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ABSTRACT
The aim of the article is to investigate the quality of stakeholder engagement (SE) in sus-
tainability reporting (SR). The fi rst part analyses the role of SE in SR according to the lit-
erature: SE is a fundamental step of the reporting process because of its role in defi ning 
materiality and relevance of the information communicated. The second part of the paper 
is dedicated to an empirical analysis of a sample of sustainability reports. The analysis 
showed that what is really applied in a wide majority of the cases is a stakeholder manage-
ment approach rather than an SE approach. In the light of the above, questions for the 
future are if SE is moving from being a simple way to consult and infl uence stakeholders 
to an effective instrument for involving them in the company’s decision making, through 
a mutual commitment. Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment.
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Introduction

THE STAKEHOLDER THEORY HAS BEEN AT THE CORE OF THE SCIENTIFIC DEBATE IN MANAGEMENT AND ACCOUNTING 
studies for over twenty years after the fi rst formulation of the ‘stakeholder approach’ by Freeman (1984).

If the relationship between the stakeholder and the corporation was originally conceived following a 

‘hub and spoke’ approach, in the last decade models of interactive relations (stakeholder thinking) were 

developed, in which the management and stakeholders agree to a management approach oriented towards trans-

parency and accountability (Andriof et al., 2002, p. 9).

Particularly, stakeholder theory scholars have tried to classify the relational models between corporations and 

stakeholders assuming a gradual growth path of the stakeholders’ involvement that includes the following phases 

(Svendsen, 1998; Waddock, 2002):

– In a fi rst stage of the relationship, corporations identify their stakeholders (stakeholder mapping), if possible 

distinguishing between primary (which determine the very survival of the corporation) and secondary (that 

affect or are affected by the corporation but do not affect its sustainability) (Clarkson, 1995).
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– Secondly, the corporations try to manage stakeholders’ expectations and the social and economic issues that 

they support, balancing the positions (stakeholder management).

– In a last phase, called stakeholder engagement (SE), corporations involve their stakeholders in decision-mak-

ing processes, making them participants in the business management, sharing information, dialoguing and 

creating a model of mutual responsibility.

A main question in stakeholder management is the identifi cation and prioritization of stakeholders (Clarkson, 

1995; Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Carroll, 1996). Mitchell et al. (1997) proposed a framework that categorized 

stakeholders in terms of power, legitimacy, and urgency, so that the more of these attributes a stakeholder has, 

the more salient the stakeholder is, defi ned in terms of managerial attention. The ability to manage stakeholder 

groups is also strongly associated with satisfaction with corporate social responsibility (Sangle, 2010).

The SE phase, unlike the fi rst two, foresees a mutual commitment on resolving issues that may emerge in the 

relations between the corporation and its general and specifi c environment. SE is therefore a process that ‘creates 

a dynamic context of interaction, mutual respect, dialogue and change, not a unilateral management of stakehold-

ers’ (Andriof et al., 2002, p. 9).

According to Phillips (1997), SE is based on the ‘moral’ assumption that the fi rm has an obligation to its stake-

holders: ‘Stakeholder status as here conceived indicates the presence of an additional obligation over and above 

that due others simply by virtue of being human’ (Phillips, 1997, p. 83).

For the author, in ideal conditions the involvement draws on a cooperative scheme called a ‘mutually benefi cial 

and just scheme of cooperation’ (Phillips, 1997, p. 54), which is based on the idea of ‘social contract’ (Rawls, 1971). 

The concept of reciprocity of rights and duties implies overcoming a vision focused on the interests of sharehold-

ers, alleging that stakeholder expectations are managed in an instrumental and strategic manner for the creation 

of worth in the medium to long term (Jonker and Foster, 2002).

In this perspective, relations between stakeholders and corporations are based on the principles of reciprocity, 

interdependence, and power (Andriof and Waddock, 2002, p.19) as a network that interprets the relationship as 

two-way rather than one-way (Rowley, 1997).

The main feature of SE, therefore, is not the mere involvement of stakeholders to ‘mitigate’ or manage their 

expectations (stakeholder management), but to create a network of mutual responsibility (Andriof et al., 2002, p. 

15). Stakeholders are also participants in business management through the submission of questions and issues 

deemed important that generate positive or negative impact on corporations, infl uencing managerial decisions. 

Their main responsibility is therefore to avoid making matters that might cause unintended negative externalities 

on the corporation, other organizations or local communities (Andriof et al., 2002, p. 15; Windsor, 2002, p. 138). 

If, on the contrary, the negative effects of the mentioned subjects were known and based on ethical relevant issues, 

stakeholders would still have fulfi lled their fi duciary duties to the company.

As a conclusion, if stakeholders have responsibilities and rights, then their interest in the relationship with the 

corporation goes beyond the scope of mere satisfaction of their ambitions and expectations. In other words, their 

interest is also what they have with the corporation and the other partners with whom they interact. Stakeholders, 

therefore, as petitioners with legitimate expectations, assume the role of moral agents (Jones et al., 2002) with the 

responsibility to consider the rights and interests of the corporation and of the other parties and promote effective 

and ethically correct relationships (Wicks and Goodstein, 2009, p. 15).

Inspired by these considerations, the purpose of this study is to understand the role that SE takes in the process 

of social and sustainability reporting (SR), including consideration of the dual-way that should characterize, in 

theory, relations between corporations and stakeholders.

In particular, it wants to determine whether and to what extent SE is effective or rather tends to assume the 

characteristics of stakeholder management and a balancing of different expectations (Owen et al., 2001).

Assuming that corporations oriented towards good practices of corporate social responsibility (with particular 

reference to reporting) implement policies of involvement characterized by mutual and bi-univocal relations with 

their stakeholders, in the following sections we:

– discuss the role of SE in social reporting and sustainability (understood both as process and product) with 

particular reference to the principles of materiality and relevance of information disclosed;
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– analyze the management implications, with particular reference to corporate governance, of a proper application 

of SE (Welford, 2007; Prado-Lorenzo et al., 2009; Spitzeck and Hansen, 2010);

– identify the criticality points of SE and the tools that can be concretely implemented to ensure participation of 

stakeholders in corporate decision-making processes, proposing a measurement model of their involvement;

– undertake empirical research on a sample of sustainability reports of multinational corporations, to check in 

these documents the features of the engagement undertaken and also highlight the cases in which the involve-

ment directly concerns the corporate governing bodies; and

– come to a conclusion on the state of the art, giving, compared to the proposed model, the current propensity 

of corporations to involve stakeholders.

The role of stakeholder engagement in sustainability reporting

According to the accounting literature, SR has been used by corporations as a legitimating tool to change the 

expectations of stakeholders (Swift, 2001; Campbell, 2003), although this has often been found ineffective (O’Dwyer, 

2002).

Despite this, the principle of relevance and materiality in the context of SR foresees that SE will determine which 

information and data should be included in the report (Gray, 2000).

Main international standards and guidelines for SR and assurance require SE as a compulsory stage to get a 

complete and useful document for the intended users (AccountAbility, 1999; 2003; 2005; Global Reporting Initia-

tive, 2006).

In fact, more than giving a general framework of corporation activities as planned and carried out by managers, 

an environmental and social report should communicate really useful information for stakeholders (Global Report-

ing Initiative, 2006).

In the last decade, much research, both at national and international levels, collected empirical evidence of 

unprecedented levels of stakeholder dialogue in SR, but it questioned the sincerity and the impact of these practices 

on sustainability reports (UNEP and SustainAbility, 1999; Downey, 2002; Miles et al., 2002).

It found that engagement and dialogue with stakeholders are increasingly recognized as crucial elements of SR, 

although conceding that there is a shortage of evidence within social and environmental reports that such engage-

ment and dialogue is actually taking place (ACCA, 2005).

The quality of SE can be measured and evaluated, according to the literature, through a series of elements and 

factors that should be critically analyzed.

For example, Strong et al. (2001) suggest three critical factors for stakeholder satisfaction: timeliness of com-

munication, honesty and completeness of information, and empathy and equity of treatment by managers.

Zöller (1999) asserts that effective dialogues require symmetrical communication, transparency of the benefi ts 

and risks, unbiased facilitation, inclusivity, and an early start to facilitate change if needed.

Zadek and Raynard (2002) suggest three dimensions for quality: procedural quality (how the engagement was 

undertaken and whether it was consistent with the declared purposes), responsiveness quality (how the organiza-

tion answers to the stakeholder needs), and the quality of outcomes (tangible evidence of policies and practices 

adopted by managers in line with SE or evidence of stakeholder satisfaction).

Friedman and Miles (2006) present a model of SE evaluation that is intended to illustrate degrees of the quality 

of stakeholder management from the stakeholders’ perspective. The model is based on Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen 

Participation (1969) that conceptually represents the degree of power given to citizens in community decisions, 

ranging from a paternalistic to a more participatory system. The ladder comprises eight categories:

– 1 and 2. Manipulation and Therapy: These fi rst two levels refer to the control, skilful management, or manoeu-

vring of stakeholders’ opinion. In this context, managers try to brainwash stakeholders through intensive 

bombardment of self-laudatory corporate information until they are indoctrinated with the same principles of 

the corporation.

– 3, 4, and 5. Informing, Consultation, and Placation: The emphasis is either on a one-way fl ow of information 

or, where there is two-way communication, the received views may not be used or acted on. Managers maintain 

the right of decision and veto.
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– 6. Partnership: At this level stakeholders are involved in planning and in the decision-making processes.

– 7. Delegated power: Stakeholders have suffi cient decision-making authority and the intention of the engage-

ment is minority representation of stakeholders in decision-making process through multiway dialogue, such 

as board representation.

– 8. Citizen control: Stakeholders obtain the majority of decision-making seats or full managerial power in an 

organization.

With reference to the application of Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation to sustainability reports, Cumming 

(2001) notes that, in her sample of 13 British or multinational companies, managers reported that approaches to 

stakeholder dialogue are mixed and matched depending on the stakeholder groups concerned, their physical loca-

tion, and the relevant issue.

Cumming conducts her research using semi-structured interviews with directors of functional areas or CEOs 

of the corporations included in the sample.

The author uses the following criteria:

– Where structured enquiries and research are employed (using techniques borrowed from marketing) to monitor 

the opinions and expectations of company stakeholders, we have levels 3 and 4 of Arnstein’s Ladder.

– When panels or small groups of stakeholder representatives have been nominated, (e.g. focus groups, round 
tables, community forums) that ‘have dialogue’ with management, we have reached levels 5 and 6 of the Ladder.

– When consultation techniques are applied, such as telephone interviews, one-to-ones and dedicated hotlines, 

the company is rated between levels 4 and 6.

The author points out that, in the vast majority of cases in the companies studied, SE is limited to levels 1–5 on 

the Arnstein’s Ladder. Her research identifi ed only one case of partnership (level 6) using bi-directional commu-

nication and no companies at all on levels 7 and 8.

Cumming emphasis that the higher levels of the Ladder cannot be found in the sample, owing to the problem 

of balancing different expectations among stakeholders. In particular, to reach the eighth level, companies would 

have to redefi ne their statutes, sometimes violating the principal that is commonly found in company law of safe-

guarding, as a priority, the investors and shareholders.

As far as the seventh level is concerned, only companies particularly inclined towards good social responsibility 

practices could envisage delegating decision-making to stakeholders.

Given the above, the aim of our research is to verify the quality of SE in SR with particular reference to the 

involvement of stakeholders in decision-making processes and the creation of a mutual responsibility model.

We aim also to verify the conclusions stated by Cumming in her empirical study using Arnstein’s Ladder of 

Citizen Participation.

Method

A sample was studied of 174 sustainability reports in English, Spanish or in Portuguese, drawn up according to 

the Sustainability Reporting Guidelines version 3.0 issued by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). We collected, 

as of 31 December 2009, all the 2008 reports in the GRI online database with level «A+ GRI checked».

This is the maximum level of accordance with guidelines and it involves:

– reporting on all indicators and other numbered elements required by G3 (level A);

– an assurance service by an external independent auditor (marked by +); and

– a formal check of the report contents by GRI.

This means that these reports represent best practices in SR worldwide; furthermore, GRI guidelines foresee 

for level A, a compulsory section on SE policies and practices implemented by the corporation in the reporting 

process to defi ne the materiality and the relevance of the information published. To verify the level of SE, this 
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aspect and the information reported in the paragraph on the governing bodies have been specially taken into 

account.

These two sections include information on:

• Stakeholder groups engaged by the organization.

• Basis for identifi cation and selection of stakeholders with whom to engage. This involves the organization’s 

process of defi ning its stakeholder groups and determining which groups to engage with or not.

• Approaches to SE, including frequency of engagement by type and by stakeholder group. This could comprise 

surveys, focus groups, community panels, corporate advisory panels, written communication, management/

union structures and other means. The organization should indicate whether any of the engagement was under-

taken specifi cally as part of the report preparation process.

• Key topics and concerns that have been raised through SE and how the organization has responded to them, 

including through its reporting.

• If appropriate, the indication of representatives of stakeholders’ categories appointed to governing bodies.

The 174 statements refer to a sample of companies whose characteristics are listed in Table 1.

The majority of the companies are from Europe (74%), are medium or large (57% over 5000 employees), are 

quoted on the Stock Exchange (67%), and operate in the fi nancial services (29%) or in the energy (26%) sectors.

BUSINESS CATEGORIES N. %

Financial services 51 29.31%
Energy and energy utilities 45 25.86%
Construction and building materials 16 9.20%
Healthcare services and products 9 5.17%
Telecommunications 6 3.45%
Logistics 6 3.45%
Chemicals 4 2.30%
Automotive 3 1.72%
Computers 3 1.72%
Conglomerates 3 1.72%
Other sectors 28 16.09%
Total 174 100.00%
COUNTRY
Europe 128 73.56%
North America 6 3.45%
South America 22 12.64%
Australia 0 0.00%
Asia 18 10.34%
Total 174 100.00%
DIMENSION (number of employees)
0–5000 71 40.80%
5001–10000 29 16.67%
10001–30000 28 16.09%
30001–80000 18 10.34%
over 80000 28 16.09%
Total 174 100.00%
QUOTED ON STOCK EXCHANGE
Yes 117 67.24%
No 57 32.76%
Total 174 100.00%

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample
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In stakeholder theory literature, little attention has been paid to the qualitative properties of information stated 

in sustainability reports regarding SE policies and practices. We believe that, in analyzing SE disclosure, attention 

has to be paid both to the presence of an SE section and also to its intrinsic characteristics of what has been dis-

closed and how.

The method chosen for the analysis of SE disclosure is content analysis. It is a method widely adopted in cor-

porate disclosure studies (Guthrie et al., 2004) because it allows repeatability and valid inferences from data 

according to their context (Krippendorff, 1980).

Three researchers conducted the analysis: two PhD students and an assistant professor.

On the basis of the research questions mentioned above, a list of detection and classifi cation rules was defi ned 

and discussed with researchers and classifi cation criteria for each dimension of the research questions were sub-

sequently identifi ed. Afterwards, a preliminary test of the coding procedure was conducted to highlight ambiguous 

or unclear coding rules and to standardize the classifying capabilities of the researchers: three 2007 sustainability 

reports of companies included in the GRI database, checked at level A+ GRI, were independently examined by the 

three researchers. The results of the individual classifi cation were compared and the differences discussed. This 

preliminary activity resulted in a fi nal set of detection and classifi cation rules. Using this, another 2007 sustain-

ability report was coded by all research members to test the alignment of the research team on the coding 

procedure.

Attention was also given to possible additional elements such as diffi culties met in the SE and future improve-

ments in the social reports’ structure and content.

Results

Research questions and results from the sample are shown in Table 2.

In all cases analyzed, SE was presented as an unavoidable element of companies’ social commitment. However, 

a proper section was not always devoted to this issue. In fact, in 14% of cases, the description of SE policies and 

practices has been inferred from the whole report.

Furthermore, it was observed that SE was interpreted in different ways. We made an attempt to identify its 

major objectives as emerging from the investigated reports. Those purposes have been grouped into four 

categories:

1. Setting or reviewing strategic objectives.

2. Setting the content of the report (defi ning what information is relevant).

3. Both of the previous elements.

4. No reference to the previous elements.

Analyzing the sections dedicated to SE, we noted that in 38% of cases, the relationship built with stakeholders 

aimed at involving them in fi xing or reviewing the strategic objectives of the corporation. In this perspective, 

stakeholder participation in the company’s social and environmental accounting is important for the defi nition of 

sustainable strategic goals, or in getting advice on present strategies which then will be modifi ed accordingly. 

Stakeholders were supposed to express opinions on the accomplishment of the sustainable strategic objectives and 

on the consistency of managerial activities but not on the content of the report. The information communicated 

in the report could be hardly defi ned ‘material’ or ‘relevant’ because it is not an output of a consultation process 

and it doesn’t involve stakeholder dialogue.

In only 20% of cases we noted that the aim of stakeholders’ involvement was to decide the content of the report 

or both to decide information supposed relevant and to elaborate (or to review) strategic objectives. The thesis 

could be put forward that the information disclosed is reasonably relevant and material, but it would be necessary 

to collect more information from the organization.

In 73 cases (42%) there is no reference to the previous elements. Actually, in these reports, there is a lack of 

information on the strategic objectives and on the stakeholder needs and opinions. These SE sections seem very 
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1. GENERAL INFORMATION
1.1. Has a proper section been devoted to the SE in the report?
Yes 149 85.63%
No 25 14.37%

174 100.00%
1.2. Aims and objectives of SE
– setting or reviewing strategic objectives 66 37.94%
– setting the content of the report (defi ning what information are relevant) 18 10.34%
– both of the previous elements 17 9.77%
– no reference to the previous elements 73 41.95%

174 100.00%
2. DEGREE OF REPRESENTATION OF STAKEHOLDER
2.1. Have all the stakeholders identifi ed in the report been engaged?
Yes 149 85.63%
No 25 14.37%

174 100.00%
2.2. Among the groups engaged, have representatives been appointed?
Yes 39 22.41%
No 135 77.59%

174 100.00%
3. DEGREE OF STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT
3.1. Simple consultation, monitoring, and information gathering?
Yes 128 73.56%
No 46 26.44%

174 100.00%
3.2. Direct involvement in the reporting process?
Yes 55 31.61%
No 119 68.39%

174 100.00%
3.3. Proactive role and appointment of representatives in the governing bodies?
Yes 27 15.52%
No 147 84.48%

174 100.00%
3.4. Preventive engagement accomplished in the earlier stages of planning and accounting (information gathering) or stakeholders are 

addressed to review the fi nal document ready to be released?
– only preventive 68 39.09%
– only fi nal 53 30.46%
– both 35 20.11%
– not declared 18 10.34%

174 100.00%
3.5. Is there stakeholders’ perception on the previous edition of the sustainability report?
Yes 103 59.20%
No 70 40.23%
fi rst report 1 0.57%

174 100.00%
3.6. If so, are stakeholders required to express their opinion on the materiality and reliability of the information displayed?
Yes 35 20.12%
No 68 39.08%
there is no perception of previous report 71 40.80%

174 100.00%
4. ENGAGEMENT CHANNELS AND METHODS
4.1. Are the channels and methods used to reach the stakeholders identifi ed?
Yes 161 92.53%
No 13 7.47%

174 100.00%

Continued



The Quality of Stakeholder Engagement in Sustainability Reporting 117

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Mgmt. 18, 110–122 (2011)
 DOI: 10.1002/csr

often ‘self-laudatory’ and ‘specious gloss’ attempts to cover, through ‘blue-washing’ policies, antisocial or environ-

mentally harmful actions (Zadek et al., 1997).

The above-described analysis led us to examine the stakeholders identifi ed in the sustainability reports and, 

specifi cally, those who were currently engaged by the organization.

In 86% of the cases, all listed stakeholders had been involved in the SE process. In the other cases, there were 

groups left aside, although no group remained constantly uninvolved by the majority of the companies. On the 

contrary, it can be stated that there were categories always engaged, such as shareholders and employees, but the 

content analysis is not suffi cient to clarify the level of engagement, because the language and the expressions used 

are subject to interpretation.

In 22% of the cases, it was observed that representatives of the various groups engaged had actually been 

appointed by the group itself, to deal with the organization. In the majority of these corporations, the representa-

tives were members of an ethics committee established ad hoc. Only in few cases (9) was the selection criterion 

mentioned and it was the representation of two categories (employees and local community) that had to be com-

pulsorily engaged according to the law.

With reference to the degree of stakeholder involvement, it was found that in almost three-quarters of the cases 

(74%) SE implies only advising, monitoring, and information gathering. Therefore, stakeholders had been addressed 

just to get the information needed for the reporting and to get their opinions on the reliability, materiality, and 

relevance of those data. In other words, in these reports the disclosure on SE shows that stakeholders had only an 

advisory role.

In almost one-third of the cases (32%) the research team found explicit information on direct involvement of 

stakeholders in the reporting process. Therefore, their engagement was important not only to gather the relevant 

information to be displayed in the document, but also to get them to actively participate in the whole reporting 

process.

This means that in these reports, stakeholders had an active role in selecting the information to express in the 

document so that they operated as real decision makers.

In a few cases (15%), the involvement turned into an actual proactive participation through membership of 

stakeholders’ representatives in the company’s governing bodies. In these companies very often we found laws 

that required the appointment of representatives of stakeholders in the governing bodies. For example, the Spanish 

savings banks (Caja de Ahorros) present in the GRI database are private foundations with no capital representation 

but with a social purpose. In these entities the law foresees a direct presence of stakeholders in the General Assem-

bly and in the Board of Administration. A 2007 research showed that in these governing bodies mainly sit repre-

sentatives of customers, municipalities, founders, and, to a lesser degree, of employees, general interest 

organizations and regional governments (Vélaz et al., 2007; Prado-Lorenzo et al., 2009).

5. ADDITIONAL ELEMENTS
5.1. Are diffi culties met in SE stated?
Yes 51 29.31%
No 123 70.69%

174 100.00%
5.2. Are the commitment and objectives to report continuous improvement declared?
Yes 106 60.92%
No 68 39.08%

174 100.00%
5.3 Are specifi c guidelines used in SE?
Yes 59 33.91%
No 115 66.09%

174 100.00%

Table 2. Research questions and results
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A different situation, but with a signifi cant representation of employees in the governing bodies, can be found 

in the German corporations contained in the database, because they follow the well-known legal framework of 

codetermination (Mitbestimmung).

With reference to the timing of the engagement, in 59% of the cases SE was preventive or both preventive and 

fi nal, since it is as important to collect the information relevant to the content of the report, as to better accomplish 

the reporting process. In 30% of the reports, the aim of SE was to obtain opinions on the report ready to be issued 

(engagement before the publication). In these cases, stakeholders were required to state their views on the reli-

ability, materiality, and relevance of the report but they didn’t have the possibility to change the reported data.

In 59% of the companies, stakeholders were even asked to outline their views on the previous edition of the 

report. Their opinions referred either to the content or the structure of the document:

– Comments on the content related to the need of more information and detail in certain areas of the report.

– Comments on the structure concerned the need of adding other important areas in the sustainability report.

Moving from the specifi c analysis of the degree of SE in the reporting process, the survey was extended to the 

channels and methods used to involve them.

These channels and methods were analyzed both for SE aimed at involving stakeholders in the strategic plan-

ning process and for SE accomplished in the reporting process. The companies analyzed had used a variety of 

channels and methods to approach their stakeholders. From the content analysis we found that stakeholders were 

reached through channels such as the Internet, electronic mail, ordinary mail, press, telephonic contacts, and direct 

meetings. Only in 7% of the cases channels and methods were not specifi ed in the SE disclosure.

Using those instruments, stakeholders express their opinions or participate in the decision-making process 

through surveys, focus groups, online forums, road shows, panels, public meetings, conferences, workshops, 

partnerships, one-to-one conversations, and talking to local representatives.

The fi nal part of the research focused on the analysis of the following elements:

– Diffi culties found in SE.

– Objectives of continuous improvement.

– Indication of specifi c guidelines used for SE.

In 29% of the reports, diffi culties in SE were stated. Those diffi culties were specifi cally linked to the problem 

of balancing the interests of different categories of stakeholders or inside a specifi c category. Furthermore, we 

never found a corporation that explicitly declared an order of priority in the engagement between the different 

categories. In other words, all the groups were considered at the same level of relevance and importance with 

reference to the SR process.

In 61% of the cases, the commitment to continuously improve the report’s structure and content through better 

SE policies and practices was found. Usually this is associated with suggestions coming from stakeholders’ percep-

tion of the previous edition of the sustainability report.

Finally, about one-third of the corporations (34%) declared that SE has been carried out according to specifi c 

guidelines. In the documents analyzed, the guidelines were represented by national standards or by the interna-

tional standard AA1000 SE issued by AccountAbility (2005).

Conclusions

In the majority of sample cases, SE is considered an essential element of reporting in conformity with international 

literature and practice. Nonetheless, our review of the literature (apart from Cumming’s research mentioned above) 

indicates that no empirical analyses have verifi ed the quality of this process. For this reason, the main objective 

of our research has been to investigate SE quality.

However, for many reports, even using certifi ed translations, content analysis – unless used along with other 

research tools – does not permit us to verify if SE was implemented effectively.
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Furthermore, in the vast majority of companies, there are no stakeholders nominated from government bodies. 

Management adopts a decidedly rhetorical type of language, lacking in concrete indications on negative externali-

ties produced, in an attempt to pursue its aims of self-legitimization. Here, it should be considered that a large 

part of sampled companies operate in sectors of high social or environmental impact.

Referring to the SE evaluation model proposed both by Cumming and by Friedman and Miles, based on Arn-

stein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation, and on the basis of evidence gathered by our research team, it appears the 

delegation of decision-making power to stakeholders in the companies studied was signifi cant but not decisive.

In fact, content analysis of the majority of reports suggests that the fi rst fi ve levels of the Ladder were reached. 

This conclusion is based in particular on the outcome of research questions in the third and fourth areas (respec-

tively, degree of stakeholder engagement and engagement channels and methods).

Furthermore, in her 2001 study, Cumming also associated the engagement tools and techniques used (market 

research, panels, interview) with the overall level of participation.

In any case, even leaving aside Cumming’s criterion, our research shows that only on rare occasions, and only 

to comply with legal requirements, do we fi nd examples of delegation of decisional power or even of citizen control 

(research question 3.3 and especially 3.4).

SE objectives, again in the majority of cases, were to promote a positive company image that comprised stake-

holder consultation and the possibility of bi-directional communication. However the principal aim was to involve 

stakeholders in company management in order to placate or mitigate their requests, but without delegating any 

decisional power (see especially results of research questions: 1.2, 3.1, 3.6, 5.1, 5.3).

A decidedly more advanced and incisive approach was taken by a minority of companies who undertook partner-

ship with some stakeholder categories, involving their representatives in decision-making processes.

Even rarer situations were encountered of delegation of decisional power through a multiway type of dialogue. 

This was the case, already mentioned, of that group of Spanish and German companies, which explicitly required 

by law, nominate representatives of some stakeholder categories on their Boards. The main difference between 

these two cases is that for German companies, the legal principle of codetermination provides for a minority pres-

ence of a certain stakeholder category (employees) on the Supervisory Board. This grants signifi cant (not dominant) 

infl uence to the category, which allows these companies to reach the seventh level of Arnstein’s Ladder, entitled 

‘delegated power’.

By contrast, in the Spanish savings banks (Caja de Ahorros), stakeholders have majority representation at top 

management level. Here we have dominant infl uence by stakeholders, which corresponds to the eighth level of 

the Ladder (citizen control). In the interests of precision, however, it must be pointed out that even in these appar-

ently ‘multistakeholder’ companies, the democratic nature of designation is often diffi cult to verify using simple 

content analysis. It is always possible, in fact, that the nominations are effectively co-options, rather than recogni-

tion of freely elected representatives from the various categories – especially considering the ample license allowed 

by law.

As far as the defi nition of SE is concerned and going back to our introductory comments, it is possible to reach 

some conclusive results that represent a generalization, in need of further analysis, of research fi ndings.

In particular, factors such as:

– low stakeholder involvement in defi ning contents of reports (research questions 3.2 and 3.4);

– lack of nomination of representatives from the various categories (2.2);

– except where required by law, the rare presence in management bodies of categories not directly emanating 

from shareholders (3.3);

– lack of objective public judgement as to the materiality and relevance of information in the report (3.6); and

– rare adoption of guidelines or standards on engagement by the companies analyzed (5.3)

are all compelling elements that indicate prevailing practices of stakeholder management, rather than of any real 

engagement (Svendsen, 1998; Waddock, 2002).

Therefore, we conclude that present SR practice, as revealed by this research, does not implement the ideal of 

SE; rather corporations are seen to be using it as a legitimization device and for managing the stakeholders effec-

tively (for similar conclusions, see also Belal, 2002).
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The propensity for stakeholder management, rather than SE, matches an opportunistic and strategic approach 

to the stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), since management believes it essential to involve stakeholders in order 

to reach a social consensus necessary for economic success in the long term (Hart and Sharma, 2004), without 

acknowledging their legitimate interest (Evan and Freeman, 1988).

Our study has found a reasonable number of companies who, partly because of legal obligations, are placed 

fi rmly on the seventh and eighth levels of the Ladder. But there is also a broad majority of companies which appears 

to use SE in an opportunistic way to obtain consensus from their local community. This situation is confi rmed by 

the large number of documents where certain recurring categories of stakeholders are quite evidently excluded 

from engagement – particularly suppliers, public administrations, NGOs and lenders (with reference to the role 

of NGOs, see van Huijstee and Glasbergen, 2008).

Among the limits of the present study may be mentioned the substantial heterogeneity of the sample, connected 

with the initial choice to analyze all ‘A+ GRI checked’ companies, independent of factors such as structure of 

institution, dimension, relevant regulations, and industrial sector of operations.

In conclusion, the majority of companies analyzed are a long way from implementing an SE process in accor-

dance with theories such as the ‘two-way conversation’ (Goodstein and Wicks, 2007), which creates a dynamic 

context of mutual respect and change (Andriof et al., 2002), with a cooperative scheme of collaboration and dia-

logue (Phillips, 1997).

In this context, one possible development of research carried out to date would be to verify the perception stake-

holders have of their involvement in company management, in order to evaluate their real interest in taking part 

in decisional processes of the company. Stakeholders have been traditionally viewed by companies as passive 

subjects with their own agenda; but in this sense, they are groups or individuals who, by means of a wide and 

diversifi ed range of initiatives (lobbying and networking, ethical consumption, advocacy, and promotion of civil 

rights) can make an active contribution to raising awareness of businesses towards economic, social and environ-

mental themes, connected with each stakeholder category.

In other words, one ought to verify if and to what extent companies and their stakeholders practice the concept 

of corporate citizenship (Matten and Crane, 2003), by which is meant:

– recognition by the company of all civil, social and political rights normally guaranteed to citizens (Matten et al., 
2003); and

– the proactive role of businesses in guaranteeing and promoting civil rights of individuals and other institutions 

(Crane et al., 2005; Matten and Crane, 2005).
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