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Synonyms 
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Definition 

Early communication theory proposed a transmission view of communication based on a model with 

three elements: sender, message and receiver. Tracing the etymological roots of communication, 

however, points to the Latin noun communicatio (sharing or imparting) and the verb communicare, which 

means to share or “to be in relation with” (Cobley, 2008, para. 1). The latter understanding hints at a form 

of mutuality between those involved in the communication process. It also implies a less mechanistic 

view of communication, which seems a better fit for the realm of human communication. The latter point 

is particularly relevant in the context of corporate social responsibility (CSR), as this concept is 

fundamentally about corporations negotiating their social relationships and handling the externalities they 

incur for society and the environment. Ultimately, a corporation that wants to succeed with CSR has to 

communicate with its stakeholders, groups or individuals “that can affect or be affected by the realization 

of an organization’s purpose” (Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, Parmar, & De Colle, 2010, p. 26). CSR can 

include the process of mapping and evaluating expectations and demands from such stakeholders, as well 

as the formulation and implementation of actions and policies that address the expectations and demands 

(Ihlen, Bartlett, & May, 2011). Communication is at the heart of this process since it helps the corporation 

to understand which expectations exist and which demands stakeholders are making. Communication is 

also absolutely necessary when corporations want to share their views of CSR and how they manage the 

externalities they create. When a corporation is communicating with stakeholders, it must be thought of as 

a two-way process that involves the use of symbols, including language, to influence or share an idea or a 

perspective, and/or to learn more about the ideas and perspectives of stakeholders.  
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Introduction 

Communicating with stakeholders is a crucial CSR activity and at the heart of CSR communication. 

Indeed, it can be argued that communicating with stakeholders is the same as CSR communication, 

although the former is a wider category since it can include non-CSR related communication as well. A 

case in point can be marketing or investor relations that primarily focus on attracting or keeping 

customers or shareholders. Then again, of course, in a wider sense it can be argued that communicating 

with customers and investors is part of the financial responsibility of corporations and hence also linked 

to CSR. This entry will concentrate on the CSR dimension relating to communication with stakeholders 

and ask some specific questions like: What does communicating with stakeholders mean? Why does it 

matter? How can it be done? Then the two last parts will address some issues that are not discussed in the 

main section, as well as specify future directions for research on the topic of communicating with 

stakeholders. 

 

What? 

The definition section above belies the fact that stakeholders and communication are defined in a 

bewildering number of ways and that a number of different theories are built around these notions. Some 

think of communication as process, others as product (oral or written). Communication has also been seen 

as that which makes up public life, exemplified with the notion of the public sphere. Yet others have 

focused on the technology involved when communicating and how this influences both the process and 

the product (Cobley, 2008). It is important to remember that it is not possible for corporations to not 

communicate with stakeholders, since silence can also be seen as a form of communication. 

Communication is implicated in CSR and business strategies whether the corporation likes it or not. It is 

also important to emphasize that communication and action is interrelated and co-construct one another. 

Communication is a form of action. It can also constitute corporate practice and the meaning of CSR and 

a corporations’ relationship to its stakeholders. Said differently, communication can have a performative 

function, creating the effect that it names.  

 

Another premise for this entry is that communication with stakeholders has an ethical potential. CSR 

communication can in general breed skepticism and be perceived as self-serving and manipulative. On the 

other hand, it can be maintained that communication is necessary to ensure stakeholder participation. 

Basically, the stakeholder concept points out that organizations have important relations to their social 

environment, relations that have both ethical and strategic implications. The success of the organization is 

dependent on how it relates to key groups, such as customers, employees, unions, suppliers, communities, 

politicians, and owners. Stakeholder theory functions as a useful heuristic when an organization wants to 

map its external and internal relations and can help secure that key groups are not forgotten. Normative 

stakeholder theory also argues that managers must keep the support of stakeholder groups, and that the 

organization should be the place where stakeholder interests are maximized over time (Freeman, et al., 

2010). Still an essential and recurring problem discussed elsewhere in this encyclopedia, is how to 

prioritize between different stakeholders given that resources are scarce.  

 

Communication is key in the endeavor described above. You cannot really learn about the perspective of 

others without communicating directly or indirectly with them, and others cannot truly grasp your 

perspective unless you have communicated directly or indirectly with them. Direct communication can 

take the form of stakeholder meetings, written statements posted on websites, or communication in social 

media for that matter. Indirect communication can be thought of as communication through the news 
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media (although the mass media itself can of course also be considered a stakeholder). Corporations will 

typically use a mix of different media that differs in the degree that they allow for two-way 

communication. The goal is not to communicate to but rather with stakeholders since stakeholder 

feedback is beneficial. The goal of the communication process can be located along a continuum 

according to the degree of persuasion that is attempted. Sometimes a corporation might choose to listen 

and consult on issues, other times it might actively seek to influence stakeholder thoughts and actions.    

 

Why? 

As posited above, a corporation communicates with stakeholders whether it intends to or not. Silence on 

the topic of CSR is also a form of communication, either a signal that the corporation does not care, or 

that the corporation is not sophisticated enough to pay attention. Research shows, however, that most 

major corporations in the world reports on CSR issues (KPMG, 2008). It can be said that this is the 

ethical right thing to do, but corporations typically engage in CSR and communication with their 

stakeholders as a way of reaching organizational goals. As will be pointed out later, the argument has 

been made that the latter type of motives cheapens the moral value of CSR and stakeholder 

communication. CSR is nonetheless, often seen as a form of risk management, or a part of reputation 

management and ultimately profit making. Some define reputation as the long term collective judgments 

observers have of an organization based on assessment of the corporate financial, social, and/or 

environmental impacts (Barnett, Jermier, & Lafferty, 2006). In other words, CSR is sometimes directly 

linked to reputation. And although it has been methodologically difficult to link reputation with profit, 

many argue that a good reputation boosts sales, attracts investors and employees, cushions against crises 

and curries positive media coverage. On the other hand, as some scholars have pointed out: “CSR can 

work, for some people, in some places, on some issues, some of the time” (Newell, 2005, p. 556). Neither 

adhering to CSR nor communicating with stakeholders are quick fixes for corporations bent on improving 

their profits. Ultimately, however, communicating with stakeholders is also a matter of surviving, that is, 

it is a matter of earning legitimacy. Business must answer the big question concerning how this institution 

serves society. 

 

It is also beneficial for corporations to recognize that what is considered ethical corporate behavior is a 

social construct. This also means that it is a construct that is changing over time. During one period of 

time some pollution from industry plants seemed to be an acceptable price to pay for prosperity. These 

days, this type of thinking does not have the same resonance in Western countries. Another example is 

Shell’s annus horribilis, 1995, which illustrates the danger of not keeping abreast with changes in the 

public view on CSR. The company was shaken by international reactions when it attempted to dispose an 

oilrig at sea and for its relations to the military regime in Nigeria. In hindsight, Shell concluded that it had 

lost touch with social expectations and failed to recognize how more stakeholders wanted to have a say 

about its way of conducting business. The point is that in order to maintain legitimacy, corporations need 

to identify and react to the social norms and expectations. This is something that can only be done by 

communicating with stakeholders. Communicating with stakeholders can ideally improve corporate 

decision-making, stakeholder engagement and corporate governance. New issues that otherwise might be 

ignored can be catapulted to the forefront as a result of communicating with stakeholders. Such 

communication can also help corporations make sense of issues and be of value when a corporation wants 

to strategize about the same issue. 

 

Finally, communicating with stakeholders can be recognized as an ethical duty when corporate actions 

affect stakeholders. It has been pointed out that corporations have a responsibility to address and seek to 
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rectify the externalities they create, and this would necessarily entail communication as well. 

Corporations must use communication in order map and evaluate problems and solutions, as stakeholders 

perceive them. This duty is also said to spring from the very fact that it is society and society’s 

infrastructure that have made it possible for corporations to earn a profit.    

 

How?  

When communicating with stakeholders, an obvious first step is to get an idea about whom you are going 

to address. Corporations first need to map their stakeholders and prioritize between them as pointed out 

above. Next, the type of overall communication strategy has to be decided, certain communication 

principles should be implemented, and rhetorical strategies and media types have to be chosen: 

 

The overall communication strategy can be considered as one-way or two-way. The corporation can 

choose to inform stakeholders about the corporate view on CSR and what actions are taken in this regard, 

or the corporation can seek out stakeholder feedback on the same issue and the CSR actions. The degree 

to which the corporation opens up and engages with stakeholders in this regard is also a matter of 

importance. The attempt to get stakeholders to be involved through frequent, systematic and pro-active 

dialogue can help build mutually beneficial relationships (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). If the dialogue 

process is transparent and stakeholders feel that the corporation responds constructively, dialogue can 

increase corporate legitimacy and trust. In other words, dialogue with stakeholders is preferred and it is 

also a key word that occurs frequently in corporate rhetoric on CSR (Ihlen, et al., 2011).  

 

Communication theory proposes several ways for a dialogue to work for all those involved. It has, for 

instance, been argued that all relevant stakeholders must be included in the dialogue, and that it should be 

possible to discuss all types issues. Furthermore, it is pointed out that stakeholders should be able to 

present critical and alternative views, and that all stakeholders should be able to influence the structure, 

process and outcome of the dialogue. Finally, the principle of transparency must be met. The latter point 

would mean, for instance, that the corporation is open about its motives for the dialogue, but also that 

stakeholders have access to information about the outcome of the dialogue (Pedersen, 2006).  

 

A pointed criticism of corporate dialogue efforts is that they are only conducted to let the stakeholders 

provide supportive and positive comments. The normative dialogue ideals described above ask that 

corporations actually risk something, that they open up the decision making process and set judgments 

and assumptions under scrutiny (Bohm, 2008). Critical feedback from stakeholders might be unpleasant, 

but if the corporation does not engage in dialogue it also risks only asking questions that it would like to 

hear. The corporation can end up only engaging itself rather than follow a course that will help it handle 

public pressure, social change and complexity.  

 

Other normative demands include that communication has to be honest, reciprocal, and open. 

Transparency is another important feature of good CSR communication. Transparency can foster trust, 

respect, fairness, and a sense of procedural justice. Corporations should have clear and visible missions, 

policies, procedures, and guidelines. They should also provide honest information about aspects of their 

business that can affect stakeholders, including risks related to their products or services. Transparency 

must include financial performance, as well as transparency about the social and environmental 

performance. The aim is to give stakeholders an opportunity to make decisions about purchases, 

employment, and/or investments based on their own values (Ihlen, et al., 2011). 
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An overarching goal of communication with stakeholders is to create trust. In some literature it is argued 

that corporations can build trust by discussing problems and dilemmas they encounter in their CSR work 

when they communicate with stakeholders. The rhetoric should be based on proof through numbers and 

statistics were available, as well as examples of outcomes and impacts. Credible third parties should attest 

to the success or lack of success. In most cases, a low-key approach to CSR communication seems 

advisable. That is, stakeholders can react negatively if the corporation flaunts its efforts. Again, however, 

some research indicates that stakeholders tolerate the profit motive, as long as they also see an ethical 

motive at the same time. Strengthening trust and credibility is also something that is done through the 

creation of “common dwelling places” between the corporation and its stakeholders. This could for 

instance include arenas where the demands from normative dialogue theory are met (Ihlen, et al., 2011). 

 

Corporations can choose from a plethora of media types for communication with stakeholders, including 

for instance non-financial reports, advertising, homepages, blogs, and social media. Particularly the 

advent of the latter has created new possibilities for dialogue. This can allow corporations to develop their 

CSR strategies and practices more in line with the expectations expressed by their stakeholders. In 

addition, corporations can of course attempt to use the traditional mass media channel. Again, research 

has shown that a heavy reliance on such communication and choosing a self-indulgent celebratory 

rhetoric in these media can create negative feedback (Ihlen, et al., 2011).  

 

Some researchers have suggested that corporations should use an inside-out approach when 

communicating about CSR. The communication process should first involve the employees, and secondly 

outside expert stakeholders, that is, critical stakeholders, the media and local decision makers. A 

corporation is not likely to build a good reputation by communicating about CSR directly with the general 

public. Instead, corporations should rely on the third party strategy, whereby NGOs, employees or public 

officials declare their support for the corporations’ efforts. Information can also be made available to the 

greater public through Internet sites designed for those that are particularly interested (Morsing, Schultz, 

& Nielsen, 2008). The latter point – that the general public might not be very interested in CSR 

communication, can also be a challenge for stakeholder dialogue in general. Dialoguing with corporations 

can be perceived as tiresome and time consuming, at least in the traditional form of a stakeholder 

meeting. There are indications, however, that the very declared intention and invitation to engage in 

dialogue is considered favorably. 

 

Key Issues 

Above, two issues for communicating with stakeholders are touched upon, namely the matter of who 

counts as stakeholders and how to prioritize between them, as well the fact that the stakeholders might not 

be as interested in communicating with the corporation as the latter is. Here are three other issues that 

arise from CSR communication and corporate attempts to communicate with stakeholders: 

 

First, the corporate tendency to instrumentalize the dialogue to serve corporate self-interest leads to 

criticism. Stakeholders might feel that the dialogue is only serving the purpose of information mining to 

give the corporation the upper hand. The learning process can be perceived as a one-way affair. Some 

dialogue is also carried out to coopt NGOs and critical stakeholder groups. The purpose in such instances 

is to privatize the debate and keep it out of the public sphere. In other instances, stakeholders might feel 
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that the dialogue is only window dressing. The corporation might be pursuing a predefined goal that 

stakeholders have no real influence on. Furthermore, it is often the corporation that lays down the 

premises for the dialogue: who is going to discuss what issues in what timeframe.  

 

Second, another reason why CSR communication in particular is viewed with skepticism is when 

stakeholders perceive a discrepancy between the verbal and the physical corporate CSR actions. 

Corporate discourse also creates expectations that the corporation needs to fulfill. A fundamental task for 

management and communicators alike is to attempt to close gaps that exist between announced policy and 

implemented policy. Here, however, it also possible to hold the view that corporations should be given 

some leeway, as aspirational talk also has the potential to bring about social change. This is also in line 

with the mentioned point that there are no simple or clear-cut distinction between talk and action (Ihlen, 

et al., 2011).  

 

Third, there are some systemic and ethical challenges that arise for corporations and their stakeholders. It 

could be argued that corporations are located in an economic system that necessarily has corporations 

reduce everything around them to tools. Corporations are driven by an economic rationality where ethics 

have to pay if it is to be taken into account. The value system is extremely limited and it is hard if not 

impossible to move beyond an instrumental perspective. This also puts the corporation at rhetorical 

disadvantage when seeking to communicate with stakeholders (Ihlen, et al., 2011). 

  

Future Directions 

Much more research could be conducted on the way symbols inform the ways corporations communicate 

with stakeholders. That is, how are the communication processes shaped and influenced by corporate 

values and interests? With respect to the issues mentioned in the previous section, is it possible to find 

examples of non-instrumental corporate stakeholder communication? Do we have to settle for 

corporations doing the morally right thing, engaging in stakeholder communication, but not with pure 

motives in the Kantian sense?        

 

While much of the research conducted on corporate communication with stakeholders takes the 

perspective of the corporation, it would be interesting to hear more about stakeholders and their 

experience in communicating with corporations. What is, for instance, stakeholders’ view on the 

normative demands from dialogue theory? Furthermore: Is the finding that stakeholders accept a mix of 

intrinsic and extrinsic corporate motives true? What tolerance exists towards the corporate instrumental 

agenda? Are there cultural differences in this respect?     

 

As mentioned, the advent of social media presents corporations with a new opportunity to communicate 

with stakeholders. Still, the ability to forge a lasting relationship with stakeholders using social media 

might be over-hyped. Communicating through Twitter and on Facebook certainly allows for more two-

way communication than a typical newsletter mailed to stakeholders. Still, both time and energy is needed 

to get social media to work in the sense of communicating with stakeholders. More research is needed, 

however, to understand the potential and the pitfalls of social media with this purpose. It would be 

particularly interesting to learn what rhetorical repertoire corporations have developed in social media to 

address CSR issues, including not too favorable comments on a corporation’s CSR track record.   
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Cross-References 

 … CSR Communication  

 … Primary stakeholders 

 … Reputation/reputation management 

 … Social Dialogue 

 … Stakeholder Engagement 

 … Stakeholder relationship 

 … Stakeholder Theory 

 … Trust and CSR 
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