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Women’s Voluntary Organizations in Canada:
Bridgers, Bonders, or Both?

Mary K. Foster1 and Agnes G. Meinhard1,2

Using a sample of 645 voluntary organizations in Canada, this study explores the
differences between women’s voluntary organizations and gender-neutral orga-
nizations in their propensity to form a bridging or a bonding interorganizational
relationship. The results suggest that not only do women’s organizations in Canada
collaborate more than gender-neutral organizations, but also the tendency to have
bridging or bonding relationships is significantly different. The factors predispos-
ing women’s organizations to have collaborators inside or outside their network
seems to be affected by how much the environmental changes in Canada impact
their survival and whether the nature of the causes they support makes them an
attractive partner. For gender-neutral organizations the tendency to bridge or
bond seems to relate more to traditional organizational characteristics, such as
size and staffing efficiency.
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INTRODUCTION

The nonprofit literature has many studies documenting the use of cooperation
and alliances as a strategy for organizations to deal with environmental changes
(Connor et al., 1999; Mulroy and Shay, 1997; Provan and Milward, 1995; Rapp and
Whitfield, 1999). Much of this work has focused on defining the nature of collab-
orations and distinguishing between levels or degrees of intensity of cooperation
(Austin, 2000; Coston, 1998; Gray, 1989; Murray, 1998; Phillips and Graham,
2000; Wood and Gray, 1991). Another perspective on collaborations between
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voluntary organizations is in the context of their contribution to the development
of social capital. Social capital is “a broad term encompassing the norms and net-
works facilitating collective action for mutual benefit” (Woolcock, 1998, p. 155).
In his book, Bowling Alone, Putnam (2000) outlines the key role of voluntary
organizations in promoting civic engagement and collaboration. These tight knit
relationships between those sharing the same goals and vision, he suggests, are
significant components in civil society. On the other hand, Florida (2002) points
out that when homogeneous organizations develop a bonding relationship, they
become inwardly focused. Given the current challenges in society, he suggests,
we may be better served by organizations that bridge, that focus on networking
and linking across diverse groups. The purpose of this paper is to explore the dif-
ferences in Canada between women’s voluntary organizations and gender-neutral
organizations in their propensity to form a bridging or a bonding interorganiza-
tional relationship.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Bridging and Bonding

A number of scholars have investigated the role of links and ties and their
impact on society. For example, Burt (1992) emphasizes the importance of open
rather than closed networks and argues that the area between dense regions of
networks, areas he calls “structural holes,” present opportunities for the greatest
economic return. Granovetter (1973) discusses the notion of strong ties versus
weak ties in getting a job. He suggests that it is easier to find a job through a weak
tie because this type of “bridging” tie links two networks together that would
otherwise not be connected. A strong tie, on the other hand, is more restrictive
because the links are more interconnected and more overlapping. While these
strong ties reinforce cohesion, they also include a more rigid set of norms and are
more impervious to new information (Coleman, 1988).

The consensus seems to be that bonding is based on dense networks and
multiplex relationships (Leonard and Onyx, 2003), and occurs more easily among
groups whose membership is homogeneous and who associate with each other
over time. Thus, the focus of the group is on the needs and interests of its members
(Wuthnow, 2002), and group loyalty is valued. Bridging, on the other hand, spans
different groups and includes less dense networks (Wuthnow, 2002). Because
bridging links heterogeneous groups, reciprocity may be more important. Thus,
working together is more instrumentally based and the extent may depend on
perceived benefits (Leonard and Onyx, 2003).

Onyx and Bullen (2000) investigated how the dimensions of social capital
are distributed in five communities in Australia. They found that rural communi-
ties ranked significantly higher than urban communities on participation in local
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community, feelings of trust and safety, and neighborhood connections. They con-
cluded that the social capital in rural communities is more bonding in that the
networks are dense and multiplex; and exhibit long-term reciprocity, thick trust,
shared norms, and less instrumentality. On the other hand, urban communities
have a significantly higher sense of collective or personal efficacy and a higher
tolerance for diversity. This bridging social capital is based on large loose networks
with relatively strict reciprocity, thinner or a different kind of trust, a greater risk
of norm violation, and more instrumentality.

Wuthnow (2002) further explores the features of social capital by identifying
two types of bridging social capital. Identity-bridging social capital spans groups
differentiated culturally, for example, by race or ethnicity. On the other hand,
status-bridging social capital is vertical in that it links groups differentiated by
levels of power, influence, wealth, and prestige. His research suggests that mem-
bership in a religious congregation is associated with status-bridging social capital
because of the broad socioeconomic composition of most congregations. Inter-
estingly, the data from the Social Capital Community Benchmark Study (March,
2001) are not so supportive of the bridging nature of religious groups. Its data
show that those high in religiosity are generous in giving and volunteering, but
low on measures of social action and tolerance. It concludes that the social capital
in religious communities is more likely to be bonding than bridging.

Clearly, the nature of bridging and bonding is complex and depends on a
number of factors including the mandate of the organization, its geographic loca-
tion, and the composition of its membership. Research done to date suggests that
different dimensions of social capital are more prominent in particular community
types or organizational settings.

The Role of Women’s Voluntary Organizations in Bridging and Bonding

Research has shown that, in different societies, voluntary organizations fulfill
different functions ranging from adversarial and advocacy to supplementing what
other sectors do not provide to full partnership (Salamon, 1995; Young, 2000).
Others have pointed out that voluntary organizations reflect the prevailing ideolo-
gies of the state (Van Til, 1988). In this paper, we propose that in Canada women’s
voluntary organizations and other (gender-neutral) voluntary organizations differ
in their propensity for bonding and bridging.

In a nationwide study of the attitudes and responses of Canadian voluntary
organizations to the current social, political, and economic environment, we found
that while the responses of the 351 women’s organizations are similar in direction
to the 294 other organizations, they are different in degree (Meinhard and Foster,
2003). Compared to other organizations, women’s organizations are more critical
of current policies, and more pessimistic about the future. Although they are more
inclined to collaborate, they are less likely to embrace a business orientation,
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develop new revenue strategies, or see competition as positive. We concluded
that despite strong-shared sectoral trends, women’s organizations are a distinct
subset of the nonprofit sector in Canada. Given this conclusion, the question to
be investigated is whether the social “glue” produced and maintained by women’s
voluntary organizations is the same as for gender-neutral organizations. Is there
evidence that women and women’s organizations are any more or less skilled than
gender-neutral organizations at making bridging connections?

There is an abundant literature documenting the differences between the
behavior of males and females, including the socialization of males to be compet-
itive, hierarchical, and independent (Harragan, 1977; Henning and Jardim, 1976;
Lever, 1978; Tannen, 1990), and the encouragement of females to be nurturing and
relationship-oriented (Grant, 1988; Rosener, 1990; Tannen, 1990). Fondas (1997)
found that these differences in socialized behaviors are also evident in the work-
place. For example, women are more likely than men to display the characteristics
of transformational leadership in that they value process, behave democratically,
and are more likely to collaborate (Bass et al., 1996; Helegsen, 1990; Rosener,
1990; 1995). More specifically, in terms of working relationships, Dawson (1997)
found that women are more inclined to deal fairly with their clients, and to consider
the common good and the needs of others (Halpern and Parks, 1996). Recently,
Walters et al. (1998), in a meta-analysis of the role of gender in negotiations,
found consistent results to indicate that women are more cooperative in negoti-
ations. There is also empirical evidence to suggest that women in the workplace
organize differently than men do (Bradshaw et al., 1996; Foster and Orser, 1994;
Odendahl, 1994; Odendahl and Youmans, 1994; Perlmutter, 1994). Women have
been the early adopters of less formal and more inclusive organizational struc-
tures (Bordt, 1997; Lott, 1994), which served to differentiate their organizations
from the more traditional male hierarchical structures (Clemens, 1999). Because
women are more likely to operate in open, inclusive, and decentralized structures
where information is shared, this experience may predispose them to favor external
collaborations as well.

Indeed, in our nationwide study of 645 Canadian voluntary organizations,
we found that 69% of women’s voluntary organizations engaged in more than five
types of interorganizational activities, a proportion significantly higher than the
58% of gender-neutral organizations that reported the same level of collaboration
(Meinhard and Foster, 2003). We also found that the predispositions for collabo-
ration were quite different in Canada for women’s organizations than for others
(Foster and Meinhard, 2003). While gender-neutral organizations are motivated to
make linkages with other voluntary organizations in order to reduce costs, and if
they do not believe competition is good, women’s organizations are motivated by a
different set of factors. They are more likely to collaborate if they perceive an im-
pact from environmental changes, believe there are few obstacles to collaboration,
believe in the future of partnerships, do not believe that management solutions are
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part of the future for the voluntary sector, and if they have already implemented
strategic staffing measures in response to changes in the environment. This raises
the issue of whether bridging and collaborating are the same thing, subsets of each
other, or completely different networking phenomena.

Is there other evidence of differences between how men and women connect
to different networks? Burt (1998) in his study of 3,000 employees below the
rank of vice-president in a large US electronics firm found that women have to
build social capital differently in an organization than men do in order to get
promoted. Men can build their own social capital by establishing strong ties to
disconnected groups. These ties allow men to broker information between these
groups and the more nonredundant contacts a person has, the more he is accessing
additive information. Women, on the other hand, have to borrow the social capital
of someone else to make connections with other groups. Burt suggests this strategy
is necessary because women are not seen as legitimate in the firm and are therefore
outsiders, not afforded the same level of trust as insiders.

Burt (1998) goes on to outline three different forms of networks. The first is
an entrepreneurial network that provides access to information and control. The
groups in these types of networks are very different and thus the ties create infor-
mation and control benefits. Burt calls the second type of network a clique in that
its main benefit is security. The groups in these networks are highly redundant,
and while this creates social support there are minimal information and control
benefits. The final type of network is hierarchical and this provides sponsored
access to information and control. Structural holes are borrowed from the sponsor
and thus any information and control benefits are second-hand. There is some
evidence that women’s organizations are more likely to be engaged in clique net-
works rather than entrepreneurial networks. For example, in our study of Canadian
voluntary organizations, we found that women’s organizations were significantly
more likely to agree that it is easier to collaborate with an organization mostly run
by women, that organizations with collective structures make for better partners
than organizations with hierarchical structures, and that partnerships are a way for
larger organizations to build empires (Meinhard and Foster, 2003).

There also appears to be evidence that women’s voluntary organizations
suffer from a credibility gap which may make it difficult for them to be mech-
anisms for bridging. This is illustrated in the challenge women’s organizations
encounter when they have tried to diversify their revenue sources. They are much
less successful in this activity than gender-neutral organizations. For a variety
of reasons, women’s organizations are not perceived to be prestigious targets for
donors (Bradshaw et al., 1996), including the perception that women’s needs rank
low in the “establishment’s” evaluation of what is important (Useem, 1987). Major
donors tend to concentrate their efforts on the more prominent health, educational,
and cultural organizations (Useem, 1987). In contrast, women’s groups have tradi-
tionally made benevolence and social issues (Myyry and Helkama, 2001; Riordan,
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2000; Smith and Schwartz, 1997; Women’s Communication Centre, 1996) and the
marginalized and excluded members of society (Stewart and Taylor, 1997; Yasmin,
1997) their priorities.

Capek (as reported in Nonprofit World, 1999) points out three factors that
make it more difficult for women’s organizations to be effective in diversify-
ing their funding sources. First, women’s organizations themselves may seem
“risky” to donors because they are not set up in traditional hierarchical struc-
tures. Second, they have not been able to differentiate themselves from each other
because women’s organizations tend to concentrate on the same causes. Finally,
their fundraising programs and strategies are less developed because chronically
low budgets mean little discretionary money remains after meeting service com-
mitments. Furthermore, female board members having fewer overlapping board
memberships (Moore and Whitt, 2000) may disadvantage their organizations in
the quest for resources. The literature seems to suggest that, for a variety of social,
structural and psychological reasons, women and women’s organizations may
have a tendency to engage in more bonding than bridging.

RESEARCH METHOD

Design

In 1999 telephone interviews lasting approximately 45 minutes were con-
ducted with 645 presidents or executive directors of nonprofit organizations lo-
cated across Canada with representation from every province. We used a 120-item
questionnaire containing both closed- and open-ended questions that was con-
structed on the basis of the results of a pilot study with 35 female executive
directors of nonprofit organizations (Meinhard and Foster, 1997).

Sample

Definition of Qualified Respondent

To qualify for inclusion in the sample, organizations had to fit the definition
of a voluntary organization (Johnson, 1981, p. 14): (a) the organization does not
owe its existence to statutory authority, but consists of a group of people who have
come together voluntarily; (b) the organization is self-governing and decides its
own constitution and policy; and (c) the organization is not profit-making. To be
classified as a women’s voluntary organization for the purposes of this study, the
Executive Director of the organization had to be a woman and two thirds of the
positions on the board had to be filled by women, in other words the governance
structure had to be dominated by women.
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Population

Since no comprehensive list of nonprofit organizations exists in Canada,
National Action Committee on the Status of Women membership lists, Revenue
Canada’s list of charitable organizations, Community Blue Book listings, and
Internet listings were used to create a master list from which a sample was ran-
domly chosen. The sample was drawn from three separate population pools: (1)
women’s organizations affiliated with the National Action Committee on the Sta-
tus of Women (NAC), a feminist umbrella organization (the final sample was 167
organizations); (2) women’s organizations not affiliated with NAC and that do not
espouse a feminist ideology or do not wish to affiliate (the final sample was 184
organizations); and (3) organizations that did not fall into the defined category of
a women’s organization (the final sample was 294 organizations).

Sampling Framework

We sampled to ensure that the characteristics of the subsample of “other”
organizations matched the characteristics of the subsample of women’s volun-
tary organizations with respect to geographic location, size, and mandate. The
sampling framework was based on a proportional representation of nonprofit or-
ganizations from the more densely populated provinces—Quebec, Ontario, and
British Columbia—and a minimum of 25 organizations from the provinces with
smaller populations in the Maritimes and the Prairies.

Size can be measured in several different ways. Kimberly (1976) identi-
fied four conceptually independent aspects of organizational size: (a) physical
capacity; (b) personnel available; (c) inputs/outputs; and (d) discretionary re-
sources available. The choice of measurement depends on the objectives of the
research. Since this study focuses on organization/environment transactions, re-
source availability—as measured by reported annual revenue—was chosen as the
criterion for size. The sample was stratified on the basis of what we learned about
size distribution in the pilot study, by selecting 30% small (less than $100,000)
50% medium ($100,000–$799,999) and 20% large ($800,000 or more) organiza-
tions from each of the population pools.

The stratification scheme for organizational mandate was also based on
the findings from the pilot study. We found that voluntary organizations fall
into one of three basic categories: social services (e.g., Elizabeth Fry Society),
health services (e.g., Women’s Health Clinic), and a cluster that we label edu-
cation/advocacy/lobbying (e.g., National Anti-Poverty Organization). Although
these often overlap, each organization has a primary mandate in one of these
areas. The majority of our sample (60%) was selected from social service or-
ganizations, 20% came from health service organizations, and 20% were
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education/advocacy/lobbying organizations. This reflects the distribution of these
organizations in the population.

Because of the absence of a comprehensive list of organizations, this is not
a true random sample. Nevertheless, we believe we achieved a representative
sample of nonprofit organizations in Canada because we stratified the sample on
key demographic characteristics: size, location, mandate, and type (dominated by
women or not).

Creation of Bridging and Bonding Measure

Respondents were asked to identify up to three organizations with whom they
had collaborated. These organizations were subsequently coded into the following
categories based on questionnaire data about the respondent organization and web
information about the collaborating organization:

• Gender focus of the collaborating organization—male, female, or mixed.
• Gender comparison with respondent organization—same or different.
• Similarity of primary mandate (e.g., health, advocacy, crisis interven-

tion) of the collaborating organization compared to the respondent organi-
zation—4-point scale.

• Similarity of client focus (e.g., families, immigrants, unemployed) of col-
laborating organization compared to the respondent organization—4-point
scale.

• Breadth of focus of the collaborating organization—national, regional/
provincial, local, or umbrella.

• Focus comparison with respondent organization—same or different.

A bonding score was constructed for each collaborator by adding the re-
sponses to the following questions:

• Gender comparison (same = 1, different = 0).
• Primary mandate (very or somewhat similar = 1, slightly or not similar =

0).
• Client group (very or somewhat similar = 1, slightly or not similar = 0).
• Focus comparison (same = 1, different = 0).

The range of possible scores was 0–4 and the higher the number, the more
similar was the collaborating organization to the respondent organization. A total
bonding index was calculated by adding the bonding score for the three individual
collaborators reported by respondents. The possible scores ranged from 0 to 12.

A bridging score was constructed for each collaborator by adding the re-
sponses to the following questions:

• Gender comparison (same = 0, different = 1).
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• Primary mandate (very or somewhat similar = 0, slightly or not similar =
1).

• Client group (very or somewhat similar = 0, slightly or not similar= 1).
• Focus comparison (same = 0, different = 1).

The range of possible scores was 0 to 4 and the higher the number, the more
different was the collaborating organization from the respondent organization. A
total bridging index was calculated by adding the bridging score for the three
individual collaborators. The possible scores ranged from 0 to 12.

Statistical Method

Women’s voluntary organizations and gender-neutral organizations were the
categories of the independent variable. The dependent variables were the total
bonding index and the total bridging index.

SPSS Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis using forward selection with
a p = 0.05 criterion for entry was used to determine the likelihood of having a
bridging or a bonding type of collaboration by nineteen independent variables
representing the factors used in the initial development of the model on factors
predisposing organizations to collaborate (Foster and Meinhard, 2002). The in-
dependent variables included: (a) eight measures of organizational characteristics
such as size, structure, mandate, and age; (b) three measures of perceptions re-
garding the environmental changes; and (c) eight measures of attitudes of the
organization, such as optimism, pessimism, competitive outlook, and perceived
obstacles to collaboration.3

The total sample was divided into two subgroups: (a) women’s organizations
comprising 351 organizations that met our definition of a women’s organization;
and (b) gender-neutral (other) organizations comprising 294 organizations that
did not meet our definition of a women’s organization. Stepwise multiple regres-
sion was run for each of these subgroups independently and a definition of the
significant variables follows:

• Medium-sized organization. Organizational size was measured by the size
of the annual organizational budget and was grouped into categories
of small (under $100,000), medium ($100,000 to $799,999) and large
($800,000 and more). For the purposes of the regression analysis, dummy
variables for small, medium, and large organizations were created.

• Social service organization. Mandate was categorized as health, social
services, or education/advocacy based on reported primary mandate and
client focus. Dummy variables were created for each mandate category.

3Detailed information on the factor analysis used to derive many of these measures is contained in the
Appendix of Meinhard and Foster (2003).
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• Pessimistic outlook. The items comprising this index were uncovered
through a factor analysis of eleven statements related to the future of
the voluntary sector. The four items related to this variable include the be-
lief that in the future there will be fewer small organizations, the situation
for marginalized groups will become worse, more organizations will be
merging, and governments will try to exert more control over the actions
and priorities of the voluntary sector. The higher the score on this index,
the stronger the pessimistic view of the future.

• Strategic staffing. The items comprising this index were uncovered through
a factor analysis of fourteen statements describing current organizational
responses to changes in the external environment. The four items related
to this variable include reassessing hiring, more emphasis on volunteer
recruitment, more emphasis on performance evaluations, and reducing
staff by working closely with other organizations. The higher the score
on this index, the higher the likelihood of focusing on staffing factors to
address environmental threats.

RESEARCH RESULTS

As Table I shows, overall organizations in Canada are more likely to have
bonding type collaborations (mean score = 8.1937 out of a possible 12) rather than
bridging type relationships (mean score = 3.8653 out of a possible 12). However,
women’s organizations in Canada are significantly more likely than gender-neutral
organizations to have bridging collaborations (p = 0.000) and significantly less
likely to have bonding collaborations (p = 0.000).

The regression analysis revealed different predisposing factors affecting
whether an organization in Canada has a bridging or a bonding type of collabora-
tion, see Table II. For gender-neutral organizations, those that are medium-sized
are significantly less likely to bond (β = −0.204, p = 0.011) and significantly
more likely to bridge (β = 0.190, p = 0.017) than are other sized organizations.
Likewise, gender-neutral organizations that have already implemented strategic

Table I. Results of One-Way Analysis of Variance on Women’s (n = 351) and
Gender-Neutral Organizations (n = 294) on Likelihood of Choosing Bridging or

Bonding Type of Collaborations

Indexes Mean df F Significance

Bridging Index 3.8653 1 23.427 0.000
Women’s organizations 4.3781
Gender-neutral organizations 3.3050

Bonding Index 8.1937 1 23.498 0.000
Women’s organizations 7.6961
Gender-neutral organizations 8.7375



Women’s Voluntary Organizations in Canada 153

Table II. Results of Stepwise Regression for Factors Predisposing Bridging-
or Bonding-Type Collaborations Among Women’s (n = 351) and Gender-

Neutral Organizations (n = 294)

Variable Beta coefficient Significance

Women’s organizations
Predisposition to bridge

Pessimistic outlook for future 0.248 0.001
Social service organization −0.174 0.023

Predisposition to bond
Pessimistic outlook for future −0.260 0.001
Social service organization 0.175 0.022

Gender-neutral organizations
Predisposition to bridge

Medium size 0.190 0.017
Implemented strategic staffing 0.168 0.035

Predisposition to bond
Medium size −0.204 0.011
Implemented strategic staffing −0.158 0.047

staffing measures in response to changes in the environment are significantly less
likely to bond (β = −0.158, p = 0.047) and significantly more likely to bridge
(β = 0.168, p = 0.035).

Similarly, women’s organizations in Canada that are pessimistic about the fu-
ture are significantly less likely to bond (β = −0.260, p = 0.001) and significantly
more likely to bridge (β = 0.248, p = 0.001). In contrast, women’s organizations
with a social services mandate are significantly more likely to bond (β = 0.175,
p = 0.022) and significantly less likely to bridge (β = −0.174, p = 0.023).

DISCUSSION

Our results show that Canadian voluntary organizations in general are more
likely to have bonding type collaborations. This preference for collaborating with
like-minded organizations is consistent with Wuthrow’s (2002) research that in-
terpersonal solidarity occurs more easily among homogenous groups that share
a collective orientation. More organizations have bonding type collaborations
because there are fewer obstacles to overcome than in collaborations with orga-
nizations that may have different primary mandates, client focus, or geographic
breadth. Despite fewer Canadian organizations overall having these bridging type
collaborations, women’s voluntary organizations are significantly more likely than
gender-neutral organizations to have an interorganizational relationship with a
group that is different. This can be explained, in part, by the situation of women’s
voluntary organizations in the sector in Canada.

As we found in earlier studies (Foster and Meinhard, 2003; Meinhard and
Foster, 2003), women’s organizations in Canada are more predisposed to engage
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in formal interorganizational activities, in part because of the perceived impact
of environmental changes. Because of their preference for collectivist structures,
their lack of differentiation from other organizations (Nonprofit World, 1999), and
the causes that women’s organizations champion (Myyry and Helkama, 2001;
Riordan, 2000; Smith and Schwartz, 1997), they have been less successful in at-
tracting corporate donors (Useem, 1987). With fewer sources of revenue, women’s
organizations are particularly at risk with the recent government funding cutbacks
in Canada. The more they feel threatened by these changes, the more likely are
they to choose collaboration as a solution. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) argue that
environmental pressures can intensify motivation to collaborate because organi-
zations seek to reduce uncertainty. More reasons to collaborate, in turn, increase
the probability of actually engaging in more formal interorganizational activity.
Women’s organizations are more likely to have bridging relationships because
they seek collaborators who do not share the same disadvantages of structure,
mandate, and focus that have made them unattractive to corporate donors. In addi-
tion, they may be bridging because of the population they serve (the marginalized
and disadvantaged) and can only attain the resources they need by partnering with
diverse organizations.

Our finding that women’s organizations in Canada bridge more than gender-
neutral organizations is not consistent with the literature reviewed. Some insight
into this inconsistency can be gained through an investigation of predisposing
factors. According to our results for gender-neutral organizations, having a bridg-
ing type relationship is associated with size and strategic actions already taken.
Medium-sized gender-neutral organizations are more likely to have bridging re-
lationships and less likely to have bonding relationships. Resource dependency
offers some perspective on this finding.

Smaller organizations are generally seen as more organic in nature, and thus
more responsive to environmental fluctuations (Daft, 1999). They are also more
likely to cater to specialized niches where resources, including funding resources,
are more liable to be stable (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Large, generalist or-
ganizations are also less affected by environmental turbulence, but for different
reasons. As a result of their size, they have gained control of their environments
and have slack resources to tide them over rough periods (Hannan and Freeman,
1977; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Greening and Gray (1994) suggest that large
organizations are more likely to have formal internal structures to manage and
respond to external threats; and, as a result, are in a better position to handle these
challenges effectively. Slack resources also provide organizations with the flexi-
bility to experiment with new strategies and lower the risk of such experimentation
(Kaluzny et al., 1993). On the other hand, external challenges are more likely to
have a negative impact on mid-sized organizations that are too big to cater to
niches, but not large enough to have sufficient resources to withstand significant
changes in the external environment. Given this differentiation in resources and
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focus by size of organization, we would expect mid-sized organizations to be more
eager than smaller or larger organizations to seek diverse collaboration partners.

We also found that gender-neutral organizations in Canada that had engaged
in strategic staffing as a response to environmental pressures were also significantly
more likely to have bridging type collaborations. One of the underlying precepts
for government policies toward nonprofit organizations is the belief that they may
be able to attain the levels of efficiency and effectiveness demanded by both
government funders and other donors by adopting a business model (Alexander,
2000). Previously, developing marketing and entrepreneurship skills was not a
priority for nonprofit organizations because these skills were not essential for
survival. However, given the dramatic shift in Canada in the relationship between
voluntary organizations and their traditional funder (the Government), everything
has changed. As Phillips and Graham (2000) point out, voluntary organizations
have had to become more business-like in their attitudes and behavior. There
is more emphasis on recruiting board members who are more business-oriented
and entrepreneurial rather than selecting those more socially focused (Adams and
Perlmutter, 1991). This is accompanied by an increased focus on adopting new
governance and management structures and practices (Froelich, 1999; Peterson,
1986). Our findings suggest that in Canada the more an organization has become
internally efficient in its use and deployment of staff resources, the more likely
it is to be strategic with its collaborations and seek relationships with diverse
organizations.

The factors predisposing a women’s voluntary organization in Canada to
collaborate with a diverse partner are quite different than those associated with
gender-neutral organizations. Women’s organizations with a pessimistic outlook
about the future are more likely to have bridging relationships and less likely to
have bonding relationships. At one level, partnering with a diverse organization
seems to be an act of optimism, not an act of pessimism. However, this pessimistic
view may be a very realistic assessment of the organization’s future potential, and
thus partnering with a heterogeneous rather than a homogeneous organization may
be a shrewd strategic move to ensure survival.

The other factor that affected predisposition to bridge or to bond for women’s
voluntary organizations was mandate. Those organizations having a social services
focus were significantly more likely to bond and significantly less likely to bridge.
These organizations give voice and aid to the marginalized and excluded members
of society (Stewart and Taylor, 1997; Yasmin, 1997). These groups are not high in
the consciousness of major donors who typically concentrate their efforts on the
more prominent health, educational, and cultural organizations (Useem, 1987).
Organizations with broad mandates, like health, that appeal to a variety of stake-
holders and serve a range of client groups are more likely to compete successfully
for charitable dollars (Hall and Banting, 2000), whereas organizations serving
specialized causes will have a limited appeal. Thus, social service agencies may
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be more likely to have bonding relationships because they have more difficulty
finding partners outside their homogeneous network due to the special challenges
and disadvantages that they face.

CONCLUSION

Social capital is a very complex concept that “plays out differently in different
settings, depending on both informal and formal elements of social organization”
(Foley et al., 2001, p. 279). Certainly, this is the case with respect to voluntary
organizations in Canada. Not only do women’s organizations collaborate more
than gender-neutral organizations (Foster and Meinhard, 2002; Meinhard and
Foster, 2003), but also the tendency to have bridging or bonding relationships is
significantly different. The factors predisposing women’s organizations to have
collaborators inside or outside their network seem to be affected by how much the
environmental changes occurring in Canada impact their survival and whether the
nature of the causes they support makes them an attractive partner. For gender-
neutral organizations the tendency to bridge or bond seems to relate more to
traditional organizational characteristics, such as size and staffing efficiency. This
study contributes to the growing body of knowledge about women’s voluntary
organizations and provides further support for our contention that women’s orga-
nizations in Canada are different from gender-neutral organizations (Meinhard and
Foster, 2003). Future research on organizational differences in other jurisdictions
would provide additional insights.
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