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Stakeholder engagement remains an underrepresented and underdeveloped field in business and
society research in particular, and management research more generally. Early in the 21st
century, at a time when the corporate social responsibility agenda is being pressured by a
devastating pandemic, increasing inequalities, and fake-news discourses, stakeholders such as
employees, consumers, business partners, activists, and citizens are increasingly engaged in
organizational activities such as strategy-making, product development, work coordination, and
corporate social responsibility initiatives (e.g., Chesbrough, 2003; Edinger-Schons et al., 2020;
Kornberger et al., 2019; Whittington, 2019). In addition, as prior work has shown, stakeholder
engagement offers to produce desired outcomes such as creativity and innovation (Wohlgemuth
et al., 2019), efficiency and efficacy (Scherer & Vögtlin, 2020), value creation (Harrison et al.,
2010; Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Parmar et al., 2010), and a social license to operate (e.g.,
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Scherer et al., 2014; Scherer et al., 2015). Yet, mainstream management research continues to
reproduce a managerialist bias by implicitly foregrounding organizational elites as decisionmakers who act in the best interest of all stakeholders, without challenging the limits of this
taken-for-granted assumption (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). In the face of an ever-increasing
plethora of tools for engaging stakeholders in organizational processes (Castelló et al., 2016;
Trittin et al., 2019; Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2020) and the need for engaging especially the
powerless voices in business and society (Crane, 2013), we need a better understanding of how
stakeholder engagement is performed and with what consequences.
Against the background of stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1994), stakeholder engagement
primarily refers to the process of symbolically or substantively involving stakeholders within
organizational activities in which they are interested, or by which they are affected. As
Greenwood (2007, p. 315) noted, it is a set of “practices the organization undertakes to involve
stakeholders […] in organizational activities.” In this view, organizations and their
representatives open up opportunities for stakeholders to contribute to organizational activities.
Conversely, stakeholders may engage themselves as individuals or representatives of societal
actors such as nongovernmental organizations. Such forms of stakeholder engagement may be
performed, among others, in democratic “governance processes that guide the policies and
practices of the firm” (Dawkins, 2015, p. 1) or through activism and social movements (de
Bakker et al., 2013; den Hond & de Bakker, 2007) which may affect economic or broader
societal outcomes. Hence, in contrast to the more conventionally examined “management” of
stakeholders, stakeholder engagement can be initiated, directed, performed, and contested by
an organization’s managers, its stakeholders, or both. In this sense, stakeholder engagement can
manifest on, and partly even spans individual, organizational, and societal levels of analysis.
Stakeholder engagement has emerged in organizations of various types, ranging from small
organizations to large corporations, from private to state-owned organizations or collectives,
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from social ventures to profit-oriented business firms, and from locally to globally operating
organizations (Stjerne et al., forthcoming; Whittington, 2019). However, stakeholder
engagement is far from universal. Its manifestation varies depending on organizational,
societal, cultural, technological, and other conditions (Whittington et al., 2011). Importantly, as
Whittington et al. (2011, pp. 532–534) highlighted, stakeholder engagement “originated in the
liberal democracy of post-war USA; it may be much less relevant to new semi-capitalist
economies such as China and Russia [and] vast state-owned enterprises as Gazprom and China
Mobile could be powerful counterweights” to stakeholder engagement in the future. These
developments demonstrate that stakeholder engagement is neither self-evident nor irreversible:
Stakeholder engagement is a precarious accomplishment in response to the contextual
specificities at hand (see also Spicer et al., 2004).
One way to unpack the complexity of stakeholder engagement is to focus attention on different
dimensions of this process; namely, stakeholder participation, inclusion, and democracy
(Matten & Crane, 2005; Quick & Feldman, 2011; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). Stakeholder
participation relates to provision of input by stakeholders to an organization’s programs,
policies, and strategies, e.g., through feedback-seeking, activism, and counter-hegemonic
discourses (e.g., Castelló et al., 2016; Mantere & Vaara, 2008; Wohlgemuth et al., 2019). Given
its manifold manifestations, stakeholder participation foregrounds “how” questions, such as:
How do stakeholders participate and, thus, become engaged in organizational activities?
Stakeholder inclusion refers to giving voice to stakeholders through the cocreation of an
organization’s issues, priorities, and procedures, e.g., by fostering dialogues based on a shared
sense of belonging (e.g., Dobusch et al., 2019; Fujimoto et al., 2019; Griffin et al., 2019). These
dynamics primarily beg “who” questions, such as: Who is included in organizational activities,
and who isn’t? Stakeholder democracy, finally, invokes “why” questions, such as: Why do
stakeholders partly have the right to be handed some degree of formal decision-making power,
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e.g., through direct, consensus, deliberative, or radical democracy (e.g., Crane et al., 2004;
Dawkins, 2015; Edinger-Schons et al., 2020; Moriarty, 2014; Scherer & Vögtlin, 2020)?
While these dimensions of stakeholder engagement differ in character, they all foster
organizational polyphony: They represent a plurality of voices to which participants in
organizational activities ought to devote attention (Castelló et al., 2013; Schoeneborn & Trittin,
2013; Trittin & Schoeneborn, 2017). Such polyphony turns stakeholder engagement into a
process that is riddled with tensions, contradictions, and conflicts, one that actors performing
organizational activities must cope with, or work through, so as to do justice to stakeholders’
interests (de Bakker & den Hond, 2008; Freeman et al., 2020; Putnam et al., 2016; Wenzel et
al., 2019; Zietsma & Winn, 2008). Furthermore, polyphony creates open-endedness concerning
the outcomes that can be achieved through stakeholder engagement (Cooren, 2020; Schultz et
al., 2013; Wenzel et al., 2020). That is, through stakeholder engagement, managers cannot be
fully certain about realizing their intentions through organizational activities anymore, given
that they give up control to varying degrees. These aspects reinforce the complexity of
stakeholder engagement (Greenwood, 2007; Phillips et al., 2010), which raises questions about
how actors in and around organizations perform stakeholder participation, inclusion, and
democracy, and with what consequences.
This special issue seeks to provide answers to these questions. Some sample questions to guide
submissions include, but are not limited to:
•

What are the mechanisms, practices, tactics, strategies, and forms of organizing through
which stakeholder participation, inclusion, and democracy are performed in and around
organizations?

•

How are different dimensions of stakeholder engagement interrelated?

•

How is stakeholder engagement performed over time?
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•

How do actors cope with or work through the polyphony, tensions, and open-endedness
that arise in stakeholder engagement?

•

In light of the systematic exclusion of workers from organizational decision-making
(Caruana et al., 2020), which stakeholders get engaged in organizational activities, who
does not get engaged, and why?

•

Which outcomes, both desirable and problematic, both expected and unexpected, both
individual, organizational, and societal, does stakeholder engagement produce? Do these
outcomes differ for symbolic vs. substantive forms of stakeholder engagement?

•

How do national or regional contexts shape the emergence and outcomes of stakeholder
engagement? How can multinational corporations harmonize potential conflicts?

•

How does stakeholder engagement differ across different types of firms, such as small and
medium-sized enterprises vs. multinational corporations or social ventures versus for-profit
corporations? Why is this so?

•

Which individual, organizational, or societal factors and conditions enable, constrain, or
disable effective stakeholder engagement?

•

How does stakeholder engagement relate to current topics such as social intrapreneurship,
corporate social innovation, collective impact, participatory governance, new forms of
organizing, and open strategy?

Types of Submission
The special issue welcomes submissions that unpack the enablers, dynamics, and outcomes of
stakeholder engagement in its manifold manifestations and dimensions on any or even across
multiple levels of analysis. Given the rather limited attempts to integrate stakeholder
participation, inclusion, and democracy, we particularly encourage submissions that examine
these concepts in concert. This fascinating area of research invites not only conceptual, but also
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empirical work in all of its facets, including qualitative, quantitative, configurational, and
experimental research designs, among others.

Submission Process
•

The deadline for submissions is January 31, 2022. All manuscripts must be uploaded to
ScholarOne Manuscripts (https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/bas) between January 1 and
January 31, 2022.

•

Be sure to specify in the cover letter that the manuscript is for the special issue on
“stakeholder engagement”.

•

The Business & Society author guidelines (https://journals.sagepub.com/authorinstructions/BAS) must be followed.

•

All submissions will be double-blind peer-reviewed by multiple reviewers.

•

For questions about the content of the special issue, please contact any of the guest editors.

About the Journal
Business & Society is one of the leading, peer-reviewed outlets for scholarly work dealing with
the intersection of business and society. The journal publishes research that develops, tests, and
refines theory, and it enhances our understanding of important societal issues and their relation
to business. Business & Society’s current two-year impact factor is 4.074, ranked 41 out of 120
journals in the business category. For further details on the journal, see http://bas.sagepub.com.

About the Guest Editors
Matthias Wenzel is Professor of Organization Studies at the Leuphana University of Lüneburg.
His research focuses on the practices of strategizing and organizing, as well as the societal
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implications of these practices. His work has been published journals such as the Academy of
Management Perspectives, Journal of Management Inquiry, Long Range Planning,
Organization Studies, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Research in
the Sociology of Organizations, Strategic Management Journal, and Strategic Organization,
among others. In addition, Matthias serves as Coeditor for Media Innovations of the Strategic
Management Journal, Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, and Global Strategy Journal, and
as member of the Editorial Board of the Journal of Business Research, among others.
Hannah Trittin-Ulbrich is Assistant Professor for Business Ethics at the Leuphana University
of Lüneburg. Her research focuses on communication in the context of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR), diversity management, and the use of digital technology in organizations.
Her work has been published in journals such as Corporate Communications, Journal of
Business Ethics, and Journal of Management Inquiry, among others. Furthermore, Hannah has
coedited special issues in Organization and Research in the Sociology of Organizations.
Laura Marie Edinger-Schons is Professor of Sustainable Business at the University of
Mannheim. Her research focuses on consumer and employee reactions to Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) activities of companies, CSR management, CSR communication, as well
as innovative pricing mechanisms and business models, among others. Her research has been
published in journals such as Business Ethics: A European Review, Journal of Business Ethics,
Journal of Business Research, Journal of Consumer Psychology, Journal of Marketing, Journal
of the Academy of Marketing Science, and Marketing Letters. Furthermore, Laura serves as
Associate Editor of Business & Society.
Itziar Castelló is Senior Lecturer at Surrey Business School. Her research focuses on the
communication and governance challenges and opportunities involved in entrepreneurs and
business intrapreneurs’ sensemaking and change initiatives toward more sustainable business
7

in the digital economy. Her work has been published in journals such as the Academy of
Management Journal, Business & Society, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Management
Studies, and Research Policy. Furthermore, Itziar serves as Associate Editor of Business &
Society.
Frank de Bakker is Professor of Corporate Social Responsibility at IESEG School of
Management in Lille, France. In his research, he combines insights from institutional theory,
social movement studies, and stakeholder theory to examine interactions between activist
groups and business firms on issues of CSR and the role of CSR managers in firms. His research
appeared in journals like Academy of Management Review, Academy of Management Journal,
Journal of Management Studies, Business & Society and Organization Studies. Frank is one of
the co-editors of Business & Society and sits on several editorial boards.
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