adequacy on job performance. Our first contribution 
is the testing of the model in the nonprofit environment, which, to the best of 
our knowledge, has never been done. Second, we extend the original frame-
work beyond the budget to include additional planning and control tools, such 
as the long-term business plan and the ex-post analysis. More specifically, we 
explore whether more participation and perceived adequacy of such planning 
tools are linked to better perceived performance from the employees’ 
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standpoint. Participation captures the level of involvement each employee has 
in the planning and control processes. Adequacy is defined as the degree to 
which an individual perceives that planning tools (budget, long-term plan, …) 
are adequate to fulfill its organization’s goals. Additionally, to better custom-
ize the model to the nonprofit arena, the original item “organizational com-
mitment” (Nouri, Parker, 1998) was reframed as “sharing values” to further 
include not only the belief and willingness that links the individual to the or-
ganizations (comprised by the original author in the commitment) but also the 
alignment between an individual’s goals and organizational goals, which is 
generally very strong when employees are requested to work on social projects 
that can improve the beneficiaries as well as their communities. It is indeed 
well documented in the nonprofit literature that “value sharing” boosts indi-
vidual performance (Bish, Becker, 2015; Carnochan et al., 2014), and we ar-
gue that greater participation in planning activities should at least facilitate a 
better understanding of the organizational values and goals of each employee.  

Lastly, we further elaborate on the original model by clustering the job 
performance of employees in terms of two separate items: “professionalism,” 
as captured by employees’ evaluation of their autonomy, competence, and 
dedication to work (Bedford, Malmi, 2015; Rieg, 2018), and “effectiveness,” 
as measured by the employees’ perception of good organizational processes 
(Nouri, Parker, 1998). 
 
Figure 1 - Theoretical model 
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3. Method 
 

3.1 Characteristics of the country and foundations 
 

Choosing Italy as the country for this study provides an ideal research en-
vironment to examine different styles of employees’ involvement in founda-
tions. On the one hand, Italian foundations have historically been character-
ized by a strong use of human resources in activities directly related to social 
issues, with a role of subsidiarity in terms of public intervention rather than 
the preparatory phase and subsequent analysis (D’angelo, Amatucci, 2007; 
Barbetta, 2013; Minciullo, 2016a). On the other hand, the current debate in 
national associations is increasingly pushing the leaders of foundations to act 
in a more managerial way (Hinna, Monteduro, 2017; Puntillo, 2017). The larg-
est foundations in Italy have a strong history of supporting the arts and various 
other causes. However, we have recently witnessed a progressive shift toward 
a model of inclusion of employees with a more managerial and corporate ap-
proach in asking for greater involvement of the same in the planning and pro-
gramming phases (Minciullo, 2016b). This study was engaged the participa-
tion of representatives of the two main national associations, namely, the As-
sociation of Foundations and Savings Banks Spa (ACRI), which represents 
foundations of banking origin (FBOs) and key players in the Italian nonprofit 
landscape (Quadrio Curzio, 2015), and the Italian Association of Foundations 
and Granting Agencies (ASSIFERO). 
 
 
3.2. Dataset 
 

The data were collected through an online survey administered between 
December 2020 and April 2021 and compiled in full form by a total of 277 
respondents, of which 171 were compiled by FBO employees and 106 by em-
ployees operating in foundations and granting agencies (FGAs). Note that 
FGAs refer to a more heterogeneous group characterized by a multiplicity of 
realities, from business and family foundations up to community foundations, 
passing through the other bodies of institutional philanthropy. The dataset in-
cluded 40% of the 86 FBOs active in Italy and was sufficiently representative. 
As for the FGAs, respondents made up 20% of the total organizations. Overall, 
most of the foundations analyzed were in central Italy (~47%), a good part in 
the north (44%), and the rest in the south (9%). 
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For individual respondents, there was a substantial difference in average 
age between FBO employees (45.4 years) and FGA employees (41.7 years). 
Regarding gender, 63.5% of the total respondents were female. 

 
Table 1 - Working age of respondents 

Working age Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

< 2 years 21 7.58 7.58 

2–5 years 47 16.97 24.55 

5–8 years 33 11.91 36.46 

8–10 years 16 5.78 42.24 

> 10 years 160 57.76 100 

Total 277 100  

 
In terms of experience within each organization, data are summarized in 

Table 1. Our respondents were primarily senior employees. On average, FBO 
employees have been working for their foundation for 9.7 years, while FGA 
employees have been working for their foundation for 7.6 years. Overall, the 
employees have been employed for an average of 8.9 years. As for the level 
of education, 18.1% held a high school diploma, while 35.7% completed a 
university cycle (three-year and master’s degrees). The data show that the 
largest group (30.7%) consisted of subjects who have trained in the economic 
field (management, economics, and finance), followed by those who have a 
more humanistic education (literature, philosophy, and humanities), at 25.3%.  

The data relating to the employment offices of the responding employees 
are noteworthy and are summarized in Table 2. 
 
 
Table 2 - Respondents by office 

Office Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

Institutional and special projects 91 32.85 32.85 

Administration and secretarial 77 27.80 60.65 

Chairman office 27 9.75 70.40 

Communication 28 10.11 80.51 

Planning and control 20 7.22 87.73 

Investments 3 1.08 88.81 

Other 31 11.19 100 

Total 277 100  
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The respondents were divided into three macro-areas well balanced with 
one another: the first, which also held the highest percentage, included those 
who work in institutional and project areas (32.85%), the second concerned 
administration and secretarial services (27.80%), and the third considered all 
other sectors of activity (39.35%), where the bulk was made of people work-
ing either in the chairman (9.75%) or in the communication (10.11%) office. 
Overall, we captured employees spanning all of the foundation’s functions. 
 
 
3.3. Submitted questionnaire 
 

Our survey was designed to collect the opinions of foundation employees 
to investigate their role in promoting good organizational practices as well as 
the degree of sharing and participation in the adoption of planning and control 
tools. Among these tools, we focus on budgets, multi-year plans, and ex-post 
verification methods. 

The questionnaire was completed by representatives of the two main asso-
ciations that group Italian foundations: ACRI and ASSIFERO. It was sent to 
the representatives so that they could disseminate it among employees. A dig-
ital version of the questionnaire was made available for electronic compilation 
for those who preferred this form over paper support. 

The data collected by the survey consisted of information related to the 
following variables of interest: 
 Personal data of the respondent, including the area of training and the of-

fice the respondent provides their work.  
 The value and motivational dimensions are divided into Sense of respon-

sibility, Dedication, Autonomy, Competence, and Social desirability, re-
spectively, as identified by the international literature.  

 Engagement and degree of sharing of planning, programming, and control 
tools (multi-year strategic plans, budgets, and ex-post analysis).  

 Overall perception of the processes’ results as perceived by the respond-
ents.  
In preparing the questionnaire, adopting a neutral approach was deliber-

ately decided. Consequently, all the questions presented possible answers that 
were always fair–attractive. Hence, the respondent was not induced to prefer 
one line over another or put into a position to express perceptions and opinions 
consistent with the intervention models adopted by the institution or founda-
tion, such as more grant-making or more operational, more business-like so-
lutions or more charity-like solutions.  
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Since the questionnaire was self-administered (i.e., completed inde-
pendently by each respondent), the research team set the questions with the 
aim of making their compilation clear and immediate. 

The choice was therefore to provide for all the questions of the question-
naire, except for the section dedicated to the classification data of the respond-
ent (first thematic area), a single-choice answer on a seven-step Likert scale 
obviously specifying the meaning of the extreme values of the scale. 

Cronbach’s alpha, calculated to verify the internal coherence of various 
scales, varied from a minimum of 0.66 to a maximum of 1.04 in various sec-
tions of the questionnaire, thus ensuring an acceptable level of reliability for 
each variable. The pool of respondents seems sufficiently adequate, consider-
ing that the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin sample adequacy test returned a value of 
0.77, which is well above the minimum threshold of 0.60. The results of these 
robustness tests, the large number of elements, and the neutral formulation of 
the questions limit the possibility of the respondents intentionally distorting 
their answers. 

 
 

3.4. Dependent variables 
 

Two groups of dependent variables were considered to answer the research 
question: the employees’ professionalism and their perception of the level of 
process’ effectiveness. The main objective variable is formed by three attrib-
utes of professionalism generally accepted in the literature (Autonomy, Com-
petence, and Dedication), since our first research step is to understand if a 
correlation exists between a given model of engagement and the level of pro-
fessionalism expressed by the employee (Bedford, Malmi, 2015; Rieg, 2018). 

Autonomy is the degree to which employees feel confident in inde-
pendently pursuing a specific task. Competence clarifies whether the founda-
tion’s employees feel experienced and productive in their daily routines. Ded-
ication refers to the constant offering of oneself to achieve organizational pur-
poses and carrying out tasks not clearly formalized, if useful, to help the foun-
dation achieve its objectives. In this sense, Haddad (2002) underlines that 
“good will, the desire to help is no longer enough in itself” and that nowadays 
it is essential to have real skills to work in the nonprofit sector. 

The second dependent variable refers to the constructs of performance, 
captured by the perceived effectiveness of selected processes. Capturing the 
correlation between engagement and professionalism provides insight into ex-
ploring whether the latter is also related to the effectiveness of the work of 
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employees and, consequently, reflects improvement in selected processes per-
formed by the entire organization.  

Given that some scholars have pointed out that performance is related to 
collaboration mechanisms (Steers, 1977), we measure effectiveness along 
three dimensions. First, Effectiveness of planning and control activities, re-
lated to the fact that the resources invested in programming and control activ-
ities are not perceived as a waste of resources; second, Information clarity, 
which concerns the ability to manage information flow to make objective and 
informed decisions; and third, Degree of innovation, referring to the ability to 
identify new social interventions and projects every year. All three measures 
of effectiveness are measured as perceived by employees, and they are not ex-
post objective measures of performance. 

 
 

3.5. Independent variables 
 

Independent variables were designated by the constructs of employee en-
gagement and involvement in planning and control activities: Participation, 
Adequacy, and Sharing values. Specifically, Participation deepens depending 
on whether employees have an active role in the definition of tools. Adequacy 
detects the degree to which each individual perceives the tools adopted by the 
foundation as sufficient to serve at best modern strategic philanthropy. Shar-
ing values refers to the employee’s level of determination to achieve a specific 
organizational goal and the commitment to pursue it in the time provided 
(Nouri, Parker, 1998). 

Engagement in planning tools is actually predicted to influence process ef-
fectiveness through two steps: first, with a measurable increase in employees’ 
professionalism and, second, with this professionalism being capable of influ-
encing final organizational processes. As a result, participation leads to high 
perceived adequacy and shared values, which, in turn, increase performance 
directly and indirectly through organizational engagement and professional-
ism (Nouri, Parker, 1998). 

Owing to the nature of the bond of which possible correlations are being 
sought (engagement and professionalism, then professionalism and effective-
ness), two sets of regression are used in the empirical investigation. 

 
 

3.6. Control variables 
 

To ascertain the association between engagement, professionalism, and 
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effectiveness, we considered it important to evaluate other aspects that can 
influence this relationship, with the aim of mitigating the effect of each indi-
vidual’s personal attitude in the data analysis. To isolate what we could define 
as “the effect of the organization” – that is, how much the foundation has man-
aged or not to structure its activities in such a way that individuals feel more 
proactive and professional than their personal inclinations of departure – we 
introduced selected control variables. In fact, a greater propensity on the part 
of the individual to be and feel emotionally involved in the organizations in 
which they participate, as well as a high propensity to seek a certain social 
position, inevitably ends up “biasing” the behaviors and responses each indi-
vidual is called to give. To dampen these subjective and individual effects, 
following Nouri and Parker’s (1998) original model, two control variables 
were considered: Social desirability (i.e., the tendency of subjects to be in fa-
vor of compliance with current social norms and standards) and Sense of re-
sponsibility (i.e., the tendency of individuals to identify with their organiza-
tion and their willingness to exert efforts on its behalf). The increase in these 
variables takes into account how each employee tends to give more positive 
evaluations than the average of respondents. 

 
 

4. Results 
 
To examine the contribution of the various variables considered, descrip-

tive analyses were conducted on the results of the questionnaires. In the fol-
lowing tables, each Likert scale has been normalized between 0 and 1. Table 
3 shows the values referring to the engagement constructs. 

Clearly, the budget was the most participated in, most appropriate, and 
most shared tool for employees. In essence, the results highlight the domi-
nance of the budget over all other tools, as confirmed by the higher percentage 
of respondents involved in the budgeting process compared to those for ex-
post analysis and long-term planning. This state of the art, however, could be 
explained by the lower use of both long-term planning and ex-post evalua-
tions, which could be perceived as more complex and thus expensive tools. 

Regarding the constructs of professionalism presented in Table 4, the re-
sults highlight how the most common characteristic analyzed is Dedication, 
understood as employees’ ability to go beyond one’s ordinary job description, 
weaving relationships with actors of the territory, in addition to their normal 
workload. 
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Table 3 - Constructs of engagement 
Constructs of engagement 

 Average Variance Min Max 
Percentage of  
respondents 

Participation 

Budget 0.63 0.32 0.00 1.00 79% 

Ex-post analysis 0.52 0.34 0.00 1.00 67% 

Long-term planning 0.39 0.35 0.00 1.00 64% 

Adequacy 

Budget 0.68 0.29 0.00 1.00 79% 

Ex-post analysis 0.59 0.37 0.00 1.00 67% 

Long-term planning 0.49 0.40 0.00 1.00 64% 

Sharing values 

Budget 0.65 0.29 0.00 1.00 79% 

Ex-post analysis 0.53 0.35 0.00 1.00 67% 

Long-term planning 0.51 0.42 0.00 1.00 64% 

 
 

Table 4 - Constructs of professionalism 
Constructs of professionalism 

 Average Variance Min  Max 
Percentage of re-

spondents 

Dedication 0.86 0.14 0.00 1.00 100% 

Autonomy 0.75 0.16 0.00 1.00 100% 

Competence 0.72 0.17 0.00 1.00 100% 

   

Individual control attributes 

Social Desirability 0.85 0.13 0.00 1.00 100% 

Sense of responsibility 0.78 0.19 0.00 1.00 100% 

 
This result is well associated with the high level of our control variables 

observed in our data: Social desirability and Sense of responsibility. Together, 
these three indicators returns, on average, a very high level of value harmony 
on the side of employees, a circumstance quite common in the nonprofit work-
ing environments and, probably, attributable to the awareness that their work 
has positive effects on the territories and communities subject to intervention. 
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Conversely, the satisfactory but significantly lower values (less than at least 
10 points) recorded by Competence and Autonomy give a glimpse of the com-
plexity of organizing social interventions, as well as the areas in which foun-
dations and philanthropic bodies could intervene with training initiatives to 
strengthen their human capital. 

Finally, Table 5 highlights the constructs of effectiveness. 
 

Table 5 - Constructs of effectiveness 
Constructs of effectiveness 

 Aver-
age 

Vari-
ance 

Min  Max 
Percentage of respond-

ents 
Effectiveness of planning and 
control activities 

0.70 0.29 0.00 1.00 86% 

Information clarity  0.69 0.19 0.00 1.00 100% 

Degree of Innovation 0.67 0.20 0.00 1.00 100% 

 
The best result is achieved by the Effectiveness of planning and control activ-

ities, for which respondents – though called upon to consider the financial and 
organizational cost of these back-office activities – assign, on average, a high util-
ity in improving the social action of the foundation (0.70). This is followed by a 
more than sufficient satisfaction with the Clarity of information (0.69), which 
measures the level of information sharing between employees and their usefulness 
for making and evaluating decisions. It seems reasonable to conclude that the pro-
jects and results achieved are analyzed and studied with the appropriate program-
ming and control tools. As for the Degree of innovativeness recognized by em-
ployees in their organization, this is largely satisfactory (0.67) but 3 points lower 
than the perceived effectiveness of the tools, highlighting a possible area of re-
flection and intervention for the heads of the foundations. 

Subsequently, we used both the constructs of professionalism and process’ ef-
fectiveness (as perceived by respondents) as dependent variables to conduct two 
separate regression analyses. Our aim was to further examine the relationship be-
tween degree of engagement and professionalism as well as between profession-
alism and effectiveness, controlling for relevant variables. We performed ordinary 
least squares (OLS) regressions using the following model specification: 

𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑓𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑠𝑚 𝐴𝑢𝑡𝑜𝑛𝑜𝑚𝑦 =  𝛽 + 𝛽 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 + 𝛽 𝐴𝑑𝑒𝑞𝑢𝑎𝑐𝑦 + 𝛽 𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒𝑠 +  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝜀𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒 = 𝛽 + 𝛽 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 + 𝛽 𝐴𝑑𝑒𝑞𝑢𝑎𝑐𝑦 + 𝛽 𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒𝑠 +  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝜀𝐷𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 = 𝛽 + 𝛽 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 + 𝛽 𝐴𝑑𝑒𝑞𝑢𝑎𝑐𝑦 + 𝛽 𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒𝑠 +  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝜀  (1) 

 𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑠𝑠 𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑠𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑃. 𝐶. =  𝛽 + 𝛽 𝐴𝑢𝑡𝑜𝑛𝑜𝑚𝑦 + 𝛽 𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒 + 𝛽 𝐷𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 +  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝜀𝐷𝑒𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑒 𝑜𝑓 𝐼𝑛𝑛𝑜𝑣𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 = 𝛽 + 𝛽 𝐴𝑢𝑡𝑜𝑛𝑜𝑚𝑦 + 𝛽 𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒 + 𝛽 𝐷𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 +  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝜀𝐼𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑐𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦 = 𝛽 + 𝛽 𝐴𝑢𝑡𝑜𝑛𝑜𝑚𝑦 + 𝛽 𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒 + 𝛽 𝐷𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 +  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑠 + 𝜀  (2) 
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Participation is positively associated with all three elements of profession-
alism, highlighting how the more employees actively participate in the draft-
ing of planning, programming, and control documents, the more they feels 
autonomous, competent, and dedicated. 

With reference to Adequacy, however, there is no statistically significant 
association observed with the constructs of engagement. 

As for the sharing of objectives and the action plan by employees, a statis-
tically significant, albeit negative, association with Autonomy and Compe-
tence emerges and highlights how the active participation in planning activi-
ties sometimes disrupts the capacity to work autonomously as well as the per-
sonal feeling of being competent in the assigned position. It is as if being ex-
posed to the complexity of planning undermines some elements of profession-
alism, making employees uncomfortable in their actual position and expected 
duties. In other words, the complexity of planned processes might suggest to 
the exposed employee that it would be better to work in a group rather than 
alone, and the stress associated with the stated objectives might force some of 
them to feel unprepared and not knowledgeable enough for the required tasks. 

All these associations add to the significance of the control variables in the 
models. In fact, as expected, the positive effect of the individual variables of So-
cial desirability and Sense of responsibility is also visible. In particular, a growing 
desire to have a recognizable role in society is associated with greater Autonomy, 
and both variables of individual motivation correlate with greater Dedication. 

 
Table 6 - Relationship between engagement and professionalism 

Note: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1; p>0.1; n.s.: not significant). Bold for significant. 

Target variable Autonomy Competence Dedication 

Explicative β 
% of er-

ror 
β 

% of er-
ror 

β 
% of er-

ror 

Participation 0.09 ** 0.12 *** 0.10 *** 

Adequacy 0.06 n.s. 0.01 n.s. -0.01 n.s. 

Sharing values -0.14 *** -0.10 * -0.04 n.s. 

       Social desirability 0.14 ** 0.12 * 0.16 *** 

       Sense of responsibility 0.10 * 0.15 *** 0.18 *** 

       Constant 0.54 *** 0.46 *** 0.53 *** 

R-squared 0.06 0.09 0.22  

F 3.53 5.90 15.54  

P 0.00 0.00 0.00  

Observation 276 276 276  

Copyright © FrancoAngeli This work is released under Creative 
Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial - NoDerivatives License. 

For terms and conditions of usage please see: 
http://creativecommons.org 



Giacomo Boesso, Fabrizio Cerbioni, Marco Ghitti 

158 

One potential concern of our analysis is that certain characteristics of the 
foundations where the employees work, such as the size or the origin (bank, 
corporate, or family origin), might affect these results. Therefore, we repli-
cated the analysis of Table 6 with a very strict specification that introduces 
foundations fixed effects whenever the respondents provided the name of the 
foundation where they work. All our baseline results were confirmed. Despite 
the reduction in the sample size due to data availability, this suggests that the 
foundation characteristics do not completely drive our results. 

After verifying a mixed association between the three elements of engage-
ment in the planning and control system and the three elements of profession-
alism by this first set of OLS regression, we attempt to understand whether 
and how higher professionalism resonates in the better effectiveness of se-
lected processes. This is investigated with a second set of regressions accord-
ing to the specification of Equation (2). 

Dedication, measured as the desire to go beyond one’s job description to 
fulfill the social objective, turns out to be the driving factor that is positively 
associated with all effectiveness measures. Note that this positive relationship 
adds to the positive association registered by the control variables, which 
measure the natural personal attitudes of each individual toward its organiza-
tion (Social desirability and Sense of responsibility). The contribution of Ded-
ication remains visible and statistically significant. Even if Sense of responsi-
bility appears to have a predominant role in all relationships (with the highest 
coefficient), which means that employees more naturally inclined to diligently 
perform their role tend to perceive the foundation’s processes more positively, 
dedication goes beyond this natural predisposition, thereby increasing em-
ployee satisfaction. It is worth recalling that in the first regression set (Table 
6), Dedication was similarly proven to be positively influenced by the em-
ployee’s Participation in the main planning activities. 

As with the first set of regression, we replicated the analysis of Table 8 
with a stricter specification that introduces foundations fixed effects. Baseline 
results are confirmed, although there is a loss of significance in the correlation 
between dedication and innovation and clarity. 

This suggests that such a correlation is influenced by the characteristics of 
the institution when we refer to the degree of innovation and the information 
clarity (which “per se” are perceived as higher in larger and more structured 
foundations, despite the high or low level of employees’ engagement and pro-
fessionalism). 
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Table 7 - Relationship between engagement and professionalism – FE model 
Target variable Autonomy Competence Dedication 

Explicative β 
% of er-

ror 
β 

% of er-
ror 

β 
% of er-

ror 

Participation 0.16 *** 0.12 ** 0.08 *** 

Adequacy 0.03 n.s. -0.09 n.s -0.10 n.s. 

Sharing values -0.15 ** 0.05 n.s 0.06 n.s 

    Social desirability 0.12 0.16 n.s 0.16 * 

    Sense of responsibility 0.12 0.31 *** 0.15 ** 

    Constant 0.53 *** 0.31 ** 0.62 *** 

Foundations FE YES YES YES 

R-squared 
0.20 
1.82 
0.00 
168 

0.20 
1.82 
0.00 
168 

0.20 
1.82 
0.00 
168 

F 

P 

Observation 

Note: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1; p>0.1; n.s.: not significant; bold: the most significant 

 
 
Table 8 - Relationship between professionalism and effectiveness 

Target variable 

Effectiveness of 
planning and 

control 
activities 

Degree of 
Innovation 

Information 
clarity  

Explicative β 
% of er-

ror 
β 

% of er-
ror 

β 
% of er-

ror 

Autonomy -0.01 n.s. -0.07 n.s. -0.09 n.s. 

Competence 0.19 n.s. 0.02 n.s. 0.00 n.s. 

Dedication 0.53 *** 0.18 ** 0.15 ** 

    Social desirability -0.07 n.s. 0.03 n.s. 0.09 n.s. 

    Sense of responsibility 0.46 *** 0.44 *** 0.52 *** 

    Constant -0.27 n.s. 0.19 ** 0.15 * 

R-squared 0.16 0.22 0.32  

F 10.66 16.47 25.87  

P 0.00 0.00 0.00  

Observation 276   276   276   

Note: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1; p>0.1; n.s.: not significant; bold: the most significant 
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5. Discussion and Limitations 
 

Although our analysis focused exclusively on planning activities and re-
lated tools, the reported data highlight the existence of a correlation between 
engagement and professionalism, as well as a possible correlation between the 
professionalism of employees and their self-perceived effectiveness of se-
lected organizational processes (namely, planning, innovativeness, and infor-
mation clarity). The tested model (Nouri, Parker, 1998) was successfully rep-
licable in this nonprofit context. Regarding engagement, it is worth recalling 
that the budget is the most used planning tool by the respondents. This is un-
surprising, since the greater levels of complexity and resources required by 
long-term planning and ex-post analysis seem to act as barriers to engagement.  

Concerning professionalism, Dedication is the characteristic most present 
within our dataset, and it is well connected to the positive personal predispo-
sition of nonprofit employees, as represented by the high scores of the two 
control variables. The results, in essence, highlight how the level of profes-
sionalism is driven by how dedicated the staff members are to work. Although 
such dedication is inevitably linked to the subjectivity of each employee, it 
can also be increased by selected organizational processes, such as engage-
ment in planning and control activities. However, the lower results achieved 
by the association between Competence and the constructs of engagement 
seem to suggest the need, on the part of the board of directors and top manag-
ers, to intervene on this front. Considering that a high level of complexity 
characterizes the budget (although to a lesser extent) and, above all, long-term 
planning and ex-post analysis, higher investments in a trained and competent 
team are of fundamental importance in increasing the overall levels of profes-
sionalism of the foundation itself (Hersberger-Langloh et al., 2020).  

With regard to effectiveness, it is worth reiterating how the respondents to 
the survey seem aware of the importance of planning instruments as tools for 
improving selected processes, such as the information flow and the innovation 
attitude. 

With regard to the research question of the impact of engagement on pro-
fessionalism and effectiveness, the results of our two sets of OLS regressions 
highlight how, among the constructs of engagement, Participation has the 
greatest impact on professionalism in all dimensions investigated. The control 
variables also confirm that this construct is where a group with high intrinsic 
motivations will benefit the most. In summary, at the aggregate level, engage-
ment seems to be positively associated with professionalism, and these data 
should be useful to the governing body of the foundations, who should con-
sider that employee participation in delicate phases, such as planning, 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli This work is released under Creative 
Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial - NoDerivatives License. 

For terms and conditions of usage please see: 
http://creativecommons.org 



Strong planners versus weak planners 

161 

reverberates positively in terms of the professionalism of the team. Nonethe-
less, top managers should keep in mind that in the act of building the team, 
they can also leverage the intrinsic positive attitudes of many candidates to-
ward social projects.  
 
Table 9 - Relationship between professionalism and effectiveness – FE model 

Target variable 

Effectiveness of 
planning and 

control 
activities 

Degree of 
Innovation 

Information clar-
ity  

Explicative β 
% of er-

ror 
β 

% of er-
ror 

β 
% of er-

ror 

Autonomy 0.15 n.s. -0.09 n.s. -0.05 n.s. 

Competence 0.12 n.s. -0.13 n.s. 0.10 n.s. 

Dedication 0.60 ** 0.09 n.s. 0.05 n.s. 

    Social desirability -0.35 n.s. -0.02 n.s. 0.23 * 

    Sense of responsibility 0.53 *** 0.50 *** 0.16 * 

    Constant -0.18 n.s. 0.38 * 0.30 * 

Foundation FE YES YES YES 

R-squared 0.19 0.26 0.39  

F 1.77 2.12 3.05  

P 0.01 0.00 0.00  

Observation 168   168   168   

Note: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1; p>0.1; n.s.: not significant; bold: the most significant 

 
Concerning the second aspect of the research, namely, the impact of pro-

fessionalism on effectiveness, we note that the construct that has the most im-
pact on the dependent variable is Dedication and, once again, the control ele-
ment of a Sense of responsibility. 

Ultimately, it seems possible to confirm how greater Participation in the 
planning process can increase not only the professionalism but also the effec-
tiveness, or at least its perception, that employees associate with the planning 
process, the information clarity, and the innovation attitude of their founda-
tions, with more than positive effects for the organization in general. This con-
sideration should be particularly useful for nonprofit leaders who are called 
upon to implement actions and initiatives that have greater employee engage-
ment as their objective. However, this effect can lead to tense situations, 
demonstrated, for example, by the negative association shown by the Sharing 
values construct, which signals how advanced planning reveals to employees 
the complexity of their jobs and objectives and might contribute to making 
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them feel less competent and effective if not properly trained to face this com-
plexity. In any case, the aggregate effect seems to confirm a general improve-
ment in the work of employees when a business-like approach is introduced. 
On the other hand, it also shows how managerial instruments, if shared among 
and participated in by employees, might undermine the employees’ self-sense 
of professional adequacy because of the complexity that action plans and mile-
stones reveal and make visible to all individuals involved in the writing pro-
cess.  

Finally, the results of this study must be considered in light of the limita-
tions associated with the analysis. The various layers associated with the con-
structs are actually self-reported and perceived measures. This inevitably adds 
a significant level of subjectivity, although the work team appropriately incor-
porated control variables to dampen this effect. The inclusion of foundation 
fixed effects mitigates concerns about how much and deep each foundation’s 
characteristics can effectively affect the involvement of employees in the plan-
ning tools. Nonetheless, it would be interesting to further investigate the pro-
cess that every organization follows when implementing a planning tool and 
whether such a process affects employees’ professionalism and effectiveness. 
Future research could involve each foundation’s governing body, which is in 
charge of setting the guidelines of the planning process. Moreover, researchers 
could also replicate the same study on different countries and nonprofit typol-
ogies to arrive at cleaner results from the institutional, legal, social, and other 
variables that are characteristic of each individual and organization. 

 
 

6. Conclusion 
 

The proposed study, which focused on employees’ opinions, aimed to in-
vestigate whether and how greater employee engagement in planning and con-
trol procedures (the business-like approach) could release positive effects for 
both the employees themselves and the foundation.  

The contribution this work offers to the literature on the subject is in veri-
fying whether employee participation is in some way associated with busi-
ness-like practices, despite the fact that there are strands of thought in the lit-
erature that underline how the use of typical tools of for-profit organizations 
can be considered an element of distortion in nonprofits or, in any case, con-
taminate the typical specificities of philanthropic bodies (Bish, Becker, 2015; 
Hustinx, De Waele, 2015; Hvenmark, 2016; Iverson, Burkart, 2007). Con-
versely, our study highlights that the business-like approach, if well balanced 
and thoughtful, can contribute to greater employee satisfaction by 
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reverberating in terms of the general effectiveness of action by the founda-
tions, as perceived by the employees. Even if the complexity of some activities 
(e.g., long-term planning and ex-post analysis) might contribute to making 
employees less enthusiastic about their positive, competent, and autonomous 
contributions to the foundation’s success.  

Furthermore, the high significance of the control variables related to indi-
vidual attitudes (Social desirability and Sense of responsibility), which often 
register stronger coefficients compared with our business-like dependent var-
iables, signal the predominant role of personal attitudes and beliefs in shaping 
the professionalism and performances of nonprofit sectors. Even if these cor-
relations are largely expected, the strong magnitude observed confirms the 
presence of a real intangible asset in nonprofit organizations, where highly 
motivated employees are enthusiastic about working on projects that are good 
for the communities and tend to transfer their enthusiasm in their daily routine 
and performance appraisal.  

Although not interviewed in our questionnaire, top managers could benefit 
from this structural characteristic of their industry by accelerating innovation, surf-
ing employees’ participation, and aligning the most challenging objectives of the 
organization with the more satisfied employees, who are often prone to dedicate 
extra hours and commitment to projects they strongly support at the personal level.  

In conclusion, by contributing to the ongoing debate on the usefulness of 
business-like practices in foundations (Maier et al., 2015), our results support 
and justify the greater use of managerial tools coupled with appropriate train-
ing sessions to tailor the tools to the reality of nonprofits, as well as the actual 
level of business proficiency of the engaged employees. These findings are 
similar to the results of other recent studies (Del Giudice, Migliavacca, 2019; 
McKay et al., 2015; Powell, Osborne, 2020; Suykens et al., 2020), which 
highlight how nonprofit organizations should focus more on circumstances 
that are suitable for corporate solutions without losing their identity, rather 
than passively adopting business-like solutions. Tailored business-like solu-
tions seem to be the only possible way to improve foundations’ ability to cope 
with modern complexity and make trained employees more capable of imple-
menting impactful and effective actions. 
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