This is the post print version of the article, which has been published in International Journal of
Human Resources Development and Management. 2019, 19(1), 5-20.

https://doi.org/10.1504/IJHRDM.2019.097060

“TamPuk

This document has been downloaded from TamPub.uta fi
The Insfitutional Repository of University of Tampere

Stakeholder Engagement in a Non-Profit Organisation: An Issue-Based

Perspective

Anna Heikkinen*
University of Tampere, Faculty of Management
FI-33014 University of Tampere, Finland

Email: Anna.L.Heikkinen@uta.fi

Johanna Kujala
University of Tampere, Faculty of Management
FI-33014 University of Tampere, Finland

Email: Johanna.Kujala@uta.fi

Maria Inha
University of Tampere, Faculty of Management
FI-33014 University of Tampere, Finland

Email: maria.inha7 @gmail.com

*Corresponding Author

Abstract

The aim of this study is to gain insight into stakeholder engagement in a non-profit network

organisation; it contributes to the literature on collaborative and cooperative understanding of

stakeholder engagement by presenting an issue-based perspective in a non-profit

organisation. The research is conducted as a qualitative case study, and multiple data sources



are used to examine stakeholder engagement in the case organisation from two perspectives:
1) stakeholders and stakeholder relationships, and 2) the issues and their salience as
advocated by the stakeholders. It concludes that non-profit network organisations depend on
their stakeholders for various resources. Because the continuation of a non-profit
organisation is fully dependent on the support of its stakeholders, it can be viewed as an
ultimate stakeholder organisation; here, joint activities create value for all parties involved,
and the organisation practically exists through its stakeholders. These conclusions contribute
to the stakeholder literature by extending the models to include non-profit organisations.
Keywords: stakeholder theory, stakeholder engagement, issue-based approach, non-

profit organisations, networks, case study
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Introduction

In the post-industrial world, societal and economic development favours collaboration
over control and co-creation over competition. Organisations are no longer isolated and
autonomous hubs of wealth and knowledge creating products and services for other
organisations and individuals — rather, they are parts of networks that contribute to common
wellbeing. Consequently, the idea of profit maximisation is being replaced with the ideas of
stakeholder collaboration, value co-creation and corporate responsibility (Carroll, 2016;
Freeman, 2010; Harrison and Wicks, 2013; Myllykangas, Kujala and Lehtiméki, 2010). In a
networked society, organisations work in close collaboration with other organisations and
individuals; they operate in and affect their environment as well as are shaped by it. To
understand how such organisations and networks function — and how organisational goals
may be achieved in these circumstances — we need to understand the roles and interests of
different stakeholders as well as the overall context.

The growing emphasis on sustainable and democratic development around the globe
has brought the roles of voluntary, non-profit organisations (NPOs) and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) under scrutiny in the realm of global governance. In the last two
decades, such organisations have played an important role in engaging business society in
sustainable and ethical practices. As a contrast to business organisations focusing on profit
generation, the main goals of NPOs comprise moral or political causes (Hasnas, 2013). The
number of NPOs and NGOs has increased substantially in recent decades along with their
power and overall influence, and they have become important actors in promoting
sustainability, corporate responsibility, collaboration and co-value creation in the business
community (Arenas, Lozano and Albareda, 2009; Skouloudis, Evangelinos and Malesios,

2015).



Stakeholder theory has been offered as a way to understand how organisations
function and collaborate with other organisations and individuals. The concept of a
stakeholder first appeared in the 1960s in North American and Scandinavian management
literature (Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, Parmar and de Colle, 2010; Strand and Freeman, 2015;
Nasi, 1995). The most commonly known conceptualisation of a stakeholder is presented by
Freeman (1984, p. 46), who defines a stakeholder as ‘any group or individual who can affect
or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives’. In recent decades, the
stakeholder approach has become one of the most prominent frameworks for studying
business organisations and the role of business in society (Agudo-Valiente, Garcés-Ayerbe
and Salvador-Figueras, 2015; Harrison and Wicks, 2013; Kujala, Lams& and Riivari, 2017,
Midtun, Gautesen and Gjolberg, 2006; Mitchell, Agle and Wood, 1997; Plaza-Ubeda,
Burgos-Jiménez and Carmona-Moreno, 2010).

The stakeholder approach moves the focus from trade-offs to collaborative value
creation (Freeman, 2010); hence, it is well suited to the study of stakeholder engagement in
NPOs. However, NPOs function on different grounds and goals than business organisations;
therefore, their key stakeholders differ from the typical stakeholders of a business
organisation (Leroux, 2009; Roloff, 2008). Yet, the majority of scholars have focused on
developing a stakeholder approach to business management, whereas examinations of
stakeholder theory from the perspective of NPOs have been scarce. Moreover, stakeholder
analysis on NPOs and NGOs often only identifies a limited number of important
stakeholders. For instance, Leroux (2009) identifies clients and financiers as the key
stakeholder groups of NPOs but does not depict or analyse the relationships further. The
scarcity of studies on stakeholder engagement and the relationship management of NPOs and

NGOs represent a research gap with an important phenomenon worth examining.



The purpose of this study is to examine stakeholder engagement in an NPO. Here,
stakeholder engagement refers to the idea that stakeholders are entitled to have input into the
matters that affect them, and that organisations undertake various actions to involve
stakeholders in a positive manner in their activities (Dawkins, 2014; Greenwood, 2007). This
study builds on recent developments in stakeholder research, focusing on stakeholder
engagement that emphasises collaboration and cooperation among stakeholders instead of
instrumental stakeholder management (Derry, 2012; Heikkinen, Kujala and Lehtimaki,
2013). Stakeholder research has presented multiple approaches to stakeholder engagement,
but only a few studies have focused on NPOs (Laasonen, 2010; Leroux, 2009; Skouloudis et
al., 2015).

In this research, the case organisation is an NPO: the European Business Ethics
Network (EBEN). As a long-standing and established network of business ethics academics
and practitioners, EBEN provides a unique case to examine the activities and stakeholder
engagement of an NPO. This research follows a qualitative case study strategy, and multiple
sources of data are used to provide rich and contextual insights into the case. The empirical
data consist of the organisation’s internal documents, semi-structured interviews, stakeholder
maps and open-ended survey data. Stakeholder engagement in the case organisation is
examined from two perspectives, focusing first on stakeholders and stakeholder relationships
and second on the issues advocated by the stakeholders as well as the salience of these issues.

This study contributes to previous literature by shedding light on the scarcely
researched phenomenon of stakeholder engagement in NPOs. The findings propose that in
the case of an NPO, the organisation largely depends on its stakeholders for various critical
resources. Inaddition, an NPO can be viewed as an ultimate stakeholder organisation, where
the organisation’s and its stakeholders’ objectives are intertwined and joint activities create

value for all involved parties.



The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, previous literature on
stakeholder identification, engagement and stakeholder issues is discussed. Next, the case
organisation, empirical data and data analysis process are presented. This is followed by a
presentation of the findings related to stakeholders, stakeholder relationships and stakeholder-
advocated issues. Last, a discussion and conclusions with contributions and suggestions for

future research are given.

Theoretical Background

Stakeholder theory argues that an organisation’s success depends on the support of the
groups that have an interest in and influence over the organisation’s actions (Freeman, 1984).
The theory focuses on an organisation’s effects on its stakeholders and the effects of these
groups on the organisation, as such groups have ‘a stake’ in the organisation and thereby
contribute to its activities (Né&si, 1995). The stakeholder approach emphasises that
organisations operate as part of a stakeholder network, which comprises multiple
interconnected actors. The approach can be characterised by elements of morality and
utilitarian conduct, and it emphasises that the organisation is not necessarily a focal point to
which all stakeholders connect, but rather that it is one link in a larger grouping of actors
(Freeman, 1984; Post, Preston and Sachs, 2002; Wheeler, Colbert and Freeman, 2003).
Concisely, stakeholder theory supports the idea that an organisation has multiple objectives
that depend on the interests of different stakeholders.

The underlying objective of applying the stakeholder approach to organisational
activities is to legitimise the organisation’s actions, create value with and for stakeholders and
ensure the success of the organisation’s operations through stakeholder engagement
(Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, Parmar and de Colle, 2010; Harrison, Bosse and Phillips, 2010;

Sachs and Ruhli, 2011). The idea behind stakeholder engagement is that stakeholders are



entitled to have input into the matters that affect them; therefore, organisations undertake
various actions to engage with their stakeholders (Dawkins, 2014; Greenwood, 2007).
According to Freeman (1984), the process of stakeholder engagement may be examined
through a three-level analysis comprising the rational level, where stakeholders are identified;
the process level, where stakeholder relationships are evaluated; and the transactional level,
where collaboration and cooperation with different stakeholders are developed further.
Freeman’s (1984) original conceptualisation of a stakeholder organisation is based on
the ties between the focal organisation and its stakeholders, as presented in Figure 1. These
ties represent the relationships between the actors, suggesting that they are mutually
dependent on one another (Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Freeman and Evan, 1990). The
relationships, however, are not always based on mutual consent (Clarkson, 1995; Post et al.,
2002). For example, a company’s negative environmental impact may cause risks to
stakeholders such as the local community and NGOs that might not otherwise wish to engage
with the company. ldeally, an effective organisational strategy is primarily a reflection of the

key stakeholders’ interests (Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Harrison and St. John, 1996).

<Insert Figure 1 here>

Mainardes, Alves and Raposo (2012) examine public sector stakeholder relationships
and present a typology of six classifications of stakeholders: regulator, controller, partner,
passive, dependent and non-stakeholder (Figure 2). In Figure 2, the direction and strength of
influence are symbolised by the direction and thickness of the arrows. Mainardes et al.
(2012) suggest that relevance, mutual influence and participation are essential factors in

determining the nature and strength of relationships.



<Insert Figure 2 here>

Approaches to stakeholder relationship analysis increasingly rely on evaluating the
importance of various issues within these relationships (Bundy, Shropshire and Buchholtz,
2013; Roloff, 2008). Issue-based stakeholder analysis highlights the issues advocated by
different stakeholders as opposed to emphasising the importance of the focal organisation or
stakeholder groups. Roloff (2008, p. 238) suggests a new issue-focused definition of a
stakeholder as ‘any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the approach to the
issue addressed by the network’. While traditional stakeholder management is mostly
organisation-centric and strives to enhance the organisation’s welfare, issue-focused
stakeholder engagement aims to address the focal issues that affect the relationships between
the organisation and its stakeholders. Thus, issue-focused stakeholder management considers
the examination of different issues an organisation faces as an important step in stakeholder
engagement (Roloff, 2008).

According to Freeman (1984), stakeholder issues may be identified and their
importance evaluated with the help of an issue matrix. The simplified matrix presented in
Figure 3 combines the level of concerns of the key stakeholders with the different issues; it

serves as an instrumental tool in acknowledging the most salient stakeholder issues.

<Insert Figure 3 here>

Stakeholder issue salience can be divided into two categories: instrumental and
expressive. Instrumental salience refers to the strategic importance of the issue, whereas
expressive salience means the organisation’s willingness to engage with the issue to express

its identity (Bundy et al., 2013; Rowley and Moldoveanu, 2003). Stakeholder relations that
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are based on issues related to identity such as political, social or ethical causes may be
sounder and stronger than merely economic connections (Crane and Ruebottom, 2012;
Rowley and Moldoveanu, 2003).

Based on the idea of expressive and instrumental salience, Bundy et al. (2013) created
the issue salience framework (Table 1). In this framework, stakeholder issues are evaluated
in relation to two dimensions: 1) expressive salience (i.e. the issue’s relationship with the
organisational identity), and 2) instrumental salience (i.e. the issue’s relationship with the
strategic frame of the organisation). The issues may be evaluated as consistent (or positive),
conflicting (or negative) or unrelated on both of these dimensions (Bundy et al., 2013). As a
result of this evaluation, the issues are divided into three categories: substantive issues,
symbolic issues and nonissues. Substantive issues are of the highest salience, as they are
either consistent or conflicting in terms of reflecting both instrumental and expressive
salience elements. Symbolic issues represent moderate salience, as they are unrelated to
either instrumental or expressive salience whilst being consistent or conflicting with the other

one. The issue salience framework is presented in Table 1.

<|Insert Table 1 here >

As presented in Table 1, substantive issues are further divided into four categories.
First, issues that are consistent with both expressive and instrumental salience offer a true
opportunity for the organisation. Second, issues that are conflicting with both expressive and
instrumental salience pose a true threat to the organisation. Third, issues that are consistent
with instrumental salience but conflict with expressive salience may pose an identity conflict
to the organisation. Fourth, issues that are consistent with expressive salience but conflict

with instrumental salience may pose a frame conflict to the organisation.
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Similarly, symbolic issues can be divided into four categories. First, if the issue is
consistent with the organisational identity (expressive salience) but unrelated to the strategic
frame (instrumental salience), it poses an expressive opportunity to the organisation. Second,
if the issue conflicts with the organisational identity and is unrelated to the strategic frame, it
poses an expressive threat to the organisation. Third, issues that are consistent with
instrumental salience but unrelated to expressive salience pose instrumental opportunity. And
fourth, issues that conflict with instrumental salience and are unrelated to expressive salience
pose an instrumental threat to the organisation. Finally, issues that are unrelated both to the
organisational identity and to the strategic frame of the organisation are called nonissues as
they neither pose or offer an instrumental nor an expressive opportunity or threat to the
organisation.

To summarise, while there is ample previous research on the identification and
classification of organisational stakeholders and stakeholder relationships, stakeholders and
stakeholder engagement in the non-profit sector have scarcely been addressed in the
literature. In this study, this gap is answered by examining a case of a non-profit stakeholder

network.

Research Design
This study uses an intensive qualitative case study strategy (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin,
2009) to examine stakeholder engagement in an NPO: the European Business Ethics Network
(EBEN). This strategy aims to generate comprehension about the research case from the
‘inside’ by providing contextualised and holistic in-depth description and interpretation
(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). While the main interest of a qualitative case study is not to
test theoretical propositions, it is essentially theoretically informed and thus capable of

generating or extending theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). As an
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established network of business ethics academics and practitioners, EBEN provides a unique
case to examine the activities of an NPO and contribute to stakeholder engagement theory.

EBEN is a cross-European NPO that aims to generate awareness of ethical global
issues and create dialogue on the role of business in society. EBEN was founded in Brussels
in 1987 and is currently based in Leuven, the Netherlands. Its main activities include
promoting and conducting research on business ethics and related fields as well as
distributing knowledge and experience through various types of events for academics and
practitioners. EBEN organises two annual academic conferences as well as a doctoral
workshop. The network is mainly organised through the EBEN Executive Committee
(ExCom) that governs the organisation along with the regional and national networks that
conduct the network’s activities. EBEN has 18 established national networks: Austria,
Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Poland, Portugal,
the Netherlands, Scandinavia, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey and Ukraine. While some of these
networks operate with a more international focus, others are mostly active on a national level.
Therefore, the organisation’s stakeholders, such as the national networks and their members,
are the network’s source of vitality and the main target group for the network’s activities.
Data Generation and Analysis

This study utilises multiple sources of data to describe the case and to understand the
different stakeholders involved in the case (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). The data
include EBEN’s internal documents, interviews with the ExCom members, stakeholder maps
and survey data from EBEN’s national networks.

The data generation was a multistep process. First, document data were collected to
achieve a general insight into the organisation and to provide contextual understanding for
the case. This data comprise EBEN’s article of association, meeting minutes and material

from EBEN’s webpages and extranet. Minutes were collected from 16 ExCom, national
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network and general assembly meetings from 2011 to 2013. Next, five interviews were
conducted with EBEN’s ExCom members. The interviews were conducted via Skype or
phone in November and December 2014. A semi-structured interview guide with open-
ended questions (Alvesson, 2003; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016) was used to generate
insights into EBEN as an organisation, EBEN’s activities and EBEN’s stakeholders. The
interviews lasted between 38 and 67 minutes and were fully transcribed. After the interviews,
the interviewed ExCom members were asked to draw a stakeholder map of EBEN to generate
further insights into their perceptions of the organisation’s stakeholders. The resulting maps
(returned to the researchers via email) provided overviews as well as specific details of
EBEN’s stakeholders. Third, an email survey with open-ended questions was sent to the
chairpersons of the 18 national networks in December 2014. The survey focused on the
activities and interests of the national networks and on EBEN and its activities. Responses
were received from 15 national networks, while one network chose not to participate in the
study. As a result, rich and illuminating empirical evidence on EBEN as an organisation, the
network’s activities and stakeholders and the views of these stakeholders was generated.

The data were analysed using qualitative content analysis. This is a suitable method
for text-form data, as it is a systematic and flexible method of reducing and analysing data to
create a concise description (Elo and Kyngés, 2008; Graneheim and Lundman, 2004;
Schreier, 2014). The data were transcribed, and then data analysis commenced with reading
through the data several times. The data were analysed in two steps: First, the focus was on
the stakeholders and stakeholder relationships of EBEN, and the analysis was based on the
concepts and framewaorks of Freeman (1984) for stakeholder identification and Mainardes et
al. (2012) for stakeholder relationships. Second, the analysis focused on examining the issues
advocated by the stakeholders as well as the salience of these issues. For this purpose, the

theoretical insights from Freeman (1984) on the issue/stakeholder matrix and Bundy et al.
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(2013) on issue salience were used. This analysis allowed for an examination of the

stakeholders’ perspectives on current and future stakeholder engagement.

Findings
The analysis identified four main stakeholder groups. Table 2 summarises these
stakeholders, presents the actors belonging to each stakeholder group and identifies the type

of relationship the stakeholder group has with EBEN in terms of influence.

<|Insert Table 2 here >

The 18 independently operating national networks are EBEN’s most important
stakeholder group — their operations vary greatly depending on their size and level of activity.
In general, the national networks can be seen as stakeholders that may assist the
organisation’s ExCom. For instance, the ExCom presents its strategic plans to national
networks prior to presenting them to the general assembly, which is the organisation’s
decision-making body. The plans are discussed with national networks in search of
agreement and support for the initiatives. Moreover, the national networks work to connect
local members to the head organisation and conduct activities on a national or regional level.
The smaller networks largely depend on EBEN for financial support and organisational
structure, while the larger networks are in a controller or regulatory position because they
have significant resources related to finance, knowledge and conducting activities (e.g.
conferences) that EBEN greatly depends on.

EBEN has over 1,000 members from over 40 European countries. This stakeholder
group includes both members that have joined the organisation through a national network

and direct members of EBEN Europe. The members can be categorised into individual,
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student, institutional (universities and research institutes) and corporate members. From
2011 to 2013, the corporate and institutional members at most accounted for 15% of the total
number of members. EBEN’s annual events, such as conferences and workshops, provide the
main forum for interaction among the members. Members can be classified as a controller
stakeholder group because they provide significant resources for the organisation (finance,
knowledge, etc.), and in turn, they receive tangible benefits from EBEN in the form of an
established organisation advocating for their interests and providing an international forum
for exchanging knowledge about business ethics.

Similar organisations include other international research-oriented networks focusing
on business ethics, corporate social responsibility and related issues, such as the Academy of
Business in Society (ABIS), the Society for Business Ethics (SBE), the Academy of
Management (AOM) and The European Business Network for Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR Europe). While these organisations may provide opportunities for
cooperation as well as for benchmarking, there are notable risks concerning competition over
the same resources between members, conference participants and sponsorship from
companies. Due to this possible two-way influence, similar organisations may have a
controlling influence over EBEN — when EBEN collaborates with other organisations, the
organisation can be classified as a partner.

Other stakeholders refer to actors who are not directly involved in or affected by
EBEN’s activities. These other stakeholders include the media, civil society, the public
sector, schools and the European Union (EU). The EU in particular is mentioned several
times when discussing EBEN’s operational environment as well as future activities in terms
of political influence.

Issues Advocated by the Stakeholders

Seven issues advocated by EBEN’s stakeholders were identified: 1) business ethics
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research, 2) business ethics education, 3) the network as a social hub, 4) financial stability, 5)
strengthening EBEN, 6) ethical business conduct and 7) political impact and public
awareness.

Business ethics research was identified as a key interest — the stakeholders expressed
that organising conferences and supporting academic activities is the most important activity.
This issue is also of high importance to the national networks. Business ethics education is
closely linked to research, and the stakeholders stressed the importance of maintaining and
improving business ethics education in the associated universities. In addition, the issue of
applying a more practical approach in teaching was raised. None of the stakeholder groups
presented education as a primary issue; rather, they viewed it as something that the network
can influence because of the academic expertise and affiliations of its members.

The network as a social hub refers to the opportunities the network provides for its
members to meet each other and discuss business ethics. On the whole, the social aspects
related to the networks’ activities are highly valued by the stakeholders. Financial stability
means different things within the network — the smaller national networks may face
difficulties in collecting membership fees; thus, it is in their interest that EBEN remains
flexible on this issue. The larger national networks discussed financial stability in terms of
receiving funding from business and public organisations and having a more profit-oriented
focus in the network. Strengthening EBEN was a general theme that was discussed in
connection to the other identified issues. The stakeholders posited that EBEN should be
strengthened by finalising the network’s strategy development as well as by crystallising the
network’s objectives.

Ethical business conduct was seen as a potential impact of business ethics research.
Stakeholders stated that EBEN could engage with practical business ethics activities by

cooperating with companies; however, verifying the ethical conduct of a business was raised
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as something that should be avoided when encouraging businesses to improve their ethicality.
Political impact and public awareness were presented as future issues the network should
attend to; however, it was acknowledged that this might be challenging due to the network’s
focus on academic activities. The larger national networks in particular highlighted the
notion that EBEN should strengthen its public presence and ties to both regional and EU
political actors. It was also noted that there are other actors who are currently promoting
business ethics; thus, overlapping activities waste resources.

The salience of each of the identified issues was evaluated for each stakeholder. An
issue/stakeholder matrix was compiled (Freeman, 1984), and the level of concern for each
issue was analysed using a scale from 1 to 3 (1 = low level of concern, 3 = high level of

concern). Table 3 presents the issue/stakeholder matrix.

<|Insert Table 3 here>

Table 3 illustrates that the smaller networks are more concerned about financial
stability in comparison to the larger networks. In contrast, the larger networks are more
concerned about ethical business conduct, political impact and public awareness than are the
smaller networks. The larger networks are interested in extending EBEN’s activities to
influencing external business, political and media organisations. Similar organisations were
identified as being concerned with business ethics research and education as well as ethical
business conduct; therefore, there might be competitive elements in the relationships with
these organisations.

The salience of these issues was analysed using Bundy et al.’s (2013) issue salience
framework, wherein the issues are examined in terms of their relationship with organisational

identity and the strategic frame of the organisation. Table 4 presents the issues according to
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the issue salience framework.

<|Insert Table 4 here >

Business ethics research, business ethics teaching and the network as a social hub
represent true opportunities for organisational development. The issues follow EBEN’s
current strategic frame and are at the core of the organisation’s identity. Financial stability
and strengthening EBEN hold great instrumental salience due to the practical strategic actions
the stakeholders are interested in. Increasing financial stability is related to the organisation’s
continuity but is not directly related to its identity. Similarly, strengthening EBEN is related
to the strategic issues of improving communication and administrative practices; therefore,
these issues are instrumental opportunities. Political influence, public awareness and
business ethics conduct are somewhat ambiguous. In particular, the different-sized national
networks view these issues in different ways. On the one hand, the issues are seen to conflict
with the identity when, for instance, they are seen to compromise the academic focus of the
network; thus, these issues are frame-conflicting. On the other hand, the larger networks
emphasise these issues as representing the future path for the organisation; therefore, they

may also present true opportunities.

Discussion and Conclusions
This study focused on examining stakeholders and stakeholder relationships in an
NPO. It identified the organisation’s main stakeholder groups as well as the issues advocated
by these stakeholders. Based on the identification of EBEN’s stakeholders and the influence
of the relationships between EBEN and its stakeholders, it is evident that EBEN greatly

depends on its stakeholders for a variety of resources. In particular, the larger national
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networks are an essential source of financial and knowledge resources that enable the
organisation to exist. Therefore, it can be concluded that in the case of an NPO organisation,
it largely depends on its stakeholders for various critical resources. This conclusion
contributes to the literature on stakeholder relationships and engagement by extending the
traditional models to include NPOs.

Furthermore, the findings highlight that in addition to analysing stakeholder and
stakeholder relationships, it is crucial to examine the issues advocated by the stakeholders.
The findings present a variety of issues across the organisation’s stakeholder field and discuss
their salience. The study shows that the salient issues are intrinsically linked to EBEN’s
objectives. The continuation of the organisation is fully dependent on the support of its
stakeholders, and the objectives of the organisation are the same as the stakeholders’.
Therefore, it can be argued that a non-profit network organisation can be viewed as an
ultimate stakeholder organisation, where the organisation’s and its stakeholders’ objectives
are intertwined, joint activities create value for all parties involved and the organisation
practically exists through its stakeholders. This may, however, present risks for the
organisation, such as when the stakeholders share similar goals with the organisation but
favour different means of reaching these objectives.

Managerial Implications

The findings emphasise that a network organisation exists through its relationships
with different stakeholders. This highlights the importance of identifying the best practices
of each stakeholder in order to improve practices in the network as a whole. Creating and
enhancing synergies and common goals are also imperative when the stakeholders of the
NPO are homogeneous yet have considerable decision-making power in the organisation.

Stakeholders may perceive value in different ways. The value that can be created

within a network organisation is mostly collective and intangible. It would be beneficial to
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evaluate what kinds of value each stakeholder appreciates and what kind of distribution of
benefits is most useful among the network’s stakeholders. For instance, in this case,
stakeholder groups that are large in size aim for political influence, while smaller groups
value the resources the network may provide to them.

Improving stakeholder engagement would benefit EBEN’s value-creation processes.
This could include communication and dialogue, which are important when striving to
understand different stakeholders’ interests and valuations. The practical implications could
include, for instance, developing new platforms for members’ communication; this would
benefit such a geographically widespread network. Moreover, online discussion forums
could enable academic knowledge sharing; they could also be used in meetings and seminars.
The organisation’s transparency could be strengthened by providing more details of its
internal meetings and strategic decisions to EBEN members.
Limitations and Future Research

This study is based on examining one case; therefore, the results are inevitably limited
in their generalisability. However, the findings highlight some features of stakeholder
engagement in NPOs that are likely to be generalisable to other similar NPOs and NGOs.
Future research could examine other NPOs to further develop current theory from the
following perspectives. In NPOs, stakeholder engagement is typically based on voluntary
relationships — further empirical studies focusing on such relationships could contribute to
understanding stakeholder engagement and management in NPOs and NGOs. Another focal
aspect is related to value creation in stakeholder relationships; this has scarcely been

addressed especially in NPOs and NGOs.
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Figure 1. Stakeholder view of the firm (Freeman, 1984, p. 25).
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Figure 2. Stakeholder relationships in the public sector (Mainardes et al., 2012, p. 1874).
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NA - stakeholder is not concerned with the issue
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Figure 3. Issue/stakeholder matrix (Freeman, 1984, p. 114).
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Relationship with the strategic frame

(instrumental salience)

Consistent Conflicting Unrelated
Relationship | Consistent | Substantive: | Substantive: | Symbolic:
with Frame Expressive
organisational conflict opportunity
identity Conflicting | Substantive: | Substantive: | Symbolic:
(expressive Identity True Expressive
salience) conflict threat threat

Unrelated | Symbolic: Symbolic:
Instrumental | Instrumental | Nonissue
opportunity threat

Table 1. The issue salience framework (Bundy, Shropshire and Buchholtz, 2013, p. 362).
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organisations

Academy of Management

Stakeholder Actors in the Group Influence Relationship
National (a) Smaller networks (a) Dependentiste:
networks (b) Larger networks (b) Controller/regulatory
Members Academics, students, Controller

institutions, companies
Similar ABIS, CSR Europe, SBE, Controller/partner

Other

stakeholders

Media, civil society, public

sector, schools, the EU

Various (depending on the

stakeholder)

Table 2. Summary and classification of EBEN’s stakeholders (compiled by the authors).
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Stakeholders

awareness

Issues Large NNs Small EBEN Similar
NNs members | organisation
S
Business ethics research 3 3 3 3
Business ethics education 2 2 3 3
Network as a social hub 3 3 3 1
Financial stability 2 3 2 N/A
Strengthening EBEN 3 3 3 N/A
Ethical business conduct 3 2 3 3
Political impact and public 3 2 1 N/A

3 = high level of concern

1 = low level of concern

2 = moderate level of concern

N/A = stakeholder is not concerned with the issue

Table 3. Issue/stakeholder matrix (compiled by the authors).
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Relationship with the strategic frame

(instrumental salience)

Consistent Conflicting Unrelated
Relationship Consistent | True opportunity: Frame conflict: Expressive
with Business ethics Ethical business opportunity:
organisational research, conduct Not
identity Business ethics Political impact and | identified
(expressive education, public awareness
salience) Network as social
hub
Conflicting | Identity conflict: True threat: Expressive
Not identified Not identified threat: Not
identified
Unrelated | Instrumental Instrumental threat: | Nonissue:
opportunity: Not identified Not
Financial stability, identified

Strengthening EBEN

Table 4. Salience of stakeholder-advocated issues (adapted from Bundy, Shropshire and

Buchholtz, 2013).

32



	Stakeholder Engagement in a Non-Profit Organisation: An Issue-Based Perspective
	Anna Heikkinen*
	University of Tampere, Faculty of Management
	Johanna Kujala
	University of Tampere, Faculty of Management
	Maria Inha
	University of Tampere, Faculty of Management
	Abstract
	Keywords: stakeholder theory, stakeholder engagement, issue-based approach, non-profit organisations, networks, case study
	Biographical notes:
	Introduction
	Theoretical Background
	Research Design
	Data Generation and Analysis
	Findings
	Issues Advocated by the Stakeholders
	Discussion and Conclusions
	Managerial Implications
	Limitations and Future Research
	References
	Figure 1. Stakeholder view of the firm (Freeman, 1984, p. 25).
	Figure 2. Stakeholder relationships in the public sector (Mainardes et al., 2012, p. 1874).
	Figure 3. Issue/stakeholder matrix (Freeman, 1984, p. 114).
	Table 1. The issue salience framework (Bundy, Shropshire and Buchholtz, 2013, p. 362).
	Table 3. Issue/stakeholder matrix (compiled by the authors).
	Table 4. Salience of stakeholder-advocated issues (adapted from Bundy, Shropshire and Buchholtz, 2013).

