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Abstract 

In recent years, the European Union has been trying to improve the content of the information 

provided by companies to its related parties and the general public. Amendments such as 

adopting the Directive 2014/95/EU (adopted in October 2014) and the so-called Corporate 

Sustainably Reporting Directive proposal (adopted in April 2021) show that government bodies 

emphasize the importance of non-financial reporting CSR factors and stakeholder management. 

In this respect, a shift from the so-called shareholder relations management to the stakeholder 

relationship management can be seen, where companies consider the interest of all stakeholders 

in the implementation of their future CSR related strategies. This paper aims to compare key 

stakeholders identified through different models in theory with key stakeholders determined by 

companies in practice and evaluate channels of dialogue used by the companies to communicate 

with them. It seeks to bring further clarity to identifying key stakeholders and finding potential 

differences between reporting in practice. The research sample contains the review of 

stakeholder engagement reports published by 9 blue-chip companies in each of the following 

countries: Slovenia, Germany, and Austria. Content analysis will review companies' statements 

and identify key stakeholders and channels of dialogue described in it. The research findings 

indicate that key stakeholders identified by companies in practice are similar to those 

determined by different theoretical frameworks. Some companies include key stakeholders in 

their reporting, but they do not describe their communication and results. This could lead to the 

potential threat that some companies do not have appropriate communication channels 

established with their key stakeholders, but still, they include it in their reporting. This could 
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lead to future research and focus on the preparation of a critical framework for sustainability 

reporting, in which the engagement of the stakeholders would play a significant role. 

 

Keywords: stakeholder engagement, sustainability, channels of dialogue, non-financial 

reporting, corporate governance 

1 Introduction 

Corporate governance can be defined as "the set of mechanisms that define powers and 

influence decisions of the chief executive" (Charreaux, 1997). It is responsible for following its 

shareholders' interests and the interests of other parties (so called stakeholders - such as 

employees, suppliers, customers, and communities) (Kendall, 1999). Based on the OECD 

description, some of its significant attributions are protecting shareholders' rights, equitable 

treatment to shareholders, protecting stakeholders' rights, accurate disclosure of information 

and diligent exercise of board responsibilities (OECD, 1999). In literature, there are many 

theories which explain corporate governance. Many authors use approaches such as the 

stakeholder theory to express their views on corporate governance. 

On the one hand, shareholder theory determines that the major responsibility of a company is 

to maximize the profit of its shareholders. Thus, as shareholders are the company's owners, 

managers should focus all their forces on maximizing their value. However, one of the major 

critiques of the shareholder theory arose from the assumption that managers focus on fulfilling 

the interest of their owners. It describes the issue that managers focus their decision making too 

much on the fulfilment of short-term related goals which satisfy the interests of their 

shareholders. This causes companies not to perform well (Kusi et al., 2018). 

On the other hand, stakeholder theory defends a different position than the shareholder theory. 

It determines that companies should focus not only on maximizing shareholder interest but also 

on the welfare of other groups (so-called stakeholders) in their managerial decision-making 

process. The following theory also supports the definition of CSR, which the Council for 

Sustainable Development defines as "the continuing commitment by business to behave 

ethically and contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of the 

workforce and their families as well as of the local community and society at large" (Dahlsrud, 

2008), which means that to achieve good corporate governance, managers should include the 

interests of different stakeholders of their company in their decision-making process and apply 

appropriate steps to behave ethically and provide additional value to all their stakeholders and 

their communities. Effective CSR is the key driver with which companies ensure their 

profitability and the creation of value for their stakeholders. To achieve great CSR, companies 

must consider the interest of their internal and external key stakeholders. In this respect, 

stakeholder theory and the process of key stakeholders' identification present a key perception. 

Companies can identify and explore relationships between CSR and key stakeholders to 

companies' future CSR value maximization (Jamali et al., 2008). 

This paper aims to analyse the identification of key stakeholders and channels of dialogue. It 

focuses on potential differences between key stakeholders identified by companies in practice 

and key stakeholders determined by theory through different key stakeholder frameworks. It 

also analyses various key stakeholders' groups and channels of dialogue used by the companies 

in practice to communicate with their stakeholders.  

The content of this paper is divided into three main parts: the first part of the paper contains 

different theoretical definitions of key stakeholders and theoretical frameworks for their 
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identification; the second part of the paper includes the methodological approach and sample 

description used in this research, and the third part of the study contains the findings of the 

research with some final considerations and conclusion.  

2 Theoretical background: Key stakeholder identification theory 

Various definitions can be found concerning identifying companies' stakeholders (Benn S. et 

al. l, 2016). In this article, we will use the definition of Freeman, 1984 and Clarkson, 1995, as 

a guide for our study. Freeman, 1984, describes stakeholders as "any group or individual who 

can affect or is affected by achieving the organization's objectives". At this point, a critique of 

the following definition must be mentioned, referring to the practical implication of the 

criterium "who can affect" in practice. Since many entities fall under this criterium (e.g., 

companies that can affect the company), it is emphasized that it is difficult for a company to 

gather the interest of all those stakeholders and include them in their managerial decision-

making process (Phillips&Reichart, 2000). In addition to the definition of Freeman and its 

critique, we added the definition of Clarkson, 1995 to our research. Clarkson identifies 

stakeholders as "persons or groups that have, or claim, ownership, rights, or interests in a 

corporation and its activities, past, present, or future".  

There are also different definitions and salience when determining which stakeholders 

managers should pay most attention to (so-called key stakeholders). Freeman, 1984 argues that 

companies shall pay attention to "internal and external stakeholders, cooperative and 

competitive stakeholders", whereas Clarkson, 1995 states that the company shall put "primary 

stakeholders above secondary stakeholders". 

Concerning key stakeholder frameworks, Freeman established a general framework of key 

stakeholders that companies can use to determine their key stakeholder network in practice. 

Stakeholders stated in his framework contained the following stakeholders: owners, financial 

community, activist groups, customers, customer advocate groups, unions, employees, trade 

associations, competitors, suppliers, government, and political groups (Freeman, 1984).  

Kusi et al. l 2018 determine that key stakeholders of a company may include: suppliers, 

creditors, employees, competitors, customers, and the community in which the business 

corporation operates.  In addition, Nwanji&Howell, 2007 added that in a multinational 

environment, stakeholders could also include: bankers, financiers, special interest groups, the 

environment, media, and technological progress. 

Clarkson, 1995 determined that the company should separate stakeholders into primary and 

secondary stakeholders. As defined by Clarkson, primary stakeholders are stakeholders 

"without whose continuing participation the corporation cannot survive as going concerned". 

He added the following stakeholders belong to the primary stakeholders: shareholders, 

employees, customers, suppliers, and the public sector (such as governments and communities). 

He emphasized the importance that managers of the company should put a significant effort 

into creating value for each of their primary stakeholders' groups to ensure long-lasting 

relationships. In the group of secondary stakeholders, Clarkson defined stakeholders as "who 

influence or affect, or are influenced or affected by, the corporation, but they are not engaged 

in transactions with the corporation and are not essential for its survival". In the group of 

secondary stakeholders, Clarkson added: competition, media, trade associations and support 

groups. Even though none of these groups has a binding relationship with the company and the 

company is not dependent on them for their existence, they can cause a lot of disruption 

(Clarkson, 1995).  
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Like Clarkson's definition, Freeman, 2007 issued an updated generic model of key stakeholders 

in which he separated key stakeholders into primary stakeholders and secondary stakeholders. 

Primary stakeholders include communities, customers, financiers, suppliers, and employees. 

Secondary stakeholders include government, competitors, consumer advocate groups, special 

interest groups and media. 

Based on the above stated theoretical frameworks, specific key stakeholders occur in many 

theoretical frameworks. These key stakeholders are customers, employees, trade associations, 

suppliers, financiers, special interest groups, media, and competitors. Following our 

research, the list of these key stakeholders identified in theoretical frameworks will be used to 

compare key stakeholders determined in theory (through different theoretical frameworks) with 

key stakeholders identified by selected companies in practice. 

3 Research methodology  

Direct content analysis was applied to this study to review companies' selection of key 

stakeholders in practice. This method was used since an existing theory or prior research of a 

phenomenon exists but is incomplete and would benefit from further description. The main goal 

of executing the directed approach was to validate or extend a theoretical framework or theory 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) conceptually.  

The content analysis was performed by reviewing annual reports, non-financial reports and 

sustainability reports published by selected companies in the reporting year 2020. Reports were 

gathered from the websites of the companies. Such a method has also been used by previous 

researchers in similar studies (Szadziewska et al., 2020, Lock&Seele, 2016, Riffe et al., 2019, 

Campbell, 2003). Overall, the empirical analysis has been carried out on 27 valid observations. 

All 27 reports have been subjected to a manual content analysis (carried out individually by the 

first? author and cross-checked at the end). 

Dichotomous coding transformed qualitative information into a quantitative form (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). The research is divided into two main parts. In the first part of the research, 

we analysed the existence of key stakeholders determined by companies in practice. In the 

second part of the study, we examined whether the company described channels of dialogue for 

each of its key stakeholders in detail or did it provide only a general description of its 

communication policy with its key stakeholders in their reporting. The sample is composed of 

9 Slovenian listed companies (gathered from the stock market index SBITOPT), 9 Austrian 

listed companies (collected from the stock market index ASX) and 9 German listed companies 

(compiled from the stock market index DAX). In Table 1, all companies listed were included 

in the research.  

Table 1: List of companies included in the research 

Company/Country Slovenia Austria Germany 

Company 1 KRKA At&S Austria ALLIANZ 

Company 2 PETROL ERSTE GROUP BANK AG BAYER 

Company 3 
ZAVAROVALNICA 

TRIGLAV 
IMMOFINANZ BMW 

Company 4 
POZAVAROVALNICA 

SAVA 
ÖSTERREICHISCHE POST 

AG 
COMMERZBANK 

Company 5 NLB OMV AG DEUTSCHE BANK 

Company 6 TELEKOM SLOVENIJE TELEKOM AUSTRIA 
DEUTSCHE 

LUFTHANSA 
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Company 7 LUKA KOPER UNIQUA INSURANCE AG DEUTSCHE TELEKOM 

Company 8 CINKARNA CELJE VIENNA INSURANCE AG MUNICH RE 

Company 9 KD GROUP VOESTALPINE SALZGITTER 

4 Findings of the research 

In the first part of the study turned out that 23 companies from a total of 27 companies included 

the description of key stakeholders in their reporting (from now on, reporting companies). On 

average, each company of the reporting companies mentioned 8 key stakeholders in their 

reports. Slovenian companies, on average, reported 6,8 key stakeholders, Austrian companies 

reported on average 9,3 key stakeholders and German companies reported on average 6,6 key 

stakeholders. Companies which did not identify key stakeholders in their reporting were 

excluded from the average stakeholder calculation. Among all companies, 4 did not report their 

key stakeholders in the reporting (2 Slovenian companies, 1 Austrian company and 1 German 

company). 

In the second part of the research, channels of dialogue were reviewed. In this respect, the study 

divided selected companies into two groups. The first group presented companies that described 

their channels of dialogue in detail (for all their key stakeholders individually). After that, the 

second group presented companies that provided only a general description of their 

communication policy with their key stakeholders (but they did not include any detailed 

information about channels of dialogue used for communication with their key stakeholders in 

particular). Among all 23 reporting companies that identified key stakeholders in their 

reporting, 16 companies reported their communication channels with key stakeholders in detail, 

and 7 companies reported their channels of dialogue in general.   

Concerning channels of dialogue, we also analysed which companies reported and provided a 

description of the results and actions the company implemented based on their discussion with 

their key stakeholders. Results indicate that 13 companies from all 23 reporting companies 

described actions and the results gathered from the communication with their key stakeholders.  

Key stakeholders in all reporting companies were identified and grouped. In total, 21 repeating 

key stakeholders were identified. Repeating key stakeholders are stakeholders described by 

more than one company in their reporting. Analysts, banks, capital market, investors, 

shareholders, associations, civil society, communities, financial public, society, NGOs, 

research and science, business partners, suppliers, customers, competition, media, 

lawmakers and authorities and politics. The most-reported stakeholders identified by 

companies in practice were: customers, employees, suppliers and shareholders. Based on the 

results of the research 8 groups of stakeholders were constructed and compared with key 

stakeholder groups identified by theoretical frameworks. Results of the comparison can be seen 

in the below-stated Table 2. 

Table 2: List of key stakeholders identified by theoretical frameworks and key stakeholders 

identified by companies in practice 

Company / 

Country 

Key stakeholder groups 

identified by theoretical 

frameworks 

Key stakeholder groups reported by 

companies in practice 

Stakeholder 

group 1 
Customers Customers 

Stakeholder 

group 2 
Employees Employees 
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Stakeholder 

group 3 
Trade associations 

Communities (Associations, Civil society, 

Communities, Financial public, Society, 

NGOs, Research, and Science) 

Stakeholder 

group 4 
Suppliers Business partners and Suppliers 

Stakeholder 

group 5 
Financiers 

Analysts, Banks, Capital market, Investors, 

Shareholders) 

Stakeholder 

group 6 
Special Interest Groups Lawmakers, Authorities and Politics 

Stakeholder 

group 7 
Media Media 

Stakeholder 

group 8 
Competitors Competitors 

5 Conclusions  

Based on the above-stated findings of the research, it is evident that key stakeholders identified 

by companies in practice are similar to those determined by different theoretical frameworks. 

The main difference between them is stakeholder group 3 of Table 2, where theoretical 

frameworks identified trade associations as a key stakeholder group. In contrast, companies in 

practice, on the other hand, reported communities (such as associations, civil society, financial 

public, society, NGOs, research and science) as their key stakeholders. At this point, we must 

also emphasize the results gathered concerning channels of dialogue. The detailed specification 

of channels of dialogue used by the company for the communication with individual key 

stakeholders was identified in the reporting of only 16 companies (all other companies provided 

a general review). In addition, only 13 companies described the results of their discussions with 

key stakeholders and further actions that the company implemented based on their information.  

The following findings open potential opportunities for discussion and further research as this 

research indicates that some companies identify their key stakeholder groups in their reporting. 

Still, they do not describe their communication and results in detail. This could lead to the 

potential threat that some companies might identify many key stakeholders in their reporting. 

Still, they do not have appropriate communication channels to determine their interest (at least, 

they do not mention them in their reporting), making good corporate governance and CSR for 

these companies questionable.  

For the results of the company's stakeholder management will be favourable for the company 

and all its stakeholders, it would be of high importance for the companies to make sure that 

their network of key stakeholders in the future periods is well established and accurate. Such 

network would then develop detailed communication channels and provide an ongoing 

information flow between the company and its key stakeholders. However, due to the small 

sample size, additional research in the following area is needed to confirm our findings.  

It is also worth mentioning that with the implementation of the Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive (CSRD), the European Union is planning to adopt sustainability reporting 

standards by October 2022. With the common and mandatory standards, sustainability reporting 

would become harmonized and consistent with the new reporting legislation (such as the 

Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation and Taxonomy Regulation) (EFRAG, 2021). In this 

respect, future research could also focus on the preparation of a key framework for 

sustainability reporting, in which the engagement of the stakeholders would play a significant 

role. Besides stakeholder engagement being a key feature of the sustainability reporting process 

mailto:info@irdo.si


 Key stakeholder identification and channels of dialogue used for their engagement 

 

 
17th IRDO International Conference, SOCIALLY RESPONSIBILE SOCIETY CHALLENGES 2022:  

Green, digital, and inclusive transition: how to make it happen? 

2−3 June 2022, Maribor, Slovenia, EU, ONLINE, www.irdo.si, info@irdo.si 

 

7 

(Stocker et al., 2020), it could also lead the managerial team to more socially responsible 

corporate governance. 

References  

Benn, S., Abratt, R., & O'Leary, B. (2016). Defining and identifying stakeholders: Views from 

management and stakeholders. South African journal of business management, 47(2), 1–11. 

Campbell, D. (2003). Intra‐and intersectoral effects in environmental disclosures: evidence for 

legitimacy theory?. Business Strategy and the Environment, 12(6), 357–371. 

Charreaux, G. (1997). Vers une théorie du gouvernement des enterprises. In G. Charreaux (Ed.), 

Le Gouvernement des entreprises: Corporate governance, theories and faits. Paris: Economica. 

Clarkson, M. (1995). 'A stakeholder framework for analyzing and evaluating corporate social 

performance', Academy of Management Review, 20(1): 92–117. 

Dahlsrud, A. (2008). How corporate social responsibility is defined: an analysis of 37 

definitions. Corporate social responsibility and environmental management, 15(1), 1–13. 

European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG). (2021). Proposal for a Relevant and 

Dynamic EU Sustainability Reporting Standard-Setting. 

Freeman, R. E. (1984). Strategic management: A stakeholder approach. Cambridge university 

press. 

Freeman, R. E., Harrison, J. S., & Wicks, A. C. (2007). Managing for stakeholders: Survival, 

reputation, and success. Yale University Press. 

Freeman, R.E. (1984). Strategic management: A stakeholder approach, Boston: Pitman. 

Hsieh, H. F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. 

Qualitative health research, 15(9), 1277–1288. 

Jamali, D., Safieddine, A. M., & Rabbath, M. (2008). Corporate governance and corporate 

social responsibility synergies and interrelationships. Corporate governance: an international 

review, 16(5), 443–459. 

Kendall, N. (1999) Good corporate governance, Accountants' Digest. Issue 40. The ICA in 

England and Wales. 

Kusi, B. A., Gyeke-Dako, A., Agbloyor, E. K., & Darku, A. B. (2018). Do corporate governance 

structures promote shareholders or stakeholders' value maximization? Evidence from African 

banks. Corporate Governance: The International Journal of Business in Society. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/CG-09-2016-0177. 

Lock, I., & Seele, P. (2016). The credibility of CSR (corporate social responsibility) reports in 

Europe. Evidence from a quantitative content analysis in 11 countries. Journal of Cleaner 

Production, 122, 186–200. 

Nwanji, T. I., & Howell, K. E. (2007). A review of the two main competing models of corporate 

governance: The shareholdership model versus the stakeholdership model. Corporate 

Ownership and Control, 5(1), 9–23. 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (1999) Measuring and 

Reporting Intellectual Capital: Experiences, Issues, and Prospects, OECD, Paris. 

mailto:info@irdo.si
https://doi.org/10.1108/CG-09-2016-0177


 Key stakeholder identification and channels of dialogue used for their engagement 

 

 
17th IRDO International Conference, SOCIALLY RESPONSIBILE SOCIETY CHALLENGES 2022:  

Green, digital, and inclusive transition: how to make it happen? 

2−3 June 2022, Maribor, Slovenia, EU, ONLINE, www.irdo.si, info@irdo.si 

 

8 

Phillips, R. A., & Reichart, J. (2000). The environment as a stakeholder? A fairness-based 

approach. Journal of Business Ethics, 23: 185–197. 

Riffe, D., Lacy, S., Fico, F., & Watson, B. (2019). Analysing media messages: Using 

quantitative content analysis in research. Routledge. 

Stocker, F., de Arruda, M.P., de Mascena, K.M.C. and Boaventura, J.M. (2020). Stakeholder 

engagement in sustainability reporting: a classification model. Corporate Social Responsibility 

and Environmental Management, 27(5), 2071–2080. 

Szadziewska, A., Kotowska, B., Kloviene, L., Legenchyk, S., Prša, D., & Speziale, M. T. 

(2020). Non-financial reporting by an international corporation in the light of new mandatory 

regulations. Zeszyty Teoretyczne Rachunkowości, 109(165), 105–137. 

WBCSD (1998). Stakeholder Dialogue on CSR, The Netherlands, Sept 6–8.  

mailto:info@irdo.si

	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Theoretical background: Key stakeholder identification theory
	3 Research methodology
	4 Findings of the research
	5 Conclusions
	References



