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What is Strategic Stakeholder Engagement? 

Strategic Stakeholder Engagement℠ (SSE) is a term describing the process of constructively engaging 

parties impacted by business/organizational decisions. This consultative-collaborative approach 

mitigates various types of business risk and expands opportunities for mutual gain.  

SSE views the organization as operating within a symbiotic ecosystem that allows for, and requires, both 

competition and collaboration in order for the system to survive and its individual components to thrive.  

• SSE recognizes both the responsibility and the benefits of involving internal and/or external 

stakeholders in the business/organizational decision-making process.  

 

• SSE creates a dynamic interactive context of mutual respect, dialogue, collaboration, and 

creative problem-solving that addresses the concerns and preferences of all stakeholders.  

 

• SSE goes beyond shareholder maximization and ‘stakeholder management’, both outdated 

strategic management approaches.  

 

• SSE expands opportunities for the organization’s long-term resilience and profitability.  

 

• SSE addresses increasing demands for organizations to report on social and environmental 

impact and sustainability, alongside financial performance.  

 

• SSE provides a powerful tool to organization leaders increasingly facing a wide range of issues 

including greater accountability, sustainability strategies, governance codes, and stakeholder 

consultation requirements.  

 

The Historical Case for Strategic Stakeholder Engagement℠ 

The Current Model:  Most private and public organizations still largely operate according to the 

neoclassical economics view of the business environment established primarily from Adam Smith. The 

modern corporation is considered to be a closed system with an obligation to maximize stockholder 

returns. When other stakeholders are considered, it is within a ‘business and society’ context; the 
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corporation, primarily the boardroom, defines the firm’s environment, separate from the societies that 

surround it and on which it depends. The primary ethical and fiduciary responsibilities of the firm are to 

increase revenues on behalf of the shareholders and other investors1. Although the contexts are clearly 

different, public and governmental organizations and agencies tend to operate within the same model, 

focusing more on internal and powerful stakeholders and less on the communities and other external 

stakeholder groups which they impact.  

The Emerging Approach:  Consumer and environmental activist movements of the 1960s and 1970s 

began transformation of the caveat emptor (buyer beware) approach to management responsibility, 

reflecting recognition that organizational objectives are impacted by the reactions of the individuals and 

institutions affected by their decisions and practices. In the corporate world, a ‘business in society’ 

model is replacing the view that corporations are separate from the societies within which they operate 

(see Figure 1.1). Increasingly, organizations of all types recognize that the intentional or unintentional 

creation of adversarial relationships with stakeholder populations increases risk and reduces 

sustainability and opportunity.  

Ultimately, corporate profitability and organizational sustainability and effectiveness can be determined 

by the organization’s relationships with the communities it affects. This argues for strategic planning 

based upon a collaborative and symbiotic view of the stakeholder environment. Studies increasingly 

support corporate financial performance benefits from improved relationships with stakeholders2.   

 

Unfolding Stakeholder Engagement. J. Andriof & S. Waddock, Unfolding Stakeholder Thinking, 2002, p. 26. 

 

Interestingly, the economist Adam Smith, upon whose principles the ‘business and society’ model was 

founded, advocated for this emerging approach. His training in moral philosophy led to his development 

of a unified system of economics. His argument, largely overlooked, was that societies function best 

                                                           
1 Unfolding Stakeholder Thinking: Theory, Responsibility and Engagement. Edited by . Andriof et al. (2002) 
2 See, e.g., Wood and Jones (1995); Pava and Krausz (1996); Margolis and Walsh (2001, 2002).  
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when economic and ethical interests unite in a symbiotic relationship, unlocking the full potential for all 

actors.   

 

Principles of Strategic Stakeholder Engagement 

• The earlier the stakeholders are involved, the greater the benefits to the organization and the 

stakeholders. Especially when the context involves controversial aspects, stakeholder groups become 

more entrenched over time, making engagement and collaboration more difficult.  

 

• Adopting a defensive posture is natural when stakeholders are seen as adversaries who represent a 

threat to organizational goals. The lens of defensiveness reduces the organization’s willingness to 

engage with stakeholders for fear of ‘opening Pandora’s Box’ and exposing the organization to risk. 

However, a collaborative approach, inviting stakeholder engagement, does not increase exposure and 

risk. The organization retains ultimate decision-making control. Participation in engagement processes 

does not oblige the organization in any way. Instead, it expands the organizational leaders’ 

understanding of the business environment and the range of possibilities. 

 

• Stakeholders are defined as ‘individuals and groups that can impact and/or be impacted by business 

decisions’. Stakeholders can be impacted in direct, indirect, and intangible ways. While not all 

stakeholders can or should be invited to engage directly, the underlying interests and concerns of as 

many stakeholders as possible should be considered. Experience has shown that the effort to identify 

and analyze stakeholders, even when they are not directly engaged, correlates with the sustainability of 

business decisions affecting them. 

 

• The most effective stakeholder engagement model encourages parties to move beyond advocating for 

their positions, which creates an adversarial relationship and causes increasing entrenchment. Instead, a 

communication context can be created that enables parties to explore and discuss the interests that 

underlie the adversarial positions. This is where creative problem-solving can take place. The 

organization can invite the stakeholder to figuratively join the organization on the same side of the 

table, looking out at the problem together and transforming costly confrontation into a joint problem-

solving process. 

 

• Best practices from the fields of negotiation and mediation can and should be applied to the 

consultation/negotiation process once the parties are engaged. These practices attend to the interests 

and narrative positioning of the parties in order to create a jointly constructed narrative that 

incorporates the interests and goals of all parties. When the parties are unable to accomplish this 

themselves, they should employ a third-party neutral who is trusted by all parties. In this manner, gains 

can be maximized while simultaneously building, strengthening, or repairing stakeholder relationships. 

 

• While employees and internal representatives can achieve success engaging stakeholders, the most 

effective model involves mandating third-party neutrals to perform outreach. In most cases, employees 
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and reps are suspect regardless of their personal integrity and expertise; they are presumed to be 

ultimately loyal to the organization rather than the stakeholders or the process. Trust is integral to the 

engagement process. Third-party neutrals can gain the trust of stakeholders under certain critical 

conditions: (a) they must possess expertise in SSE skills and attitudes, (b) they most possess consistent 

integrity, (c) they must be mandated by the organization to avoid advocating for the organization’s best 

interests or any of the stakeholders; their role is to protect the process and seek to maximize mutual 

gain, (d) neutral third parties must have permission to maintain the confidentiality of information 

obtained in their interactions unless permission is waived by the party providing the information, and (e) 

third-party neutrals under no circumstances obligate any party; their role is similar to a shuttle diplomat, 

not a decision-maker, arbitrator, or judge. Third-party neutrals systematically employ SSE principles to 

transform adversarial or potentially adversarial relationships into collaborative problem-solving 

processes in which all parties win.  

 

• The engagement process can be, and frequently is, successful with even the most intransigent and 

entrenched parties.  

 

• One of the major strengths of SSE, in addition to crafting solutions that efficiently address stakeholder 

interests, is the manner in which the process creates stakeholder support for the solution. Organizations 

avoid the persuade stakeholders of the ‘rightness’ of unilateral organizational decisions. In most cases, 

the empowerment created by SSE causes stakeholders to feel ownership of and pride in the outcomes 

of the process.   

 

Examples of Strategic Stakeholder Engagement 

The examples below are drawn from Dr. Stewart’s experiences and from other sources. They are 

presented to show how SSE can yield very positive results, as well as to illustrate the short-term and 

long-term costs of electing not to include SSE in corporate strategic planning.  

Insufficient Stakeholder Engagement: The Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) and Trans Mountain Pipeline 

(TMP) 

 DAPL:  In early 2016, grassroots movements were formed in reaction to the construction of Energy 

Transfer Partners’ Dakota Access Pipeline in the northern United States. The protest movements 

coalesced at Standing Rock Sioux reservation. Representatives of more than 300 Native American tribes, 

along with over 3,000 non-Native protesters, gathered at the camp created at Standing Rock. The 

protests continued through 2016, drawing considerable national and international attention and 

sympathy. Several acts of violence were committed by both protestors and security personnel. 

DAPL quickly created a highly-charged adversarial situation. Understandably, Energy Transfer Partners 

responded decisively in order to defend its assets and operations. However, an adversarial, position-

based context was created in which DAPL opponents and proponents became more deeply entrenched 

each day. The perception of a gross power imbalance between the parties elicited an emotional 

response that further entrenched the parties until the conflict appeared intractable. 
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TMP:  The Trans Mountain Pipeline carries crude and refined oil from Alberta to the west coast of British 

Columbia, Canada. In August 2018, the Canadian Federal Court of Appeal halted the controversial $7.4-

billion project to expand the line, allowing for transportation of tar sands crude and nearly tripling the 

flow from Alberta’s oilsands to the west coast. In addition to determining an environmental review to be 

inadequate, the court stated that consultations with impacted First Nations fell far short.  

The situation is compounded by the Canadian government’s earlier decision to purchase the pipeline 

corridor from Texas construction company Kinder Morgan, which was approved by shareholders the 

same day as the court ruling.  

Experience indicates that early, consistent Strategic Stakeholder Engagement had the potential to 

reduce the damage and costs of the conflict and create opportunities for long-term gain. It is challenging 

for a government or a large corporation, particularly one in a controversial industry, to gain the trust 

and cooperation of multiple stakeholder groups. This can only be accomplished by genuinely seeking 

collaborative solutions and consistently employing appropriate efforts to do so.  

SSE with External Stakeholder Groups: NATO relationships with Afghan communities and the Afghan 

government 

Dr. Stewart embedded for a year with NATO in Afghanistan as a Department of Army civilian. She was 

tasked as a senior social scientist with a Human Terrain Team headquartered on a NATO base managed 

by Italian and Spanish military leadership, in the west of the country near the Iranian border. In that 

role, she designed and managed a nationwide research project examining Afghan views about legitimacy 

in the upcoming 2014 national elections. She concurrently supported the local NATO command by 

engaging with local populations in an effort to mitigate the impact of upcoming military operations in 

the area.  

Dr. Stewart was highly successful in employing principles and best practices of Strategic Stakeholder 

Engagement (described above) in both areas of responsibility. In addition to managing a research team, 

she personally engaged with tribal leaders, city officials, male and female Afghan Army personnel, 

Bedouins, shopkeepers, entrepreneurs, educators and students, village and city dwellers across the 

country. She maintained the mindset of an objective neutral and thus gained the trust and respect of 

both NATO personnel and Afghans. As a result, she helped build or improve relationships between key 

individuals and groups and reduce adverse outcomes of military operations upon local communities. 

Based upon what she learned from her many engagements, she presented actionable and appropriate 

recommendations to the ISAF Commander to communicate to the Afghan leadership and Election 

Commission about how to increase voter turnout and improve voter safety.  

SSE with Internal Stakeholders: Designing Early Dispute Resolution Systems in Corporations 

As a member of small engagement teams, Dr. Stewart has utilized SSE in the corporate environment to 

identify areas and sources of costly conflict. She was most frequently employed when litigation, 

turnover, low morale and employee engagement, harassment, supervisor-employee disputes, and other 

areas of conflict were recognized by leadership as having an unacceptably negative impact on the 

bottom line, corporate reputation, and ability to recruit. In organizations as diverse as energy 

companies, global oil field suppliers, big pharmaceutical corporations, hospital systems, and insurance 
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companies, SSE-informed interventions achieved major cost savings and improved the working 

environment and morale. As mentioned above, employees fully support interventions created with their 

confidential, collaborative input. 

Government to Government SSE: The North Dakota Programmatic Agreement for collaborative tribal 

consultation 

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1996 (NHPA) requires Federal agencies to 

consult with tribes when their activities affect historic properties on tribal lands. The Secretary of 

Interior’s Standards and Guidelines for Federal Agency Historic Preservation Programs Pursuant to the 

National Historic Preservation Act defines consultation as “…the process of seeking, discussing, and 

considering the views of others, and, where feasible, seeking agreement with them on how historic 

properties should be identified, considered, and managed.”  

To be successful over the long term, the consultation process requires the achievement of mutual trust 

and lasting relationships, and mutually respectful collaboration. Unfortunately, consultation has a spotty 

history. Federal agencies find it difficult to identify appropriate Tribes and Tribal contacts, Tribal 

resources are limited, differing communication styles and cultural perceptions cause difficulty, and 

Tribes are often reluctant to release confidential information about sensitive properties to the public. 

Building mutual trust and long-term relationships is critical. 

The North Dakota Department of Transportation and the Federal Highway Administration’s North 

Dakota Division actively collaborated with Tribes in North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, and 

Minnesota to customize the consultation process to meet the needs of all consulting parties. The 

approach grew out of several years of intentional, sustained relationship-building between the NDDOT 

and consulting Tribes, resulting in the Tribal people always having a seat at the table. Jean Borchert, 

NDDOT archeologist and Tribal Liaison, stated, “…it was decided to approach these changes from a 

proactive perspective – fulfilling not only the letter of the law but its intent. To make Tribes our partners 

in considering the effects of transportation projects on places of cultural importance.” 

The NDDOT teams firmly established relationships with Tribal representatives, then formalized the 

process according to the needs of the respective Tribes. They sought to understand Tribal expectations 

and steps necessary to increase the likelihood that future consultations would lead to favorable 

outcomes for all the stakeholders. This approach has proved highly successful.  

One of the ‘Lessons Learned’ in a recent study of the North Dakota program speaks to the attitude 

necessary for successful stakeholder engagement: “Be aware of the cultural differences, and be 

cognizant that your own way is not the “only way,” and it may not be the “best way.”3 

 

Conclusion 

                                                           
3 In Their Own Light: A Case Study in Effective Tribal Consultation. U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal 
Highway Administration  

http://www.sseservices.co


 
 

 

 
 

Modern organizations face an operating environment characterized by increasing politicization, 

polarization, and activism. The prevailing business and society paradigm views the organization as 

separate from society and requires management of the risks presented by society. The emerging 

perspective of business in society recognizes the symbiotic relationships between the organization and 

the individuals and communities it affects and whom have effects upon it.  

The organization operates in an ecosystem, a network of interdependent agents. Even when the 

organization possesses more power than the communities around it, fiduciary and ethical 

responsibilities require consideration of the effects of business decisions upon those communities. Even 

if this were not the case, the evidence of a correlation between healthy relationships between business 

and communities and a healthy bottom line cannot be denied.  

Strategic Stakeholder Engagement provides the systematic, long-term means to build and maintain 

mutually-beneficial relationships with stakeholders. These relationships, along with the SSE process, 

represent the hope for sustainable organizations, collaborative problem-solving, and the expansion of 

opportunities for both organizations and society.  

 

 

 

For more information, contact: 

Kate Stewart, PhD 
Strategic Stakeholder Engagement Services (SSES) 
513 N. Plum Ave., Bozeman, MT 59715 
kate@sseservices.co 
512-289-2920 
www.sseservices.co 
 

 

 

http://www.sseservices.co

