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STAKEHOLDER SUCCESS
Increasingly, companies are inviting non-traditional stakeholders to take a seat 
and join the discussion.

By Truus Huisman and Phil Riggins

 G one are the days when corporate 
communicators only had to worry 
about satisfying a limited number 
of traditional stakeholders, such 
as investors, customers, employ-
ees, and business partners. Today, 

communicators must navigate a more complex set of 
stakeholders that includes non-traditional ones such as 
non-governmemtal organisations, consumer groups and 
online communities of interest. 

Historically, these non-traditional stakeholders have 
been viewed by some communicators with suspicion if not 
fear. However, they are increasingly critical for success. 
Whether it is maintaining consumer confidence, share 
price or preserving license to operate, bringing non-tradi-

tional stakeholders inside the organi-
sation is more often the norm than 
the exception. There is increasing 
recognition that a new mindset is 
required to meet society’s expecta-
tion that businesses play their part 
in developing solutions for problems 
in the energy–food-climate change 
nexus. 

So how are communicators to 
manage these challenging new rela-
tionships in the age of a hyper con-
nected social media landscape that 
is ever changing, where groups can 
rally consumers to boycott faster 
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than ever and possible reputation 
meltdowns are around every cor-
ner? If engagement is a given, how 
does one navigate the risks and take 
advantage of the opportunities of 
working with stakeholders, whether 
they are employees, partners, poten-
tial allies or critics? And what does 
it mean for the style of engagement 
to move from a ‘controlling the mes-
sage’ mind-set to a ‘being part of the 
conversation’ imperative? 

Questions and concerns such as 
these led to the Future of Stake-
holder Engagement, a survey of 
senior European communications 
professionals. The survey included 
130 senior communicators across 
Europe in late 2012. Most respond-
ents were from corporations, with 
many of these professionals being 
top in-house communicators at 
FTSE 100 companies. 

CURRENT PRACTICES What 
are communicators doing? Not 
surprisingly, most communicators 

across Europe (82 per cent) see stakeholder engagement 
as important to business success. But for eight in 10 or 
more, current engagement activities appear to be fairly 
ad hoc and involve a variety of traditional activities such 
as belonging to a trade association, attending or hosting 
networking events and monitoring (rather than engaging 
through) social media channels. Fewer communicators 
have a stakeholder strategy, map stakeholders or issues, 
or undertake consultation exercises. Who are they en-
gaging with? Likewise, communicators appear to be en-
gaging mostly with their traditional stakeholders: three 
in four or more rate their company’s business partners, 
national government, employees and traditional media 
as important stakeholders. Non-traditional stakeholder 
groups, such as activist groups, online communities of 
interest and charitable organisations, are much less likely 
to be rated as important and thus as targets for engage-
ment. However, this is set to change as nearly seven in 
10 believe that developing alliances with non-traditional 
stakeholders will be key to successful programmes and 
policies in the future.

Communicators realise that engaging only with tra-
ditional stakeholders is no longer an option. Companies 
and other organisations see the need to step out of their 
comfort zone and engage with groups that they may have 
viewed with suspicion and avoided in the past. As one re-
spondent to the survey said, “Dialogue carries risk. Peo-
ple may not always ‘get’ the message or love it…but peo-
ple will talk about you anyway, so we need to be in there 
shaping the debate about ourselves and our industry.”

BENEFITS, RISKS AND CHALLENGES One reason 
they accept the challenge of engaging with non-tradi-
tional stakeholders is because most communicators have 
seen compelling evidence of the benefits of engagement 
to their organisation. For eight in 10 or more, the benefits 
are seen as improved reputation, increased understanding 
of the organisation, developing long-term relationships 
and better understanding of stakeholder concerns and 
expectations. Communicators believe engagement also 
carries challenges and risks. When asked to rate a list of 
possible risks to their organisation from engagement with 
non-traditional stakeholders, expectation management 
emerges as the top potential risk (cited by 60 per cent), 
followed by concerns about reputation damage, waste of 
time and money, and loss of control. This suggests that 
managing external expectations (i.e., being clear about 
where common interests converge and diverge) is critical 
for success and handling these risks. Ph
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STRUCTURING FUNCTION Relationships and en-
gagement activities can be dispersed across the organisa-
tion. How should an organisation structure itself to ensure 
engagement efforts have the greatest impact and benefit? 
What we see in the survey is that primary responsibil-
ity for coordinating an organisation’s engagement activity, 
currently rests with communications and corporate affairs. 
However, a quarter say that the function is spread across 
the organisation and no single department has responsi-
bility. Similarly, the norm is for there not to be a single 
person in the organisation that has ultimate responsibility 
for managing the organisation’s stakeholder engagement. 
Given the greater complexity and perceived risks of en-
gaging with non-traditional stakeholders, we expect to see 
greater centralisation of this function in the future. 

Securing adequate resources in an increasingly competi-
tive budgetary environment will also be critical to success. 
While 80 per cent believe their senior management ap-
preciate the value of stakeholder engagement, the biggest 
internal obstacles to engagement are a lack of understand-
ing and buy-in across and down the organisation, followed 
by lack of people and budget, and lack of time. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, given these challenges and obstacles, seven 
in 10 communicators say that they sometimes feel over-
whelmed by the amount of time and resources required 
to conduct stakeholder engagement. Communicators can, 
however, only count on additional resources if they are 
able to make a compelling business case. 

Measurement and evaluation is one way to justify ex-
tra support and budget. As management consultant Peter 
Drucker said, “What gets measured gets done”. Measuring 
the effectiveness of stakeholder engagement is one area that 
remains a challenge for many communicators included in 
the survey. Currently half of these communicators say their 
organisation measures the effectiveness of their engagement 
efforts. Only three in 10 measure the effectiveness of their 
stakeholder engagement with specific key performance in-
dicators. Communicators acknowledge the need to find ad-
ditional measures that speak to the “bottom line” mentality 
of their leadership. In fact, nearly half of communicators say 
they feel pressured by their organisation’s senior leadership 
to quantify their stakeholder engagement efforts. 

FUTURE ENGAGEMENT In five 
years’ time, communicators expect 
stakeholder engagement to be more 
strategic. There is a big difference be-
tween the proportion of respondents 
who have a stakeholder engagement 
strategy now (61 per cent) and those 
who believe that having one will be 
important in five years’ time (85 per 
cent). Likewise, communicators ex-
pect strategic planning tools such as 
issues and stakeholder mapping to 
be increasingly important. 

Online engagement and social 
media use are expected to increase 
in the next five years, with one in 
three volunteering social media and 
online as the most effective way in 
general to engage with stakeholders 
in the future. However, non-tradi-
tional stakeholders are expected to 
require more personalised handling, 
with three in four saying in-person 
meetings will be the most effective 
way to communicate with non-tra-
ditional stakeholders in five years’ 
time. Web-based collaboration tools 
and applications also have a place in 
the communications mix, but build-
ing trust will still require face-to-
face communication.

Trying a different approach

 Communicators see engagement with 
non-traditional stakeholders as key to 
future organisational success

 Stakeholder engagement is becoming 
more strategic and joined up, requiring 
additional resouces and coordination

 Factors for successful engagement in-
clude managing internal/external ex-
pectations, measurement and investing 
in communication competencies and 
skills

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The increased importance of engaging with non-tradition-
al stakeholders will require changes from communicators in 

approach, tools and techniques.
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III. Measure outcomes to demonstrate effectiveness of 
investing in relationships with non-traditional stakehold-
ers, and lobby for additional resources to cope with exter-
nal expectations for sustained engagement. In financially 
tight times, demonstrating value to the bottom line is 
key for resource allocations. In today’s complex external 
environments, disruptive shifts of resources are required 
to properly reflect the impact non-traditional stakehold-
ers have on business results, 
in the short and longer term. 
Communicators can drive 
that process by establishing 
and tracking realistic, out-
come-focussed key perform-
ance indicators for their pro-
grammes.

IV. Make best use of online 
platforms. Relationship build-
ing will always require sitting 
across the table from your key 
stakeholders, but the future of 
stakeholder engagement will 
involve greater understand-
ing and integration between 
online and traditional activi-
ties, and the use of a combi-
nation of channels to engage 
with stakeholders. Those who 
act first will reap the benefits 
soonest.

V. Invest in communica-
tors’ competences and skills. 
Building successful engage-
ment programmes in a more 
complex and connected stake-
holder world, requires a new 
skill set. To remain competi-
tive and get the greater benefit 
that strategic and integrated 
engagement brings, compa-
nies will need to invest in on-
the-job and formal training 
programmes – both for social 
media skills as well as to de-
velop fluency in the more open 
and conversational approach 
required. 

Communicators tend to rate the 
factors for creating a successful 
stakeholder engagement programme 
at present as similarly important 
in five years’ time. While there are 
slight differences in the order of im-
portance, the top six factors remain 
unchanged: commitment from the 
top of the organisation, trust, align-
ment with the organisation’s long-
term goals, long-term focus, trans-
parency, and mutual respect. 

 
SUCCESS FACTORS The in-

creased importance of engaging 
with non-traditional stakeholders 
as shown by the survey will require 
changes from communicators in ap-
proach, tools and techniques. We 
have summarised these in five fac-
tors for successful engagement:

1. Ensure alignment with the or-
ganisation’s long-term goals, build 
understanding and buy-in internally, 
and maximise impact through an in-
tegrated approach. If not already do-
ing so, senior communicators need 
to ensure they are part of the strat-
egy development process to set their 
organisation’s strategic compass. 
Similarly, communicators can play a 
strong role in helping their organi-
sation integrate its external engage-
ment. A major step forward would 
be to have one department that has 
oversight in order to coordinate and 
ensure continuity of relationships. 

II. Manage the expectations of in-
ternal and external stakeholders. Pro-
grammes that deliver on objectives are 
based on trust and respect, as well as 
transparency about where the organi-
sation’s and stakeholders’ interests 
converge and diverge. If done well, a 
pro-active strategy will bring valuable 
practical and strategic insights into 
both types of organisations.Ph
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