
 

Exploring the role of NGOs in influencing enterprise policy: Insights from 

Zimbabwe 

 

Crispen Karanda 

International Centre for the Development of Entrepreneurial Communities, 371 Portglen 

Road, Borrowdale, Harare, Zimbabwe.  

Emails: ckaranda@icdesiec.org; crkaranda@gmail.com 

 

Nuria Toledano (* Corresponding Author) 

Business Management and Marketing Department, University of Huelva, Huelva, Spain 

Email: toledano@dem.uhu.es 

ORCID: http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7346-6205 

  

mailto:ckaranda@icdesiec.org
mailto:crkaranda@gmail.com
mailto:toledano@dem.uhu.es
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7346-6205


Exploring the role of NGOs in influencing enterprise policy: Insights 

from Zimbabwe 

The ineffectiveness of enterprise policy in some southern Africa’s rural areas has 

led to Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) attempting to increase their 

political influence by engaging in the enterprise policy process. This paper 

examines the case of one NGO from one of the poorest southern African 

countries – Zimbabwe – in order to bring insights to its role as policy influencer 

in the regional approaches of enterprise policy-making. The paper argues that an 

understanding of such role requires the appreciation of how people and 

organizations are embedded to their contexts. The evidence suggests that in the 

case study the NGO’s role is only modest. 
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Introduction  

For a long time, enterprise policy has been one of the most praised public policies in 

both developed and developing countries. Broadly, it has been assumed that enterprise 

policy could help to stimulate innovation, create employment and generate economic 

growth by supporting the creation and consolidation of new and small businesses 

(Audretsch, 2004; Dennis, 2011; Guerrero et al. 2011; Lundström & Stevenson, 2005; 

Urbano et al. 2010a, 2010b). In less developed economies, enterprise policy has also 

been portrayed as an appropriate tool to solve their chronic poverty problems 

(Goedhuys & Calza, 2017; Karanda & Toledano, 2018a, 2018b; Obeng & Blundel, 

2015). However, over the past years, increasing skepticism has grown in light of the 

weak and ambiguous results accomplished. A recent research stream, framed in what 

may be called critical approaches to enterprise policy, is providing new insights that 

invalidate the mythical perception of enterprise policy as the panacea to meet economic 

and social challenges (Acs et al., 2016; Shane, 2009; Wapshott & Mallett, 2018). It has 

also been critiqued that enterprise policies have tended to be centralized, so that many 



government interventions are found ineffective at sub-national levels (Fotopoulos & 

Storey, 2019; Huggins et al., 2015; Xheneti, 2017). One of the main effects of such 

scholarship is the correspondingly greater concern for analyzing the enterprise policy 

process from the perspective of the contextual actors who intervene in the process 

(Arshed, 2017; Bridge, 2010; Smallbone, 2016). Yet, limited attention has been paid to 

NGOs’ influencer role in enterprise policy-making processes, despite that they have 

been widely recognized as a dynamic force on public policy-making (Abednico, 2015; 

Bebbington, 2004; Chigudu, 2015; Klugman, 2000). 

The objective of this article is to fill part of this void in the literature. Based on a 

longitudinal case study, we examine how one of the largest NGOs in Zimbabwe works 

to influence the approaches of enterprise policy in favor of disadvantaged rural areas. 

Zimbabwe currently has one of the lowest incomes of the southern African countries1, 

and a remarkable history of failures in enterprise policy (Bomani et al., 2015). Its policy 

interventions have tended to be partisan, temperamental, exclusionary, hurried, and 

short-term bent, while a certain ambiguity has prevailed in the state and NGOs 

relationships (Zhou & Hardlife, 2012). Thus, within the southern African context, the 

Zimbabwean experience makes the issue sharper. While the research is premised on 

grounded-theory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), a framework 

based on the notion of embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990) is 

used to enrich the interpretations concerning the contextual factors that affect NGOs’ 

strategies to influence enterprise policy-making. 

The article seeks to contribute to the existing literature in several ways. First, it 

extends recent work on the enterprise policy process by considering how one of its 

possible stakeholders – an NGO – works to influence enterprise policy for the benefit of 

poor rural regions. Second, by using an embeddedness approach it provides insights on 



the dynamic interplay that NGOs can bring between the enterprise policy-making and 

the socio-cultural processes that work in-context. Thirdly, by approaching a reality of 

Zimbabwe, it contributes to filling the gap that exists in the literature concerning what 

happens in rural regions from the complex and unstable African continent, providing 

evidence with implications for wider enterprise policy. 

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. It first summarizes the 

theoretical background and conceptual framework that underpins the investigation by 

presenting the current understanding of enterprise policy-making, the main features of 

southern African NGOs as stakeholders of enterprise policy, and the embeddedness 

approach. The paper then moves on to discuss the research design and then the context 

of the study. The following section presents and analyzes the findings, while the paper 

concludes by highlighting the major outcomes and implications of the work. 

Theoretical background and conceptual framework 

The enterprise policy process in-context 

Enterprise policy usually includes a variety of governmental interventions aimed at 

affecting new, small, and entrepreneurial business (Dennis, 2011; Lundström & 

Stevenson, 2005). Enterprise policy making is deemed necessary where small 

businesses are vulnerable to market failures or the level of new business creation is low 

in a particular area (Goedhuys & Calza, 2016; Smallbone, 2016; Smallbone & Welter, 

2001). However, in practice, the implementation of many enterprise policies has been 

driven not so much from local needs as from international politics (Xheneti, 2017). This 

has led to a dissociation of the measures implemented from the context in which they 

are performed and often to poorer results than expected (Arshed et al., 2016; Chigudu, 

2015; Huggins et al., 2015). The so-called “entrepreneurial ecosystem approach” (Stam, 



2015; Spigel & Harrison, 2018) is providing a new framework to respond to this 

concern. 

A distinctive feature of the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach is the 

appreciation of the context as an endogenous part of the enterprise policy process. 

Beyond variations in the level of entrepreneurship or the vulnerability of local SMEs, 

other varieties on spatial variables, such as the way in which people are committed to 

the places, are seen as relevant (Grillitsch, 2019; Stam, 2015). Indeed, a significant 

distinction from previous enterprise policies is the importance attributed to the 

entrepreneur – or potential entrepreneur – over the business. Policies focused on 

enhancing entrepreneurial ecosystems perceive the entrepreneur not as a result of the 

enterprise policy but as a central player (Stam, 2015). Another difference lies in the 

importance given to the social dimension of the context, which has turned to be one of 

the policy’s focal points (Mason & Brown, 2014; Spigel & Harrison, 2018). Thus, it 

might be said that, on the one hand, the political approach to fostering entrepreneurship 

and SMEs has been socialized by recognizing the interdependence between social and 

economic forces as they appear in a place. On the other hand, it might also be stated that 

such political approach has been micro-regionalized, in the sense that it acknowledges 

the importance of a micro-regional architecture on the world of enterprise policy 

premised on a wide diversity of social, spatial and historical circumstances –e.g., 

economy, ethnicity, religion, culture. 

With the recent literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems, the debates concerning 

enterprise policy formulation and the enterprise policy process have been re-nurtured. A 

generally accepted disaggregation distinguishes four main stages: agenda setting, policy 

formulation, policy implementation and monitoring, and evaluation of policy (Birkland, 

2016). But the current concern is very much on how contextual aspects and actors are 



involved throughout the different stages of the enterprise policy process (Huggins et al., 

2015). In other words, the challenge is to know how places and people are credited (or 

not) with influence on government policies. 

The emphasis on community participation and local decision making is one of 

the main features of the so-called bottom-up approach (Panda, 2007). In the context of 

enterprise policy, this means to advocate enterprise policy processes that enable the 

involvement of local people ─ e.g. entrepreneurs ─ and allow regional and local 

flexibility (Huggins et al., 2015). The bottom-up approach is in opposition to the 

traditional top-down approach, which has been mainly focused on the exclusive 

involvement of trans(national) government policy makers (Huggins et al., 2015). Such 

participation of external actors has been especially compelling in the African continent, 

where international policies have been guiding domestic policies, yet often using 

conceptual frameworks that do not reflect the cultural realities of the policy’s 

beneficiaries, nor the high levels of political corruption among many policy-makers 

(Zhou & Hardlife, 2012). Local African NGOs, however, can also make use of 

interventions that theoretically may be well understood as top-down approaches. This 

occurs when they try to participate in lobbying and bargaining with decision-making 

authorities at local platforms (Panda, 2007). In fact, at times, African NGOs mix 

approaches in their own context, so that they can succeed in their goal of taking greater 

responsibility in the public policy processes and facilitate the participatory decision-

making ─ including community participation. The next section discusses these issues. 

Understanding southern African NGOs in the framework of the enterprise policy 

process 

From the 1990s on, the number and influence of NGOs have been growing in southern 

Africa. NGOs have emerged in many shapes and forms, but there are also some typical 



features. For example, Klugman (2000), in her study about NGOs from South Africa, 

has highlighted their voluntary formation, relative independence – in the sense that they 

work independent of government, but many depend on international donors’ funds for 

their survival –  and development orientation. In fact, while NGOs can deploy multiple 

approaches to achieve their objectives, a great part of their popularity was fuelled as 

they began to be perceived as appropriate organizations to dealing with development 

problems in better ways than governments (Bebbington, 2004; Fowler, 2000). In this 

context, a typical trend has been their rise to the political stage premised on the belief 

that the participation of NGOs is essential to the policy making that wants to guarantee 

the rights of those marginalized (, 2001; Van Welie & Romijn, 2018) 

Nowadays, in southern Africa, there are a number of NGOs whose purpose 

mainly focuses on influencing enterprise policy (Dorman, 2001; Klugman, 2000 Nyoh, 

2019; Tirivanhu et al., 2015). The seeking of NGOs to having a part in the enterprise 

policy process is in addition to their traditional role in seeking poverty alleviation, 

especially in rural and depressed regions (Abraham, 2019; Bornstein, 2003; Dorman, 

2001; Kalu, 2016; Söderbaum, 2007). In fact, it has been recognized that NGOs’ 

interventions can contribute to transforming certain neglected areas traditionally 

considered as passive recipients into active micro-regions able of articulating specific 

interests (Millsten, 2015; Söderbaum, 2007; Unruh, 2015).  

The rising political influence of NGOs, however, is not a guarantee of an 

improvement in public governance, especially when it is dominated by authoritarian 

rules or quasi-democratic regimes as it occurs in many southern African countries 

(Bornstein, 2003; Pilossof, 2012; Van Driel & Van Haren, 2003). Nonetheless, the 

differences within southern Africa ─ some countries such as Botswana or South Africa 

are relatively stable and with multiparty democracies, while others such as Zimbabwe 



are living a period of important political change ─ affect the extent to which 

governments interact with NGOs as well as the NGOs’ organizational culture. So, 

within southern Africa it is possible to find NGOs working in partnership with the state, 

in supporting or in a reforming role (Abdenico, 2015; Mutongwizo, 2018). This is 

important because it implies different freedoms of expression for NGOs as a means of 

promoting interventions at distinct levels. Moreover, even though an NGO involvement 

may be a remarkable feature in some stages of policy process, it could be hampered by 

governments and, therefore, may have little policy impact (Klugman, 2000). Still, the 

fact that there are opportunities for NGOs to participate in policy-making does not mean 

that NGOs are always capable of playing an influencer role, nor to play it appropriately 

in benefit of local areas’ development. Besides NGOs should not be idealized, since 

they may also be seduced by personal interests and may end up losing the collective will 

to influence politics to the benefit of society (Abdenico, 2015; Smith, 2010). 

Overall, southern African NGOs’ interventions in enterprise policy making 

cannot be completely understood without a basic appreciation of the social structures 

and cultures upon which their inhabitants live, and the NGOs are modeled (Karanda & 

Toledano, 2018b). Yet the ideas of contextuality draw on the concept of embeddedness 

(Granovetter, 1985; Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990), which has been acknowledged as 

appropriate to addressing economic relationships in a wider context of on-going 

historical and social relations. Our approach to it is inevitably connected to what has 

been acknowledged to the wider field of sociology and its application to the 

entrepreneurship field. To this we turn now. 

The embeddedness approach  

Karl Polanyi [1886-1964] is generally acknowledged as the originator of the concept of 

embeddedness (Dacin et al., 1999; Granovetter, 1985; Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990), which 



he employed to describe the social structure of modern markets (Uzzi, 1997). However, 

the sociologist Mark Granovetter’s (1985) classic essay has served as a more proximate 

and accessible stimulus for modern research on embeddedness and its application to the 

entrepreneurship field (Dacin et al., 1999). 

Granovetter (1985) presents the argument of embeddedness by placing 

economic relationships in a wider context of on-going social relations. From his 

perspective, embeddedness emphasises the importance of the social structures in 

shaping economic activities. In Granovetter’s (1985) terminology, this situation is 

described by the notion of structural embeddedness, which can work as both stimulus 

and constraint of economic decisions and actions. Following Granovetter’s (1985) 

reasoning, the entrepreneurial activity is understood as a network of relationships (Jack 

& Anderson, 2002) and entrepreneurs as part of the local structure (Gaddefors & 

Cronsell, 2008; Jack & Anderson, 2002). Thus, if such structures enhance 

entrepreneurial behaviours, entrepreneurial activities would be expected to occur 

naturally. 

Economic decisions can also be shaped by other contextual dynamics. Zukin and 

DiMaggio (1990), for example, refer to cultural and political embeddedness. Cultural 

embeddedness has to do with the manner in which economic decisions are shaped by 

shared collective understandings (Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990). It has a cognitive 

function, in the sense that it serves as a channel to providing information, influence 

perception and the ends that people pursue. But it also implies affective and valuative 

aspects. In addition, as it occurred with structural embeddedness, diverse forms of 

culture – e.g., categories, values, beliefs, informal norms – may enable or restrict any 

economic activity (Dequech, 2003). Political embeddedness is often referred to as the 

rules and regulations that form the framework within which local actors interact; but 



because political institutions have an ideological dimension, political embeddedness 

may also shape social values that are embodied in such rules (Zukin & DiMaggio, 

1990). Indeed, different dimensions of embeddedness usually overlap and interact 

simultaneously to shape standards of behaviours, economies, and organizational forms 

and strategies (Dacin et al., 1999). 

Literature referring to contexts with high entrepreneurial activity has shown the 

importance of embedding to the entrepreneur (Jack & Anderson, 2002; Korsgaard, 

Ferguson, & Gaddefors, 2015). Some advantages are related to recognizing 

opportunities and obtaining information, knowledge, and financial resources through 

exchanges based on trust and reciprocity instead of being based on rigid and impersonal 

markets. However, in areas in which there is lack of entrepreneurial activity, being 

embedded is often interpreted negatively because it might discourage any different 

behaviour such might be, in that context, an entrepreneurial behaviour (Karanda & 

Toledano, 2012; Seelos et al., 2011).  

According to the embedded perspective, the influence of NGOs in enterprise 

policy will depend, in part, on the way in which people and institutions are embedded to 

their places. The consideration of embeddedness thus, seems to be important for NGOs 

that are trying to promote entrepreneurial activities in specific regions and influence the 

enterprise policy process.  

Research design  

This research used the case study method (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 

2009) to address the question of “to what extent and how NGOs do perform their role as 

influencers of enterprise policy-making in the context of Zimbabwe”. Adopting an 

exploratory qualitative approach, we narrowed the study to investigate in-depth the case 

of one NGO from Zimbabwe ─ thereafter we will refer to it as NGO-EP, non-



governmental organization for influencing enterprise policy). The single case-study 

design allows investigating in-depth phenomena in their real-life context, builds detailed 

narratives displaying the process and addresses issues where the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not obvious (Yin, 2009).  

The selection of the case was purposive. Purposeful sampling is useful when the 

research is orientated towards a rather clear-cut research interest (Barglowski, 2018). It 

involves the identification of relevant cases before the research is conducted. Its logic 

and power lie in selecting “information-rich cases” (Patton, 1990, p.169), that is, cases 

for study in depth, and from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central 

importance to the purpose of the investigation (Patton 1990). In our research, the 

selection of what was an “information-rich case” was based on: 1) its capacity to mirror 

the research interest, and 2) our knowledge about the field (Barglowski, 2018). 

Firstly, it was considered the legitimacy and experience that NGO-EP had in 

both lobbying social and enterprise policies in Zimbabwe (top-down approach) and 

promoting disadvantaged people’s participation in local projects (bottom-up approach). 

NGO-EP was launched in Zimbabwe in1993, and as it has accumulated experience at 

implementing local development projects it has also attempted to increase its political 

influence by engaging in enterprise policy processes. In 2017 NGO-EP had an 

important number of professionals working throughout the country, which included a 

legal team working on policy lobbying and representation to community associations. 

Furthermore, in some periods, NGO-EP hires temporary workers to attend the field 

work required by some of its projects, and researchers to collaborate in analysis tasks. 

Being one of the few national NGOs fully committed to poverty alleviation and 

economic development of marginalized rural communities, it provided an interesting 



opportunity to gain insights about its influence on enterprise policy-making on behalf of 

disadvantaged regions.  

Secondly, purposive sampling is useful when researchers have access to 

information that can provide a clear image of what they aim to find out (Barglowski, 

2018; Toledano & Anderson, 2017). In our research, the possibility of observing NGO-

EP’s actions for more than one year was key to picking the case. This was feasible as 

one of the authors became part of an insider research team in the framework of one 

action research project carried out by the NGO from 2015 till 2017. The findings 

presented here, however, are circumscribed to the activities that NGO-EP accomplished 

during 2016 and 2017 in order to influence the enterprise policy process in Zimbabwe 

on behalf of rural areas from the North and West of the country. 

The main data collection instruments involved interviews, participant 

observation and documentary material. The first author conducted participant 

observation during six group discussions that took place with local people from the rural 

areas that NGO-EP organised. Observation was also conducted during eight meetings 

between NGO-EP’s staff and government officers. NGO-EP’s workers and staff were 

interviewed several times and informal conversations were also maintained. In addition, 

in-depth interviews were conducted with 7 government officials. Most interviews were 

conducted in English, but some discussions were carried out in Shona – a vernacular 

language spoken by both one of the researchers and some of the respondents. In sum, 

different units of analysis were approached through different tools as it is summarized 

in Table 1. 

[Insert Table 1] 

The data were analyzed inductively following the guidelines of grounded-theory 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). We relied on a constant comparison of multiple informants 



over time in order to identify conceptual patterns among the evidence (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1997). Specifically, we drew from Gioia et al.’s (2013) analysis guide to 

transform the amount of information into insightful ideas. We reviewed the data on 

NGO-EP’s actions to find out its role as influencers of enterprise policy-making. This 

drew out significant themes that informed a coding frame (e.g., actions for influencing 

political agenda; actions for influencing the formulation and implementation of the 

enterprise policy process) and material to contrast with our conceptual framework. For 

this, we focused on our primary data source, the interviews with NGO-EP’s staff, 

because the staff themselves could provide the best insights on the involvement of 

NGOs in the different stages of the policy process, and on how embeddedness affected 

their actions. We then approached the data from our other sources and added supporting 

or contradicting data points to the themes. This was an important stage, as it allowed us 

to integrate data from our multiple sources. To take note of the observations that we 

considered significant in the different places where the encounters occurred was 

important to interpret all the data appropriately. Besides, every interpretative attempt – 

including translations from Shona – was made to honour the spirit, imagery and tone of 

all the conversations and dialogues that occurred through the interviews. Finally, 

consent for publishing this work was obtained, but it was also agreed to use the 

information of both the NGO and people interviewed anonymously.  

Study context 

The area of Zimbabwe is relatively sparsely populated (390,759 sq km where about 16,9 

million people live). Despite that Zimbabwe was once considered as one of the most 

prosperous southern African nations, Zimbabwe’s economy has been steadily eroding to 

the point that it is currently one of the lowest income countries of southern Africa 

(Chigudu, 2015; Guo, 2020; Karanda & Toledano, 2018a, 2018b; Matamanda, 2019).  



Generally, rural regions are the most acutely harmed by Zimbabwe’s economic 

situation. This means a greater suffering for rural populations in terms of getting basic 

commodities, access to infrastructure, basic service provision such as electricity or clean 

water, and less educational and employment opportunities (Karanda & Toledano, 

2018a, 2018b). The main economic activity is self-subsistence agriculture and is 

dominated by informal activities in which most household-family members contribute 

in several tasks. Additionally, in the North and West of Zimbabwe – the area referred to 

in this study – the land is marginal to proper agricultural production, such that it cannot 

supply people that go beyond farmers’ families.  

In terms of Zimbabwe’s government policies, the political discourse has 

traditionally been directed towards social sectors and the expansion of rural 

infrastructure; yet, the implementation has proved a major challenge (Zhou & Hardlife, 

2012; Karanda & Toledano, 2018a). Over the past years, however, enterprise policy has 

gained importance over other economic policies as a way of influencing unemployment 

rates and reducing poverty through the support to new and small businesses (Bomani et 

al., 2015). A significant issue was the establishment of the Ministry of Small and 

Medium Enterprises and Cooperative Development (SMECP) in 2002, with the 

objective of facilitating a conducive environment that streamlined the development of 

SMEs, the creation of employment and economic growth (Bomani et al., 2015). 

Broadly, two features have been remarkable in Zimbabwe’s enterprise policy-

making. On the one hand, a continuous interaction between international organizations 

– mainly the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) – and 

domestic policy imperatives. On the other hand, a clear politicisation of the enterprise 

policy formulation by the political party in power since Zimbabwe’s independence from 

Britain in 1980 – the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) – 



coupled with excessive bureaucratic procedures and growing authoritarian and 

corruptive practices. The ZANU-PF party led the country with the same president, 

Robert Mugabe, for 37 years3. Yet, the enterprise policy in Zimbabwe has repeatedly 

failed to achieve its purposes, and the negative consequences have been especially 

noticed in rural regions (Karanda & Toledano, 2018b). Due to the fact that political 

power is usually concentrated in urban areas, groups favoring industrial protection have 

tended to have more influence on policy-makers’ decisions than those voicing rural 

people’s problems and interests.  

Findings and Discussion 

In this section, the findings are presented through a distinction between the role of 

NGO-EP in influencing the enterprise policy process during its inception (agenda) and 

its role in enterprise policy formulation and implementation. In the analysis, special 

emphasis is given to the conditions (embedded process) under which NGO-EP has 

worked to influence enterprise policy.  

Influencing the agenda of the enterprise policy process  

Recent literature suggests that the participation of NGOs in policy-making processes is 

increasingly recognized within the African continent (Abraham, 2019; Dorman, 2001; 

Kalu, 2016; Klugman, 2000; Nyoh, 2019; Obeng & Blundel, 2015; Tirivanhu et al., 

2015). Our findings confirm the literature when “participation” is understood from the 

perspective of bringing new concerns into the enterprise policy agenda. Indeed, it is not 

uncommon that the NGO presents proposals that policy-makers value as attractive and 

“friendly” enough to include. 

The case study’s evidence shows that in two prominent themes it was possible 

for NGO-EP to create space in the enterprise policy-making agenda4. Concretely, in a 



first proposal, NGO-EP advocated for supporting informal ways that people were using 

to help acquaintances in their informal activities as small-scale individual entrepreneurs. 

This implied to assist not only entrepreneurs but also people who were informally 

supporting local entrepreneurial activity through small personal loans, teaching some 

craft techniques, or selling some products. NGO-EP’s second proposal had to do with 

entrepreneurship education among rural population. Specifically, it was suggested to 

offer one-on-one counselling and group educational sessions targeted at young rural 

people using the informal apprenticeship model ─ an old traditional Zimbabwean’s 

approach.  

It is notable that both proposals put special emphasis on strengthening the 

resources and capacities already in place in the rural areas. Furthermore, they implied to 

support business development services that could benefit most of the working-age 

population. In this sense, the NGO-EP’s proposals supported in many ways the view of 

the recent entrepreneurial ecosystem approach that points towards a policy for an 

entrepreneurial economy instead of a narrow entrepreneurship policy (Mason & Brown, 

2014; Spigel & Harrison, 2018; Stam, 2015). The words of one of the NGO-EP’s staff 

interviewed were clearly supportive of this idea: 

“We try to involve rural people in their own development and that is why we try to 

present their problems as one unique target group (...) is like imagining different 

people embodying different roles in terms of entrepreneurial activities (...) when 

you give them opportunities to take responsibilities, something great happens” 

(interview 1, NGO-EP’s staff, Rushinga, 3 November 2016).  

To get local people involved in discussing development initiatives, NGO-EP 

adopted what they called a “whole inclusive strategy”. Its focus lied on meeting a wide 

range of rural people (e.g., informal farmers, traditional rural leaders, unemployed 

youth, Christian pastors) who were deemed to be marginalised from mainstream 



enterprise policies. The goal was to speak out about rural problems in group 

discussions.  One of the NGO-EP’s staff clarified about the intentions on these group 

discussions by noting that the goal was to collect diverse ideas and speak with “one 

voice” (interview 3, NGO-EP’s staff, Harare, 17 January 2017). Similarly, one of its 

workers noted that, “the most important is to give room to everyone (...) everyone must 

have an opportunity to tell his story, to be listened to, to put their worries into words” 

(interview 5, NGO-EP’s worker, Harare, 17 January 2017). Interestingly, although they 

may be seen as an unusual team, they also proved to be effective in articulating the 

needs of the regions when NGO-EP addressed the issue at government meetings. In 

such meetings, it became apparent that the government officials gave importance to 

presenting large numbers of people as target groups.  

Additionally, from the perspective of the embeddedness theory (Granovetter, 

1985), NGO-EP’s proposals provided a very strong fit with the significance of social 

networks and cultural history for entrepreneurial activities (Krosgaard et al., 2015), 

mirrored in the framework of designing proper support measures. Some connections 

between NGO-EP’s proposals and the vision espoused in social and cultural 

embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990) were identified. With the 

first proposal, NGO-EP proved to be very aware of rural people being embedded in 

place through social bonds with their extended families and neighbours. The proposal 

itself showed a discourse of solidarity based on the social cohesion among rural people 

as an essential justification for governmental support. The second proposal was very 

much premised on a cultural appreciation and understanding of the value that rural 

people gave to their education. While Zimbabwe has boasted of high rates of educated 

people compared to other southern African countries (Chigudu, 2015; Karanda & 

Toledano, 2018a, 2018b), it became clear that some rural people had suffered from 



lower educational opportunities than their urban counterparts. In this sense, any 

proposal that supported their education showed a great empathy with one of the aspects 

that rural inhabitants most valued. Therefore, at first, the fact of paying attention to how 

people are socially and culturally embedded to their places may positively influence in 

the articulation of proposals that gain acceptance within enterprise policy agendas.  

On the other hand, we observed that informal channels were more effective for 

NGO-EP to access national government departments than formal ones. In fact, there 

was access to legislators through lobbying. Informally, NGO-EP’s staff primary 

contacted with government officials of the rural districts, and then the officials made it 

possible for the meetings at a central level. As one of NGO-EP’s workers stated: “we 

always seek to cultivate friendly relations with the political administrators (...) at the 

end of the day, if they are not with us, we will never get any help” (interview 14, NGO-

EP’s worker, Harare, 28 February 2017). Moreover, from the political discourse it could 

be deduced that government officials wanted to be friendly and collaborate with NGOs.  

In sum, NGO-EP was able to articulate a pluralistic array of issues, and to frame 

them in terms of entrepreneurial needs as policy proposals that had the possibility of 

gaining some support from national government. This became manifested by including 

two proposals in the enterprise policy agenda. 

Influencing the formulation and implementation of the enterprise policy process 

Some scholars have noted that the involvement of NGOs in some stages of a policy 

process does not imply that they achieve a political impact (e.g., Kalu, 2016; Klugman, 

2000; Nyoh, 2019). Our case study sharply confirms this appreciation. Although NGO-

EP exhibited some fruitful results in terms of influencing the enterprise policy agenda, 

this was not the case when it came to forming part of the political process at the 

formulation phase. In fact, after the political agenda, there was no hard distinction 



among stages in the enterprise policy process as it is suggested in literature (Birkland, 

2016). Instead, our evidence showed subtle borders between phases and a messy 

procedure.  

Interviews with government officials revealed their concern for the NGO-EP’s 

proposals in terms of mobilizing the resources required. From their perspective, such 

proposals were particularly complex to implement due to the lack of resources of 

SMECP department. Because of this reason, they considered it pointless to continue 

regarding them in the enterprise policy-making.  

From NGO-EP’s side, however, the government’s negative response was 

interpreted differently. The general view pointed towards the existence of corruptive 

practices within Zimbabwe’s authoritarian politician’s regime as the main reason for 

rejecting the inclusion of NGO-EP’s proposals in further stages of the enterprise policy 

process. This perception reinforces research on policy process within southern Africa 

(Borsntein, 2003; Zhou & Hardlife, 2012), and particularly in the context of 

Zimbabwe’s corruptive policy practices (Pilossof, 2012). Concretely, one of NGO-EP’s 

workers complained by saying: “the formulation of public policies in Zimbabwe is led 

by the selfish desires of political elites who only seek how to perpetuate their positions 

and interests ahead of general others” (interview 2, NGO-EP’s worker, Harare, 11 May 

2017). Another NGO-EP’s worker criticized: “the formulation of enterprise policy is 

still a government monopoly where other interested parties such as us have normally 

little to do” (interview 5, NGO-EP’s worker, Harare, 11 May 2017). Other comments 

were similarly plain and, in general, denounced government abuses in enterprise policy 

formulation. They suggested that the enterprise policy formulation followed the rule of 

choosing the most promising alternative by considering which would be the most 

favourable political result. 



However, while interviews with key informants provided different perspectives 

of the situation, from our observations it became clearer that the ability of policy makers 

to negotiate was quite superior to the ability of NGO-EP’s staff. So, even though NGO-

EP had a policy formation office, there seemed to be a certain weakness in this area. 

One of the NGO’s workers, referring to policy makers’ discourses also recognized that, 

“they know how to say all the right things, but then they will never do what they say” 

(interview 11, NGO-EP’s worker, Harare, 20 June 2017). 

Such capacity to negotiate by the government officials was even clearer when 

considering the implementation of enterprise policies. Paradoxically, there was a 

relatively high degree of involvement of NGO-EP in the enterprise policy 

implementation stage as a result of accepting the government officials’ propositions –

yet, different from initial NGO-EP’s proposals. It seemed that, at some point, the 

government had recognized that NGO-EP may help to reduce the economic burden of 

providing enterprises’ support services on a regional and local basis. At best, 

government officials encouraged NGO-EP to serve as partners in delivering some SMEs 

support in regions and communities that they otherwise may not reach out to. In this 

respect, there was no common view among NGO-EP’s workers and staff. Some of the 

workers grumbled that they would end up doing additional work and often in vain. 

NGO-EP’s staff, in contrast, seemed to be more prone to working with the government 

officials and indeed, appeared to maintain friendly relationships with them. Interviews 

with some staff revealed that their positive view was partly based on what might be the 

positive repercussions for the regions. As one of them asserted, “it may be good for the 

region (....) we may be empowering rural people, despite that we would rather do it with 

other means” (interview 2, NGO-EP’s staff, Watyoka-Mondoro, 4 September 2017). 

But also, they held this alternative as a means for increasing their influence in future 



political processes. As one of the staff members interviewed noted, “in Zimbabwe it is 

well known that much of the policy has been a case of implement first, formulate and 

regulate later” (interview 3, NGO-EP’s staff, Watyoka-Mondoro, 4 September 2017). 

Thus, it is in this context that we may affirm that NGO-EP was exerting some influence 

in the implementation of micro-regional approaches of Zimbabwe enterprise policy. 

Yet, such influence only implied, at least officially and in the short-term, non-

controversial issues and interventions at technical level, and never a participation in 

evaluation tasks (see Figure 1).  

[Insert Figure 1] 

Finally, from an embedded perspective (Granovetter, 1985), it may be affirmed 

that NGO-EP’s influence in enterprise policy formulation and implementation was 

constrained by the strong political embeddedness (Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990) that 

prevails in Zimbabwe. Such political embeddedness seemed to be characterized by 

being geared towards market and personal enrichment rather than social welfare logic. 

As the case-study’s evidence has shown, government representatives always tried to 

pull back from NGO-EP’s direct involvement in enterprise policy processes, especially 

in the stages of formulation and implementation.  

Conclusions 

The enterprise policy processes, along with the role that the context and their 

stakeholders may play in such processes, are becoming relevant parts of the 

contemporary enterprise policy literature (Arshed, 2017; Smallbone, 2016; Stam, 2015). 

This paper has presented the case of one NGO from one of the poorest southern African 

countries – Zimbabwe – in order to bring insights on its role as a policy influencer of 

enterprise policy. From the case-study’s evidence two roles deserve to be stressed. First, 

by providing alternatives to policy makers that emphasises the embeddedness of people 



to their context, NGO-EP was advocating in support of an entrepreneurial rural 

economy, in which the social and cultural aspects of the regions become as important as 

the economic one. Second, through a selective collaboration with Zimbabwe’s policy 

makers in the implementation of governmental policies, NGO-EP was called to enhance 

entrepreneurship among rural people; however, it was doing it through the execution of 

enterprise policy-makers’ initiatives. The case shows that while NGO’s proposals found 

room in enterprise policy agenda, they were only mentioned rhetorically but excluded 

from enterprise policy formulation or implementation instruments. Therefore, in our 

case-study, we identify the well-known “non-profit failure” (Klugman, 2000) when the 

NGO lacks the necessary resource or enforcement mechanisms to negotiate with 

policymakers at high levels. Consequently, the role of NGO-EP in influencing 

enterprise policy can only be defined as modest.  

In conclusion, taking the experience of NGO-EP as evidence, we affirm that the 

enterprise policy process in Zimbabwe during the study period remained state-centred 

and exclusionary both in terms of participants in the process and in the regional 

approach adopted by the government. This leads us to two other ideas: on the one hand, 

marginal rural regions are not, so far, a priority for Zimbabwe’s enterprise policies, and 

on the other, the enterprise policy process continues being a top-down issue. In addition, 

the case study also hints at the need for NGOs to consider not only the technical and 

managerial competencies of their staff and workers but also their political and 

discursive skills as an important possible determinant of policy influence. Moreover, the 

evidence suggests that NGOs’ alliances with local government officials may be 

necessary although not sufficient for influencing the enterprise policy formulation and 

implementation. This would require from NGOs the tactical ability to work between 



confrontation and co-optation, and to choose carefully the themes on which to commend 

or press the government.  

Ultimately, this study stresses that the role of NGOs as policy influencer of the 

enterprise policy process cannot be understood without a basic appreciation of the 

embedded processes upon which both people and government are shaped. Particularly, 

this research has shown how important it was for NGO-EP to pay attention to the social 

and cultural embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990) in order to 

create a positive synergy between the rural regions and NGO-EP’s actions and 

proposals. As a result of such synergies we found creative strategies that allowed NGO-

EP to find a place in enterprise policy agenda. At the same time, the case shed light on 

how the political embeddedness (Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990) constrained in great part 

NGO-EP’s participation in formulation and implementation processes.  

Bearing these considerations in mind, a word of caution is needed. As we have 

focused on a single case study, it limits a direct translation of the conclusions to other 

areas beyond Zimbabwe. In occasions, we should also be cautious to apply the 

conclusions to other Zimbabwean NGOs, since they often work in complex 

environments with different actors embedded in different processes. Nonetheless, 

despite that our empirical work is based on a single case study, building such 

knowledge has allowed us to get an initial understanding of the challenges and 

opportunities that some NGOs may face when they try to influence enterprise policy 

process in the southern African context. Fruitful avenues of future research could entail 

comparative case studies that probe the influencer roles played by different NGOs in 

other contexts. Understanding the relationships that NGOs maintain with other policy 

influencers within a region – such as donors, think tanks, or opposition political parties 



– might also be other interesting fields to build insights and seek ways to link with 

broader discussions in enterprise policy research. 

Notes  

1. Broadly, Southern Africa includes the countries of Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, 

Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Some 

institutions, however, can take a wider classification.  

2. Southern African Network on Debt and Development, Jubilee 2000 Southern Africa, 

African Forum on Debt and Development (AFRODAD), Ecumenical Service for Socio-

economic Transformation (ESSET), Southern Africa’s Peoples Solidarity Network 

(SAPSN), and Alternative Information and Development Center (AIDC) are some examples 

(for further information see Söderbaum, 2007). 

3. An emergency situation was declared on November 14, 2017, when the army took over the 

city of Harare with the objective of removing the president. Such goal was peacefully 

achieved one week later, on November 21. On July, 30, 2018 Zimbabwe celebrated 

democratic elections with the involvement of international observers. The ZANU-PF 

political party won that elections and remains in power so far. 

4. Throughout the time of the empirical research, there were other proposals raised by NGO-

EP, but they never made any influence on the enterprise policy process, so they are ignored 

in this paper. 
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Table 1. Data collection methods and key informants 

Interviews Participant observation Other methods 

- NGO-EP:  

staff (4- 

several times). 

 

 

- NGO-EP: 

workers (20 –

some of them 

several times). 

 

- Government 

officials (7). 

 

- 6 days attending group 

discussions with an average of 

40 people in rural areas 

(Rushinga and Watyoka -

Mondoro). 

 

- 8 days attending meetings with 

an average of 7 people among 

them NGO-EP’s staff and 

national government officials 

in enterprise policy (Harare). 

- Observation from informal 

meetings with NGO-EP’s staff 

and workers (multiple times). 

- Informal conversations with 

NGO-EP’s staff and workers 

(multiple times). 

- Informal consultations with 

local government officials 

from rural areas. 

- Access to documentary 

material and reports from 

NGO-EP. 

- Access to political 

memorandums of Government. 

 

 

  



Figure 1. Influence of NGO-EP in the enterprise policy process 
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