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Abstract 

Stakeholder interaction has been recognised as one of the main principles to 

advance organisational sustainability. However, there is only limited 

knowledge on how organisations interact with their stakeholders to develop 

sustainability practices from an overarching perspective. There is also only 

fragmented research on the role of stakeholders when developing a sustaina-

ble business model (SBM). The purpose of this thesis is therefore to explore 

the role of stakeholder interaction for developing organisational sustainability 

practices and SBMs. 

Three research questions drive this thesis which compiles three papers 

based on three individual studies. The first study concentrates on stakeholder 

interaction as an organisational sustainability practice applying quantitative 

methods. The second study is a systematic literature review analysing the role 

of stakeholder interaction to develop SBMs. The third study explores how 

organisations implemented stakeholder interaction efforts, using qualitative 

methods. 

The results reveal that stakeholder interaction implemented as organisational 

sustainability practices and part of the SBM includes multiple stakeholders 

and different interaction degrees, potentially leading to new value opportuni-

ties and virtuous cycles of sustainable value creation. However, while organi-

sations recognise the importance of stakeholder interaction, most organisa-

tions focus on low-to medium interaction degrees related to specific sustaina-

bility activities. This may limits the potential of stakeholder interaction for 

developing organisational sustainability practices and SBMs. 

This thesis contributes to sustainability, stakeholder and SBM literature by 

systematically exploring the role of stakeholder interaction, highlighting 

different degrees and extents practices are implemented in organisations. For 

practitioners, insights are offered how to foster stakeholder interaction prac-

tices and with that move towards organisational sustainability. 

 
Keywords: organisational sustainability, stakeholder interaction, sustainabil-

ity practices, sustainable business model 

 



 

Sammanfattning 

Intressentsamverkan har erkänts som en av huvudprinciperna för att främja 

organisatorisk hållbarhet. Det finns dock endast begränsad kunskap om hur 

organisationer samverkar med sina intressenter för att utveckla hållbarhets-

förfaranden ur ett övergripande perspektiv. Det finns också endast fragmente-

rad forskning om intressenternas roll när man utvecklar en hållbar affärsmo-

dell (HA). Syftet med denna avhandling är därför att utforska rollen för in-

tressentsamverkan för att utveckla organisatoriska hållbarhetsförfaranden och 

HA. 

Tre forskningsfrågor driver denna avhandling som sammanställer tre ar-

tiklar baserade på tre individuella studier. Den första studien koncentrerar sig 

på intressentsamverkan som ett organisatoriskt hållbarhetsförfarande och 

tillämpar kvantitativa metoder. Den andra studien är en systematisk littera-

turöversikt som analyserar rollen för samverkan med intressenter för att ut-

veckla och förnya HA. Den tredje studien utforskar hur organisationer har 

genomfört samverkansinsatser med intressenter och använder kvalitativa 

metoder. 

Resultaten visar att intressentsamverkan implementerad som organisato-

riska hållbarhetsförfaranden och som en del av HA omfattar flertalet intres-

senter och olika samverkansgrader, vilket potentiellt kan leda till nya värde-

möjligheter och goda cirklar av hållbart värdeskapande. Men medan organi-

sationer noterar betydelsen av intressentsamverkan fokuserar de flesta orga-

nisationer på låg till medelhög samverkansgrad relaterat till specifika 

hållbarhetsaktiviteter. Detta kan begränsa potentialen för intressentsamverkan 

att utveckla organisatoriska hållbarhetsförfaranden och HA.  

Denna avhandling bidrar till hållbarhets-, intressent- och HA-litteratur ge-

nom att systematiskt utforska rollen för intressentsamverkan och belysa olika 

grader och omfattningar av implementering av intressentsamverkan. För 

utövare erbjuds insikter om hur man främjar samverkansförvaranden och 

därmed går mot organisatorisk hållbarhet. 

 
Nyckelord: organisatorisk hållbarhet, intressentsamverkan, hållbarhetsförfa-

rande, hållbar affärsmodell 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Research background 

The world faces several social, environmental and economic challenges that 

threaten the socio-ecological system and the well-being of current and future 

generations (Ny et al., 2006; Robèrt et al., 2013; Salas-Zapata et al., 2017). 

Climate change, resource depletion and inequalities are just a few examples 

that have led to increasing tensions in the world (DESA, 2013; Rockström, 

2009). To address these issues, the concept of sustainable development was 

coined by the Brundtland commission in 1987 (WCED, 1987). Since then, 

policy makers, academics and practitioners have discussed and proposed 

potential solutions for a more sustainable society considering simultaneously 

the social, environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability from 

short-, medium- and long-term perspectives (e.g. Linnenluecke et al., 2009; 

Lozano, 2008b; Moldavanova, 2014). The recent economic and global crises 

led to increased calls to reconsider the impact of organisations on sustainable 

development and to strengthen their potential contributions to move towards 

sustainable societies (Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017; Hongwei and Lloyd, 

2020; WBCSD, 2020). 

Organisations are usually clustered into companies, civil society organisa-

tions (CSOs), and public sector organisations (PSOs) building the “three 

pillars of society“ (Holliday et al., 2002, p. 18). Organisations are essential 

parts of modern societies and important players for creating wellbeing for 

society and for the environment (Epstein & Buhovac, 2010; Holliday et al., 

2002; Jonker, 2000). Independent of their size and the sector they operate in, 

organisations can positively influence quality of life and work through such 

factors as income levels and employment agreements (Jonker, 2000; Senge et 

al., 2008). However, they are also perceived as responsible for some of the 

negative environmental and social problems society is facing (Epstein and 

Buhovac, 2010; Stead and Stead, 1994). Organisations of all types are there-

fore increasingly pressured to consider sustainability issues in their opera-

tions and embed sustainability into their organisational systems (Lozano, 

2018a; Melissen and Moratis, 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2020). 

A number of approaches and specific tools has been proposed to embed 

sustainability within the organisational system, mainly focusing on manage-

rial schemes (e.g. environmental management systems) and technological 

approaches to minimise negative impacts on the environment (e.g. eco- effi-

ciency, and life cycle assessment) (Gadenne et al., 2012; Ingham and Havard, 

2017; Robèrt, 2000). However, initiatives that continue to focus on economic 

performance supplemented with environmental and social sustainability ef-

forts may fail to tackle the root causes of sustainability problems (Roome and 

Louche, 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2016; Zollo et al., 2013). Sustainability 
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principles have to be implemented into the organisational strategies and the 

business model to achieve effective sustainability practices (Breuer et al., 

2018; Schaltegger et al., 2016; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). This can lead to 

innovative organisational processes and products, but the impact of these 

efforts will remain limited if organisations do not interact with stakeholders 

within and along their value chain (Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Gray and Purdy, 

2018; Turan and Needy, 2013). 

Stakeholder interaction allows organisations to extend their overarching 

sustainability practices beyond the organisational boundaries and foster sus-

tainable development of societies (Fawcett et al., 2016; Gray and Purdy, 

2018; Senge et al., 2008). Stakeholder interaction has therefore been recog-

nised in academia, practice and on the political level as crucial to advance 

sustainable development. It is one of the principles of organisational sustain-

ability guiding organisational practices (Bäckstrand, 2006; Gray and Purdy, 

2018; Lozano, 2018a). 

The consideration of stakeholders in business and sustainability literature 

is not a new approach. Stakeholder theory is one of the most frequently ap-

plied theoretical approaches in strategic management, organisational sustain-

ability and value creation literature, often used to analyse why and with 

whom organisations implement sustainability efforts and how the business 

case for sustainability can be established with and for stakeholders (Chang et 

al., 2017; Krisnawati et al., 2013; Schaltegger et al., 2019). However; there 

have been significant shifts in how stakeholder theory has been understood, 

applied and implemented in organisational sustainability research (Kujala and 

Sachs, 2019; Samant and Sangle, 2016). While the focus has been for a long 

time on control- and risk-oriented stakeholder management to satisfy stake-

holder needs and expectations, scholars increasingly argue for a stakeholder 

interaction approach and to solve sustainability issues collaboratively (Lock 

and Seele, 2017; le Roux and Pretorius, 2016; Sloan, 2009). In addition, 

stakeholder interaction has been recognised as essential to create sustainable 

business models; however, despite the amount of research using a stakehold-

er theory approach, research on this topic is still relatively limited 

(Freudenreich et al., 2019; Garriga, 2014; Matos and Silvestre, 2013). 

1.2 Research motivation 

Stakeholder and sustainability literature are strongly related phenomena 

(Freeman et al., 2017). Most organisations have established stakeholder man-

agement approaches to satisfy stakeholder demands and ensure organisational 

survival. But, to solve sustainability issues, a growing number of scholars 

emphasise the need to move away from only considering stakeholders as 

subject to be managed towards stakeholder interaction with mutual benefits 

for all parties involved (Freeman et al., 2017; Freudenreich et al., 2019; 

Sloan, 2009). 

Various related but distinct literature streams have examined organisa-

tional sustainability from a stakeholder interaction perspective, including 

sustainable supply chain management (Meixell and Luoma, 2015; Vachon 
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and Klassen, 2008) and cross-sectoral partnerships with different types of 

organisations (Bryson et al., 2015; Seitanidi and Crane, 2009; Van Tulder et 

al., 2016). While these literature streams underline the importance of stake-

holder interaction for sustainability, studies are mainly place- or issue-based 

analysing challenges, benefits and performance implications of this interac-

tion (Ayala-Orozco et al., 2018; Fadeeva, 2005; Foley et al., 2017). In partic-

ular, the benefits and challenges of stakeholder interaction have been investi-

gated in supply chain literature in detail. But, scholars critique the dominant 

focus on the environmental dimension and only specific stakeholders, as well 

as the lack of guidance given on how to establish collaborative partnerships 

as literature remains largely theoretical (Ashby et al., 2012; Chen et al., 

2017; Fawcett et al., 2016). The need to analyse stakeholder interaction as an 

overarching organisational sustainability practice has therefore been empha-

sised, in particular to move from whether to how organisations actually inter-

act with stakeholders (Chen et al., 2017; Freeman et al., 2017; Van Tulder et 

al., 2016). In addition, there have been calls to better understand the contribu-

tion and role of stakeholder interaction to facilitate sustainable value creation 

(Freeman et al., 2017; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Vildåsen and Havenvid, 

2018).  

Analysing how organisations create, capture and propose value is central 

to solving sustainability challenges and has become an important topic in 

stakeholder and business model research (Ahen and Zettinig, 2015; Kujala et 

al., 2017). Despite most scholars acknowledging the importance of stake-

holder interaction for sustainable business models (Bocken et al., 2013; 

Breuer et al., 2018; Freudenreich et al., 2019), scholars have mainly focused 

on solving conflicting stakeholder interest and developing tool that include 

stakeholder perspectives (Evans et al., 2017; Geissdoerfer et al., 2016; Short 

et al., 2013). Yet, to understand how an organisation does business and cre-

ates value, one has to understand the stakeholder relationships and interaction 

approaches (Freeman, 2010; Freeman et al., 2017). The role of stakeholder 

interaction and the form and extent to which stakeholder interaction is real-

ised when developing and innovating a sustainable business model remains 

vague and needs further clarification (Comin et al., 2019; Evans et al., 2017; 

Freudenreich et al., 2019).  

In summary, the different literature streams highlight the role of stake-

holder interaction as vital in facilitating organisational sustainability. Stake-

holder interaction as organisational sustainability practices has been recog-

nised as a strategy to handle sustainability issues (Chen et al., 2017; Fadeeva, 

2005; Mann and Smith, 2011; Matos and Silvestre, 2013), and stakeholder 

interaction has been recognised as a main feature of sustainable business 

models (Breuer et al., 2018; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Stubbs and Cocklin, 

2008). Sustainability strategies and sustainable business models are distinct 

but related concepts that complement each other (Casadesus-Masanell and 

Ricart, 2010; DaSilva and Trkman, 2014; Wirtz et al., 2016). However, only 

a few scholars have attempted to combine organisational sustainability prac-

tices and sustainable business model approaches from a stakeholder interac-

tion perspective, and this research provided only limited knowledge on how 
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the overarching interaction efforts might differ depending on the implementa-

tion approach (Kujala and Korhonen, 2017; Sachs et al., 2017; Spieth et al., 

2016). More research is therefore needed to understand the relation between 

stakeholder interaction, organisational sustainability practices and sustainable 

business models as well as to further develop the organisation-stakeholder 

orientation with sustainable value perspectives. 

1.3 Research purpose 

Despite the vast amount of sustainability and stakeholder literature and the 

growing interest in stakeholder interaction as an essential element of organi-

sational sustainability, the knowledge on stakeholder interaction as organisa-

tional sustainability practice and as part of the sustainable business model is 

fragmented and lacks a systematic and holistic understanding. This opens 

new research avenues of exploring the role stakeholder interaction in the 

context of organisational sustainability, in particular how organisations inter-

act with stakeholders to develop their organisational sustainability practices 

and develop sustainable business models (Freudenreich et al., 2019; Matos 

and Silvestre, 2013; Tapaninaho and Kujala, 2019a). This research therefore 

aims to explore the practical and effective role of stakeholder interaction for 

organisational sustainability. Drawing on these considerations, the purpose of 

this thesis is as follows: 

 

To explore the role of stakeholder interaction for developing organisational 

sustainability practices and sustainable business models. 

 

To fulfil the purpose, three research questions have been formulated. In the 

remainder of this section, the research questions are motivated on the basis of 

the existing literature. 

From an organisational sustainability practice perspective, a large body of 

literature is focused on stakeholder identification and analysis approaches 

(Mitchell et al., 1997; Savage et al., 1991) and how organisations can opera-

tionalise those, for example, for choosing which stakeholder to interact with 

for sustainability (Al-yami and Price, 2008; Lane and Devin, 2018; 

Ranängen, 2017). This is connected to a number of studies focussing on 

stakeholder impact on organisational sustainability practices, investigating 

how stakeholders affect and are affected by sustainability efforts (Johnson et 

al., 2018; Meixell and Luoma, 2015; Miles, 2012). For example, several 

scholars analyse an organisation’s stakeholders’ influence on its sustainabil-

ity approach and the implementation of sustainability practices (Gomez-

Conde et al., 2019; Rodrigue et al., 2013; Sharma and Henriques, 2005). A 

large number of studies also focus on stakeholder interaction related to a 

specific problem or specific organisational activities such as sustainability 

reporting (Greco et al., 2015; Herremans et al., 2016; Stocker et al., 2020), 

materiality assessments (Bellantuono et al., 2016; Torelli et al., 2020), and 

accounting (Bellucci et al., 2019). Nevertheless, Kujala and Sachs (2019) 
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point out that stakeholder interaction literature remains somewhat fragment-

ed.  

Most studies focus on specific interaction approaches such as stakeholder 

dialogue or collaboration with multiple stakeholders (Ayala-Orozco et al., 

2018; Gao and Zhang, 2006), and only a few studies investigate such interac-

tion activities with vertical and horizontal stakeholders from the perspective 

of an individual organisation (Chen et al., 2017; Dania et al., 2016). In par-

ticular, there is only limited knowledge about with whom and to what degree 

organisations interact to create and develop their organisational sustainability 

practices and how they choose their interaction partners. This highlights the 

need for stakeholder interaction examples from practice to develop concepts 

and frameworks that support organisations when establishing stakeholder 

interaction and creating long-term sustainable value (Freeman et al., 2017; 

Kujala and Sachs, 2019). Consequently, the first research question is: 

 

RQ1 How do organisations interact with stakeholders to develop organisa-

tional sustainability practices? 

 

Stakeholder interaction has not only been recognised as essential for organi-

sational sustainability practices, but also a key element of sustainable busi-

ness models (SBMs) (Breuer et al., 2018; Goni et al., 2020; Stubbs and 

Cocklin, 2008). While traditional business models focus on economic value 

creation for shareholders, SBMs also include social and environmental value 

creation with and for a broad range of stakeholders (Bocken et al., 2013; 

Freudenreich et al., 2019; Schaltegger et al., 2016).  

SBM research is still an emergent discipline (Lüdeke-Freund and 

Dembek, 2017; Silvia and Truzzi, 2020) and most literature focuses on con-

ceptual frameworks of SBMs to better understand and establish an SBM 

(Goni et al., 2020; Joyce and Paquin, 2016; Reinhardt et al., 2020). Some 

scholars have started to investigate SBMs from a stakeholder theory perspec-

tive (Freudenreich et al., 2019; Kujala et al., 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2019) 

and analysed stakeholder interaction elements and mechanisms to foster the 

development of SBMs, identifying in particular collaboration and networks 

as key elements (Hellström et al., 2015; Roome and Louche, 2016). Still, 

most studies position stakeholders and the interaction with them outside val-

ue creation processes, leading to a focus on value creation for stakeholders 

through solving sustainability problems and value capture focussed on cus-

tomers, instead of interacting with a broad range of stakeholders to create and 

capture environmental, social and economic value (Baumgartner and Rauter, 

2017; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). The form and 

extent to which stakeholder interaction can contribute to proposing, creating 

and capturing sustainable value remains fragmented and a superficially ex-

plored research area (Freudenreich et al., 2019; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; 

Shakeel et al., 2020). More research is therefore needed on how organisations 

create value with their stakeholders and how SBMs can be developed to in-

clude stakeholder interaction (Breuer et al., 2018; Freudenreich et al., 2019; 
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Matos and Silvestre, 2013). Accordingly, the second research question is as 

follows: 

 

RQ2. How do organisations interact with stakeholders to develop sustainable 

business models? 

 

The third research question complements the first and the second. Stakehold-

er interaction as sustainability practice has to be implemented into organisa-

tional strategies to contribute to solving sustainability problems (Chen et al., 

2017; Fadeeva, 2005; Turan and Needy, 2013). Similarly, scholars agree that 

to develop an SBM and generate sustainable value, organisations need to 

undergo a shift in how they do business, including implementing stakeholder 

interaction (Evans et al., 2017; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Stubbs and 

Cocklin, 2008). However, research on the implementation of stakeholder 

interaction in organisational practices and the business model remains limited 

(Kujala and Korhonen, 2017; Plaza-Úbeda et al., 2010; Sachs et al., 2017). In 

addition, few studies have investigated how organisations actually interact 

with stakeholders as part of organisational sustainability practices and the 

SBM and how this might differ depending on the implementation approach 

(Fiore et al., 2020; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Matos and Silvestre, 2013). 

Therefore, the third research question is as follows: 

 

RQ3 How does the implementation of stakeholder interaction differ when it 

comes to developing organisational sustainability practices and sustainable 

business models? 

1.4 Research scope and limitations 

The overarching phenomenon under investigation in this thesis is stakeholder 

interaction for sustainability in the context of organisational sustainability, in 

particular its role for developing organisational sustainability practices and 

SBMs (Figure 1). Therefore, this thesis takes an integrative approach, using 

and merging knowledge from research on stakeholders, organisational sus-

tainability practices, and business models (in particular SBMs). 

This thesis focusses on the major stakeholder groups discussed in the lit-

erature (Bryson, 2004; Clarkson, 1995; Freeman, 1984). Because every or-

ganisation is unique and has a different set of stakeholders, the focus on the 

major stakeholder groups helps to sharpen the scope of the thesis and allows 

for better comparison. In addition, organisations might also affect or be af-

fected by the stakeholders of their stakeholders through cascading effects 

(Morioka et al., 2017), which are not considered in this thesis due to the 

complexity of data collection. 
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Figure 1 Scope of the research 

1.5 Thesis outline 

This is a compilation licentiate thesis that consists of a cover in addition to 

three appended papers. The term thesis is used to refer to the cover.  

The thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 2 provides the contextual 

background and the different theories and concepts relevant for an in-depth 

understanding of the research field. Initially, the basic assumptions of stake-

holder theory are covered and related to organisational sustainability. This is 

followed by a literature review on stakeholder interaction in the context of 

organisational sustainability practices and SBMs, focussing on those aspects 

relevant for this thesis. In chapter 3, the applied philosophical assumptions, 

research methods, and research strategies used are presented and the research 

quality evaluated. Chapter 4 provides a summary of each of the appended 

papers and synthesises the findings. In chapter 5, the research questions of 

this thesis are answered based on the main findings from the appended pa-

pers. Chapter 6 provides the conclusions and highlights the theoretical con-

tributions and practical implications of this thesis as well as limitations and 

suggestions for future research. 



8 

2 Theoretical background 

The increasing sustainability challenges lead to growing attention of politi-

cians, scholars and practitioners on the potentially negative environmental 

and social impacts of organisations’ operations (Dyllick and Muff, 2016; 

Moldavanova and Goerdel, 2018; Montiel, 2008). Organisations are under 

increasing pressure to transform the way they do business and to revise their 

organisational practices to contribute to sustainable development (le Roux 

and Pretorius, 2016; Silvestre and Fonseca, 2020). However, sustainability 

scholars argue that individual organisations cannot deal with the complex 

social and environmental sustainability issues alone but need to interact with 

their stakeholders to develop solutions (Clevenger et al., 2019; Van 

Marrewijk and Werre, 2003; Williams et al., 2017). A large body of literature 

has focused on the relation of organisations, sustainability and stakeholders 

(Bansal and Song, 2017; Chang et al., 2017; Teck et al., 2019). The follow-

ing sections present an introduction to stakeholder theory, its applicability in 

practice and in organisational sustainability conceptions and how stakeholder 

interaction for sustainability as has been approached and analysed in sustain-

ability literature, in particular in regards to organisational sustainability prac-

tices, and as part of sustainable business models. 

2.1 An introduction to stakeholder theory 

The modern concept of a stakeholder was first mentioned in a memo by the 

Stanford Research Institute in 1963, but it only received broad attention with 

the publication of Freemans seminal work on strategic stakeholder manage-

ment in 1984 (Freeman, 1984; Pedrini and Ferri, 2019). Stakeholder theory as 

proposed by Freeman challenges the shareholder value approach as sole ob-

jective of management and argues that organisational survival and ability to 

create value depends on managers being able to satisfy stakeholder expecta-

tions (Freeman, 1984; Friedman, 1970). Following this thought, value crea-

tion is not purely transactional but also includes relational aspects; in other 

words, how organisations manage and interact with their stakeholders 

(Freeman and Moutchnik, 2013; Freeman et al., 2007). 

A stakeholder as defined by Freeman (1984) is any individual or organisa-

tion that affects or is affected by an organisation’s activities. Throughout 

recent decades, scholars have put a lot of emphasis onto exploring who has a 

stake in an organisation and a multitude of alternative definitions have been 

proposed, leading to the stakeholder concept becoming essentially contested 

and constantly evolving depending on the context of the application 

(Mainardes et al., 2011; Miles, 2017; Pedrini and Ferri, 2019). Nevertheless, 

the most common definition of a stakeholder used in research and practice 
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remains the one by Freeman (Freeman, 1984; Kivits, 2011). This research 

builds primarily on that definition and its considerations and expansions in 

sustainability literature. 

The concept of stakeholder management has received major attention in 

organisational, strategic, and sustainability management literature (Clevenger 

et al., 2019; Pedrini and Ferri, 2019; Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2020). A large 

body of literature has focused on mapping, assessing and analysing who, 

how, and why stakeholders should be considered in decision-making pro-

cesses (Freeman, 2010; Ranängen, 2015; Signori, 2017). One starting point is 

to categorise stakeholders as internal (e.g. employees and management) and 

external (e.g. customers, suppliers and competitors) to the focal organisation 

(Bryson, 2004; Freeman, 1984). Stakeholders have also been categorised as 

primary and secondary depending on their potential impact on decision mak-

ing and organisational survival (Clarkson, 1995; Freeman et al., 2007). Fol-

lowing from this, organisations focus on value creation with primary stake-

holders, which are often shareholders, employees, customers and suppliers. 

Stakeholders such as universities, governmental institutions, NGOs and com-

petitors are often classified as secondary stakeholders, who are perceived as 

more affected by value creation but are not necessarily considered as part of 

the value creation activities (Clarkson, 1995). Another categorisation often 

used in sustainable supply chain literature is the classification into vertical 

(e.g. customers and suppliers) and horizontal (competitors, universities, 

community) stakeholders depending on their position in the value chain 

(Barratt, 2004; Dania et al., 2016; Kumar et al., 2017). These categorisations 

can support organisations in mapping their stakeholders. But, the diverse 

number of organisational stakeholders with varying interest and needs can 

make the task to decide which stakeholder relationships to focus on complex 

and challenging (Doh and Quigley, 2014).  

To operationalise the stakeholder concept for organisations, a number of 

scholars have proposed stakeholder analysis models, often focusing on stake-

holder attributes such as salience, interest and influence (Bryson, 2004; 

Mitchell et al., 1997). These models may help organisations to address prob-

lematic issues and broaden value creation to stakeholders beyond sharehold-

ers (Freeman, 2010; Mainardes et al., 2011; Ranängen, 2015). However, 

most of these models treat the organisation-stakeholder relationship as trans-

actional and focus on balancing conflicting stakeholder needs (Kujala and 

Korhonen, 2017). In addition, a study by Myllykangas et al. (2010) showed 

that stakeholder salience varies and evolves in value creation processes over 

time, highlighting that stakeholder attributes are not sufficient when analys-

ing value creation processes but that complementary information is neces-

sary. The scholars propose to focus less on the importance of stakeholders for 

value creation, but more on how value is created when identifying and map-

ping stakeholders (Myllykangas et al., 2010). This stresses the need to shift 

focus towards organisation-stakeholder relationships and interactions based 

on joint interest, in particular in organisational sustainability and value crea-

tion literature (Kujala and Korhonen, 2017). Freeman et al. (2017) therefore 

argue that putting the ideas of stakeholder theory into practice should be 
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referred to as stakeholder engagement rather than stakeholder management 

(Freeman et al., 2017). 

Freeman et al. (2017) propose a stakeholder engagement framework 

including the categories examining stakeholder relations, learning with and 

from stakeholders, communicating and interacting with stakeholders, and 

integrative stakeholder engagement. Under the category of communicating 

and interacting with stakeholders, Freeman et al. (2017) emphasise the shift 

from managing and communicating to stakeholders, to communicating and 

interacting with stakeholders. In this vein, a number of scholars (e.g. Bellucci 

and Manetti, 2018; Greenwood, 2007; Torelli et al., 2020) use the term 

stakeholder engagement to describe “practices that the organisation 

undertakes to invole stakeholders in a positive manner in organisational 

activities” (Greenwood, 2007, p. 318). 

Plaza-Úbeda et al. (2010, p. 419) propose the term stakeholder integration 

to describe an organisation’s “ability to establish positive collaborative rela-

tionships with a wide variety of stakeholders”. The scholars refer to three 

dimensions of stakeholder integration: (1) gain knowledge about stakehold-

ers, for example stakeholder attributes and their demands to identify stake-

holders important for the organisation; (2) understand the organisational 

approach towards stakeholder interaction on different levels, including partic-

ipation, communication, cooperation and consultation with stakeholders; and 

(3) reflect about the adaptational behaviour within the organisation and re-

sponsiveness to meet stakeholders expectations (Plaza-Úbeda et al., 2010). 

The operationalisation of these dimensions is dependent of the organisational 

culture and contextual factors as well as organisational practices applied, for 

example stakeholder dialogue or sustainability reporting (Plaza-Úbeda et al., 

2010). Following from this, stakeholder integration as proposed by Plaza-

Úbeda et al. (2010) implies the development of a set of organisational prac-

tices that facilitate the implementation of stakeholder demands and interac-

tion into organisational management, and potentially the business model. 

This short introduction highlights that all three terms - stakeholder man-

agement, stakeholder engagement and stakeholder integration - are used in a 

variety of contexts, both as umbrella terms and to describe specific ways of 

examining, categorising and interacting with stakeholders (e.g. Bellucci and 

Manetti, 2018; Sachs et al., 2017; Torelli et al., 2020). Since this thesis aims 

to explore specifically how organisations interact with stakeholders for sus-

tainability, this thesis uses the term stakeholder interaction to refer to an 

organisation-stakeholder relationship aimed at jointly solving issues and co-

creating value, to avoid potential terminological confusion (Freeman et al., 

2017; Kujala and Sachs, 2019). 

2.2 The role of stakeholders in sustainability literature  

The concepts of stakeholders and organisational sustainability are inextrica-

bly interlinked. Stakeholder theory has been both recognised as an overarch-

ing concept and as a component of sustainability literature (Chang et al., 

2017; Doh and Quigley, 2014; Hörisch et al., 2014). However, the role of 
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stakeholders, and with that the perceived outcome of stakeholder interaction, 

has changed throughout the last decades in organisational sustainability liter-

ature. The following sections present in detail how the role of stakeholders 

within organisational sustainability literature has evolved as well as current 

approaches, summarised in Table 1. 

Even before the publication of Freeman’s work on stakeholder manage-

ment, the consideration of individuals and groups that may be affected or 

affect an organisation’s practices played an important role and shaped the 

understanding of organisational sustainability. Already in the 1930s organisa-

tions engaged in philanthropic activities to support the local communities 

they were embedded in (Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2020). These efforts were 

based on the moral obligations of organisations, in particular companies, to 

respond to the social failures of the economy and the increasing focus on 

human and labour rights in society (Bansal and Song, 2017; Rodriguez-

Gomez et al., 2020). This thought was further theorised as corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) in the 1950s (Chang et al., 2017; Lee, 2008; Rodriguez-

Gomez et al., 2020). Scholars acknowledge Bowen (1953, p. 6) to be one of 

the first who discussed that businessmen as “servants of society”, are obliged 

to take responsibility for the harm their company operations have done to 

society. The idea of social responsibilities of corporations was countered by 

scholars who followed the economic ideology of the free market, arguing that 

companies only have the responsibility to create profit for their shareholders, 

as long as they stay within the rules of the market (Friedman, 1970). Follow-

ing from this, stakeholder interaction was understood as a consequence of 

market failures compensating for the negative externalities caused by organi-

sational operations. This perspective started to change only in the 1980s and 

1990s, with an increasing focus on interlinking CSR, corporate performance 

and strategic stakeholder management (Freeman, 1984; Lee, 2008).  

Based on a literature review, Samant and Sangle (2016) present the shift 

in organisational literature from stakeholder approaches focused on philan-

thropy and compliance, perceiving stakeholders as value inhibitors, to strate-

gic stakeholder management approaches enabling organisations to satisfy 

stakeholder needs and with that to reduce risks, improve their reputation and 

add value. With the emergence of the concept of corporate sustainability (CS) 

at the beginning of the 2000s (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002; Van Marrewijk 

and Werre, 2003), stakeholders were increasingly acknowledged as contribu-

tors to sustainable value creation, leading to a second shift focussing on value 

creation with, instead just for stakeholders (Freudenreich et al., 2019; Samant 

and Sangle, 2016). 

CS understands organisations as part of a larger system in which they 

cannot exist in isolation, but only function through interaction with other 

organisations (Clevenger et al., 2019; Van Marrewijk and Werre, 2003; 

Williams et al., 2017). In line with that, an increasing number of scholars 

(Rhodes et al., 2014; le Roux and Pretorius, 2016; Sloan, 2009) argue for a 

shift from solely managing stakeholders focussing on aligning stakeholder 

needs to reduce risks, to interaction-based approaches in which organisations 

work together with their stakeholders towards a common goal to achieve 
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mutual benefits and jointly create value. Stakeholder management and inter-

action from this perspective has been recognised as a driver to establish a 

sustainability business case and facilitate sustainable value creation for stake-

holders (Al-yami and Price, 2008; Lane and Devin, 2018; Ranängen, 2017). 

In comparison to early CSR approaches, this approach can be understood as a 

morally neutral practice that has to be implemented into organisational strat-

egies (Greenwood, 2007; Noland and Phillips, 2010; Plaza-Úbeda et al., 

2010).  

Table 1 Changing role of stakeholders in sustainability literature (based on Chang et al., 
2017; Lee, 2008; Samant and Sangle, 2016; Sloan, 2009) 

Timeframe Focus Role of stakeholders 

1950-60 Social obligation and ethical 

motivation to engage with 

stakeholders 

- Stakeholder engagement 

based on philanthropy 

- Recognised as precondition for 

organisational sustainability 

1970s Corporate responsibilities - 

maximise shareholder profits 

- CSR as a cost, with stakehold-

ers recognised as value inhibi-

tors 

1984-2004  Strategic stakeholder man-

agement  

- Stakeholders management to 

reduce risks  

- Added value creation through 

stakeholder management 

- Strategic management helps to 

advance sustainability efforts  

2004-2020 Systems thinking and organi-

sational sustainability 

- Stakeholders as a source of 

opportunity  

- Stakeholder interaction and 

cocreation of value 

When applying stakeholder theory in sustainability management and strate-

gies, Hörisch et al. (2014) emphasise the need to educate stakeholders, set 

sustainability standards and establish stakeholder interactions based on sus-

tainability thinking and mutual sustainability interest to overcome potential 

challenges. Whereas managing stakeholders is often based on stakeholder 

salience analysis models, as discussed in the previous section, a number of 

scholars critique this approach when it comes to solving sustainability issues, 

for example stakeholders affected by an organisation’s activities might not be 

considered (Clevenger et al., 2019; Clifton and Amran, 2011; Roloff, 2008). 

A study by Ranängen (2017) also indicated that organisations do not neces-

sarily interact with their primary stakeholders which could potentially impact 

sustainability efforts. In addition, the choice of which stakeholder is im-

portant to interact with to solve sustainability issues is dynamic and might 

change depending on the approach and the issue to be solved (Hall and 

Wagner, 2012; Myllykangas et al., 2010). A growing number of scholars 

therefore acknowledge the need to go beyond the traditional logic of stake-

holder impact towards broader views of stakeholder value creation including 
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fringe stakeholders and the natural environment as stakeholder (Bansal, 2005; 

Myllykangas et al., 2010; Vidal et al., 2015). 

With the increasing focus on value creation and jointly solving sustaina-

bility issues, some scholars have proposed new stakeholder definitions to 

better understand and operationalise their roles. Lock and Seele (2017) pro-

pose to place sustainability in the centre of stakeholder conceptions and ana-

lyse stakeholders’ potential impact from their potential contribution to ad-

vance sustainability efforts. In a similar vein, several scholars (Gray and 

Purdy, 2018; Roloff, 2008) underline the need for an overarching issue-based 

approach that focusses not only on the organisation itself, but also on a spe-

cific problem and the activities to deal with it when choosing with whom to 

interact. Schaltegger et al. (2019) emphasise involving all stakeholders who 

affect or are affected by the problem being solved to create a stakeholder 

business case for sustainability. Such a business case requires identifying 

stakeholder expectations towards a sustainability problem, which serves as a 

base from which to develop products and services through stakeholder inter-

action (Schaltegger et al., 2019). 

Focussing more on the role of stakeholders, Ahen and Zettinig (2015) 

propose the alternative term stake-players to highlight their active nature and 

their potential influence on organisational strategies; and Garriga (2014, p. 

491) proposes an updated definition of stakeholders “as groups or individuals 

who contribute, whether substantially or not, to the value creation process of 

the firm”.  

2.3 Digression: Stakeholder and organisational 
sustainability conceptions 

A number of scholars analysed similarities and differences between the con-

cepts CSR and CS (Bansal and Song, 2017; Chang et al., 2017; Montiel, 

2008). For example, Bansal and Song (2017) point out that CSR is based on 

normative arguments for desirable business action, focused on avoiding harm 

to stakeholders and society, while CS is grounded in systems arguments ad-

dressing the potential harm organisational activities could do to the natural 

environment. A number of scholars (Elkington, 1999; Montiel, 2008; 

Schaltegger et al., 2012) argue that both approaches converged in the early 

2000s with the increasing discussion about holistic sustainability approaches 

and potential synergies between environmental, social and economic perfor-

mance. This thesis follows the understanding of Montiel (2008) that the two 

concepts evolved from different backgrounds in terms of focus and approach, 

but share similar understanding of the sustainability dimensions and the im-

portance of taking stakeholders into consideration when making decisions 

(Krisnawati et al., 2013; Montiel, 2008).  

However, as the terms indicate, both CSR and CS are corporate-centric, 

while other organisational types are not explicitly included. While some 

scholars advocate removing the “corporate” from CSR to include other types 

and sizes of organisations (Freeman and Moutchnik, 2013), these approaches 

still might not be suitable for other types of organisations (Roman, 2017). A 
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number of scholars (Leon, 2013; Lozano, 2018a; Rodríguez-Olalla and 

Avilés-Palacios, 2017) highlight the need for more overarching organisation-

al sustainability approaches that encompass all types of organisations (com-

panies, PSOs, and CSOs), a holistic sustainability perspective (the social, 

environmental and economic dimension), and stakeholder considerations. As 

there is not yet consensus on an overarching definition of what a sustainable 

organisation means (Lankoski, 2016; Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010; 

Rodríguez-Olalla and Avilés-Palacios, 2017), this thesis uses the term organ-

isational sustainability to highlight the focus on how organisations can ad-

dress sustainability (Lozano, 2018a). It should be noted that the sustainability 

efforts of organisations may differ according to the socio-economic context 

and the organisational nature and purpose, but they follow a similar logic in 

terms of the business case for sustainability and the consideration of stake-

holders in their operations (Garde-Sanchez et al., 2018; Lozano, 2018a; 

Schaltegger et al., 2019). 

2.4 Stakeholder interaction in sustainability literature 

A large body of literature has analysed stakeholder interaction from different 

perspective, for example how organisations interact with stakeholders in 

order to understand, satisfy and balance their needs and expectations 

(Manetti, 2011; Torelli et al., 2020). Scholars have also investigated how 

organisations deal with potential stakeholder pressures to engage in 

sustainability challenges (Gomez-Conde et al., 2019; Rodrigue et al., 2013; 

Sharma and Henriques, 2005). For example, stakeholders have been recog-

nised as a driver for adaption and implementation of sustainability practices 

(Lozano and von Haartman, 2017; Meixell and Luoma, 2015).  

Many scholars have also explored the challenges, performance implica-

tions and benefits of stakeholder interaction for sustainability (Cao and 

Zhang, 2011; Grekova et al., 2016; Vachon and Klassen, 2008). Stakeholder 

interaction may allow organisations to share resources and knowledge that 

facilitates innovation, strengthening competitive advantage and improving 

sustainability performance (Chen et al., 2017; Fadeeva, 2005; Gray and 

Purdy, 2018). In particular, internal collaboration practices can improve the 

process of integrating and adopting environmental management systems 

(Chen et al., 2017), while interaction with suppliers and customers might 

improve environmental and social performance (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 

2012; Vachon and Klassen, 2008). In addition, interaction with these stake-

holders has been recognised as a strategic element to achieve sustainability 

targets and facilitates better coordination within the supply chain (Ayala-

Orozco et al., 2018; Cao and Zhang, 2011). Stakeholder interaction with 

horizontal stakeholders can enable reduced processing times since innovation 

processes can work in parallel (Dania et al., 2016). Interaction activities with 

governmental stakeholders and competitors may help organisations to in-

crease their collaborative advantage (Kaku, 1997; Lozano, 2008b). In addi-

tion, interaction practices with competitors can facilitate and improve innova-

tion, leading to more sustainable business models (Chen et al., 2017).  
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The interaction with multiple stakeholders, including fringe and indirect 

stakeholders, has been highlighted as essential to solve sustainability issues 

and develop organisational sustainability practices by several scholars 

(Ayala-Orozco et al., 2018; Foley et al., 2017; Murphy and Arenas, 2010). 

Such approach enables a broader understanding of organisational sustainabil-

ity, where stakeholder interaction is not only a mean to ensure organisational 

survival but also to proactively create sustainable value and sustain the social 

system an organisation is embedded in (Bansal and Song, 2017; Sulkowski et 

al., 2018). However, most research focusses on interaction with suppliers and 

customers along the environmental dimension of sustainability or on stake-

holder networks focussing on specific sustainability issues (Ayala-Orozco et 

al., 2018; Chen et al., 2017; Grekova et al., 2016). 

2.4.1 Stakeholder interaction and sustainability practices 

A lot of emphasis has been put into exploring different degrees and stages of 

how stakeholders interact with their stakeholders. Scholars (Morsing and 

Schultz, 2006; Schneider and Buser, 2018) have outlined different degrees of 

interaction that can be differentiated into three categories: (1) low interaction 

degree based on communication to stakeholders and consultation to receive 

stakeholder feedback, (2) medium interaction degree including communica-

tion with stakeholders and consultation (3) high interaction degree including 

cooperation and collaboration with stakeholders. Another categorisation is to 

differentiate between interaction activities based on technical exchange fo-

cused on a specific project, cooperation based on mutual long term objec-

tives, and interaction based on a network approach in which organisations 

interact with multiple stakeholders in joint initiatives (Vildåsen and 

Havenvid, 2018). The highest interaction degree involving multiple stake-

holders has the greatest potential to co-create sustainable value and improve 

sustainability performance (Vildåsen and Havenvid, 2018). Sulkowski et al. 

(2018) argue that organisations should go even further and establish stake-

holder interaction with the aim to change stakeholder behaviour and market 

realities, also called stakeholder shaking. To achieve such shake up-

interaction in this way, organisations need to take a proactive role in estab-

lishing stakeholder interaction to solve sustainability issues instead of just 

reacting to stakeholder pressures (Sulkowski et al., 2018). Thus, business as 

usual with additional stakeholder interaction activities may not be sufficient; 

instead, specific objectives and strategies have to be developed in order to 

create sustainable value (Sulkowski et al., 2018).  

Austin and Seitandi (2012) propose a collaboration continuum to differen-

tiate among the different relationships of organisations with their stakehol-

ders. On the lowest end of the continuum is the philanthropic stage with one-

sided interaction and resources flowing from the organisation to the stake-

holders. Moving up, there follows the transactional stage where organisations 

have established bi-directional resource flows, potentially enabling joint 

value creation; but activities are focused on specific events. Next, on the 

integrative stage, the organisation-stakeholder relationship is based on a 

shared mission leading to collaborative interaction and synergistic value 
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creation. The transformative stage encompasses value creation with and for 

stakeholders and can lead to a merging of business models (Austin and 

Seitanidi, 2012).  

Most resarch analysing actual interaction practices has focused on 

stakeholder interaction as part of specific organisational activities, such as 

sustainabiltiy reporting, supply chain management or accounting (Bellucci et 

al., 2019; Grekova et al., 2016; Herremans et al., 2016). Research on stake-

holder interaction as organisational sustainability practice focusses mainly on 

stakeholder interaction for materiality assessments (Bellantuono et al., 2016; 

Torelli et al., 2020) and the quality of stakeholder interaction (Manetti, 2011; 

Moratis and Brandt, 2017). 

Some studies analysed stakeholder interaction efforts to develop and con-

duct sustainability reports, finding that organisations focus mainly on com-

munication and establishment of feedback channels (Bellucci et al., 2019; 

Stocker et al., 2020). Organisations also increasingly establish higher degrees 

of stakeholder interaction; but, organisations do not seem to involve stake-

holders in value cocreation and decision-making processes (Bellucci et al., 

2019; Stocker et al., 2020). A study by Kujala and Korhonen (2017) analys-

ing value creating organisational-stakeholder relationships shows that most 

organisations have established transactional stakeholder relationships with 

bidirectional interaction activities to exchange knowledge and resources. 

Only a few organisations in the study had established collaborations with 

stakeholders based on shared values and integrating sustainability into the 

organisational strategy, and no organisation had developed deeper commit-

ments with their stakeholders from which new business models evolved 

(Kujala and Korhonen, 2017). Kujala and Korhonen (2017) therefore empha-

sise that organisations have to transform their stakeholder interaction ap-

proaches from being a part of CSR activities to be a part of the general busi-

ness model in order to achieve sustainable value creation. In a similar vein, 

Le Roux and Pretorius (2016) advocate differentiating between proactive 

sustainability approaches where organisations establish environmental and 

social sustainability projects and interact with stakeholders, and sustainability 

embedded approaches in which organisations have established organisation-

wide sustainability practices including stakeholder interaction rather than ad 

hoc efforts. This shows that organisational practices and the business model 

are closely interlinked. 

2.4.2 Stakeholder interaction and sustainable business models 

Business model research is a key approach in understanding organisational 

sustainability, supporting organisations to embed sustainability into the or-

ganisational system, and it is directly linked to stakeholder interaction 

(Chang et al., 2017). While research on sustainable business models is re-

ceiving growing attention, the research field is still relatively new in compar-

ison with business model literature overall (Silvia and Truzzi, 2020). This is 

also shown by the variety of different yet synonym labels used for business 

models that incorporate sustainability principles, such as a sustainability-

oriented business model (Breuer et al., 2018), sustainable business model 
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(Evans et al., 2017; Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017; Silvia and Truzzi, 

2020) or business model for sustainability (Roome and Louche, 2016; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016; Schneider and Clauß, 2020). This thesis uses the 

term sustainable business model (SBM) as it is frequently used and easy to 

grasp. The evolution of the research field and the consideration of stakehold-

er interaction are described in the following sections. 

2.4.2.1 Origins and development of SBM research 

The concept of a business model (BM) has received increasing attention since 

the beginning of the 1990s and has become a major research stream in man-

agement and organisational literature (DaSilva and Trkman, 2014; Maucuer 

and Renaud, 2019; Wirtz et al., 2016). BM research aims to offer an abstract 

understanding of how organisations do business (Richardson, 2008; Teece, 

2010). 

A large body of literature has conceptualised, assessed and proposed mul-

tiple definitions of BMs from different perspectives (Chesbrough, 2007; Zott 

and Amit, 2010). However, there is still a lack of a unified definition (Cuc, 

2019; Maucuer and Renaud, 2019). A recurring concept in most BM defini-

tions is the concept of “value” at the core, in particular three elements 

(DaSilva and Trkman, 2014; Richardson, 2008; Teece, 2010):  

(1) Value proposition – reflecting the overall objective of a BM, encom-

passing the product and service offerings of an organisation. Organisations 

can have different value propositions that they offer to their customers. 

(2) Value creation and delivery, describing the key activities, resources 

and technologies of an organisation, matching the value proposition. The 

value creation and delivery approach can also be seen as the basis of the 

competitive advantage, in particular the position in the value network and its 

relation to suppliers and partners. 

(3) Value capture, describing how an organisation generates revenue and 

profits. 

Therefore, in this thesis, a BM is understood as describing how an organi-

sation proposes, creates and captures value in aggregated form (Richardson, 

2008; Wirtz et al., 2016). Zott and Amit (2010) understand a BM as a system 

of interdependent activities of an individual organisation in connection with 

other actors and stakeholders. From a more operational perspective, a BM 

consists of a set of choices, regarding policies, assets and their governance, 

and potential consequences derived from these choices, for example adopting 

certain organisational practices (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010).  

Traditional business model conceptions focus on short-term economic 

value creation for shareholders and have therefore been critiqued in the sus-

tainability literature. Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) were among the first schol-

ars to conceptualise a BM that includes sustainability principles. Based on the 

concept of BM, sustainable business models (SBMs) represent the logic of 

how organisations contribute to sustainable development; but, with some key 

differentiating elements.  

The integration of a holistic sustainability perspective into the value defi-

nition requires that environmental depletion and social inequalities are the 
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basis for developing value propositions (Breuer et al., 2018; Morioka et al., 

2016; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Along this vein, sustainable value creation 

encompasses not only economic value but focusses on “maintaining or re-

generating natural, social, and economic capital beyond its organisational 

boundaries, implemented in different SBM archetypes (Bocken et al., 2014; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016, p. 6). Organisations also have to transform their 

business to be able to capture sustainable value. For example, Morioka et al. 

(2016) highlight the importance of communication to and with stakeholders 

through sustainability reports as an element of sustainable value capture.  

Melissen and Moratis (2016) describe different generations of SBMs, 

where the first generation focused on controlling and avoiding pollution and 

increasing energy efficiency in value creation processes. The second genera-

tion encompassed a holistic sustainability approach, including the social 

dimension of sustainability and more focus on how to contribute positively 

instead of only minimising negative impacts. However, Melissen and Moratis 

(2016) find that these business model generations still focus on capturing 

mainly economic value, while sustainability initiatives are only superficially 

included or considered as trade-offs to economic performance, in other 

words, they are just an add-on to the business model. SBMs currently dis-

cussed in the literature (Schaltegger et al., 2016; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008) 

are considered third-generation SBMs where environmental and social value 

are considered equally with economic value creation (Melissen and Moratis, 

2016); but, these do not necessarily influence the role of organisations within 

the socio-economic system they are embedded in nor change the socio-

economic system itself. The scholars propose a fourth-generation SBM that 

fully embeds stakeholder interaction and collaborates with different types of 

organisations, including PSOs and CSOs (Melissen and Moratis, 2016). This 

would allow organisations to develop and redefine sustainable value proposi-

tions and cocreate a sustainable socio-economic system (Melissen and 

Moratis, 2016). 

2.4.2.2 The role of stakeholder interaction for SBMs 

An SBM extends the focus from value creation for shareholders and custom-

ers to a broad range of stakeholders, including the environment (Bocken et 

al., 2015; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Upward and Jones, 2016).  

Previous literature mainly discusses the need to include a broad range of 

stakeholders in SBMs and value creation processes to create or prevent the 

destruction of social or environmental value (Breuer et al., 2018; Stubbs and 

Cocklin, 2008). However, most studies do not provide information about the 

role of stakeholders but rather mention stakeholder interaction as a general 

concept to consider (Breuer et al., 2018; Lozano, 2018b; Schaltegger et al., 

2016). For example, Bocken et al. (2014) propose nine SBM archetypes from 

which one is “adopting a steward ship role”, considering a proactive interac-

tion with stakeholders in terms of value proposition, value creation and deliv-

ery and value capture to maximise positive social and environmental impacts 

through ensuring stakeholders well-being. A number of scholars have also 

proposed tools and frameworks that consider multiple stakeholder perspec-
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tives in value propositions (Bocken et al., 2013; Short et al., 2013). For ex-

ample, stakeholder dialogue has been recognised as an opportunity to update 

value propositions (Bocken et al., 2015; Kujala and Sachs, 2019). The focus 

on value creation, however, remains on customers and suppliers while other 

stakeholder are often positioned outside such processes in SBM conceptions 

(Goni et al., 2020; Hermes et al., 2019; Lozano, 2018b).  

An exception is Freudenreich et al. (2019), who discuss value creation 

within SBMs specifically from a stakeholder theory perspective, proposing to 

include an explicit facilitation of stakeholder relationships and value creation 

for and with stakeholders. In a similar vein, Kujala et al. (2019) highlight the 

importance of trust and joint interest as the basis of the interaction activities, 

as well as the organisation’s ability to collaborate. The quality of the stake-

holder interaction is also influenced by the history of the relationship and an 

understanding of a stakeholder’s capabilities to be part of value creation 

processes (Garriga, 2014; Myllykangas et al., 2010). However, the form and 

extent to which stakeholder interaction can contribute to proposing, creating 

and capturing sustainable value remains unspecified and a superficially ex-

plored research area (Freudenreich et al., 2019; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; 

Shakeel et al., 2020). More research is therefore needed on how organisations 

interact with stakeholders to develop and implement SBMs (Fiore et al., 

2020; Freudenreich et al., 2019; Matos and Silvestre, 2013). 

2.4.3 Implementing stakeholder interaction for sustainability 

For an organisation to generate sustainable value, stakeholder interaction has 

to be implemented into the organisational strategies and become an integral 

part of the business model (Kujala and Korhonen, 2017; Turan and Needy, 

2013). Therefore, when attempting to implement stakeholder interaction, an 

organisation should start with assessing an organisation’s present business 

model and organisational strategy (Sachs et al., 2017). Sachs et al. (2017) 

highlight that stakeholder integration should not be considered as a new add-

on procedure but as an intervention that fosters a break-up of existing rou-

tines and a redesign of the business model. This might also help to improve 

the degree of stakeholder interaction of an organisation (Sachs et al., 2017). 

However, a case study by Kujala and Korhonen (2017) showed that while 

sustainability activities are mostly related to organisation’s strategy and 

business core, stakeholder interaction and value creation practices are often 

separated from the business model. If sustainability efforts of organisations 

are based on stakeholder value creation outside the strategy and BM, this 

could be perceived as window dressing and have negative impacts on the 

organisation (Kujala and Korhonen, 2017). Therefore, Kujala and Korhonen 

(2017) emphasise the need to integrate stakeholder relationships and interac-

tion into the SBM, not just into sustainability-related activities. Based on a 

literature review, Tapaninaho and Kujala (2019b) divide current approaches 

in four categories: (1) focal firm orientation with economic value perspective, 

(2) stakeholder orientation with economic perspective, (3) focal firm orienta-

tion with multiple value perspective, and (4) stakeholder orientation with 

multiple value perspective. The first three categories either do not consider 
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social and environmental values (categories 1 and 2) or, while considering 

sustainability as core, separate value creation and stakeholder efforts (catego-

ry 3) (Tapaninaho and Kujala, 2019b). Category 4 is based on the relation 

between stakeholders, value creation and sustainability, emphasising the 

importance of stakeholder interaction with multiple stakeholders to jointly 

solve sustainability issues. 

A number of scholars (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010; DaSilva and 

Trkman, 2014; Maucuer and Renaud, 2019; Wirtz et al., 2016) criticise the 

lack of a clear differentiation between the business model concept and relat-

ed, but distinct terms, such as strategy, tactics and vision. A short differentia-

tion of the concepts therefore follows. A strategy refers to the process of 

reaching organisational goals, including medium- to long-term objectives and 

organisational vision, competitive position within a market, and dynamic 

capabilities to respond to business opportunities (Rauter et al., 2017; 

Richardson, 2008; Wirtz et al., 2016). Organisational strategies can therefore 

also be understood as a pattern of decisions that are translated into tactics 

guiding organisational practices (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010; 

Richardson, 2008). Business models can be understood as a reflection of 

organisational strategies and vision strengthening the organisational sustaina-

bility practices (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010; Dahan et al., 2010; 

Wirtz et al., 2016). But the organisational visions and values might also in-

fluence the design of a business model, in other words, the business model 

and organisational strategy potentially complement each other (Breuer and 

Lüdeke-Freund, 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Spieth et al., 2016). It has to 

be pointed out that every organisation has a business model (Chesbrough, 

2007), considering that every organisation makes choices how to do business, 

but not every organisation necessarily has a strategy (Casadesus-Masanell 

and Ricart, 2010). 

Sustainability strategies have to be embedded into the organisational 

system, involving continous stakeholder interaction to contribute to social, 

environmental and economic sustainability solutions (Ashrafi et al., 2019). In 

particular stakeholder interaction such as cooperation and collaboration can 

go beyond organisational sustainability practices and become the foundation 

of an organisation-stakeholder relationship in which organisations integrate 

intra- or inter-organisational activities. This implies a change of the current 

business model towards sustainability (Dahan et al., 2010; Kujala and 

Korhonen, 2017; Min et al., 2005). In other words, stakeholder thinking and 

interaction needs to become a part of strategic management processes and the 

BM to secure its implementation (Sachs et al., 2017). When stakeholder 

interaction and sustainability practices are integrated into the BM, new ideas 

and sustainable product and service innovations may emerge (Kujala and 

Korhonen, 2017) 

2.5 Overview of the analytical framework 

In the previous sections the theoretical background of this thesis was present-

ed, current research on the topic discussed and gaps highlighted. Figure 2 
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summarises these previous sections, highlighting the major points relevant to 

answer each research question and achieve the purpose. In regards to the 

RQ1, section 2.4.1 literature discusses different degrees of stakeholder inter-

action, but is mostly focused on a certain interaction degree while there is 

lacking an overarching dimension. Similarly, most research focuses on sup-

pliers and customers mainly related to the environmental dimension, while 

there is a limited number of studies that consider a broad range of stakehold-

ers and a holistic sustainability perspective. To explore how organisations 

interact with stakeholders for sustainability from an overarching perspective, 

different degrees of interaction, multiple stakeholders as well as the econom-

ic, environmental and social dimension of sustainability need to be taken into 

account. 

In regards to RQ2, section 2.4.2 showed that to develop sustainability 

business models, stakeholder interaction has to be integrated into value prop-

osition, value creation and value capture; but, there is only superficial and 

fragmented research how this can be put in practice. In regards to RQ3, the 

implementation of stakeholder interaction is dependent on the interaction 

focus, the interaction approach, the orientation as well as the organisational 

value, mission and vision related to stakeholder interaction, as discussed in 

section 2.4.3. 

 
Figure 2 Overall analytical framework 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Research process 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the role of stakeholder interaction 

for developing organisational sustainability practices and sustainable busi-

ness models (SBMs). The thesis builds on three studies that are reported in 

the three papers appended to this thesis. The overall aim and the research 

questions of the thesis successively evolved with input from empirical find-

ings during the research process. 

Based on a literature review, the aim of study A (paper I) was to investi-

gate how organisations interact with stakeholders on the highest interaction 

degree to develop organisational sustainability practices and create sustaina-

ble value. The research revealed that organisations collaborate with their 

stakeholders to different extents but do not necessarily consider stakeholders’ 

impact on sustainability efforts when choosing collaboration partners. Nor 

does the focus on collaboration for sustainability necessarily lead to a change 

in how organisations do business and implement stakeholder interaction. This 

motivated the studies B and study C. Study B (paper II) was directed towards 

how organisations interact with stakeholders to develop a sustainable busi-

ness model, while study C (paper III) explored how organisations imple-

mented stakeholder interaction for sustainability and analysed potential dif-

ferences linked to the overarching interaction efforts.  

This thesis synthesises and links the results of the three appended papers 

to answer the research questions. An overview of the contribution of the 

appended papers to the research questions is shown in Figure 3. The inde-

pendent papers take an individual approach towards the studied phenomenon 

which makes it difficult to provide an overarching methodological descrip-

tion for this thesis as a whole. However, the research strategies applied in all 

three papers are based on the same underlying philosophical assumptions 

described in the following sections. 
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Figure 3 Overview of contributions of the appended papers to the research questions  

3.2 Research philosophy 

As discussed in the previous section, the terms organisational sustainabil-

ity and SBMs have not yet been commonly defined (Lozano, 2018a; Silvia 

and Truzzi, 2020). Nevertheless, research on the topic of sustainable devel-

opment and organisational sustainability has been extensively growing in the 

last decades, both in natural and social science (Fahy and Rau, 2013; Kates, 

2017). This has led to methodological debates on how to measure, assess and 

analyse sustainability issues and topics related to it (Fricker, 1998; Jerneck et 

al., 2011; Schaltegger et al., 2013).  

Assumptions about the nature of reality, and in this thesis of organisation-

al sustainability, influence how and what is considered acceptable 

knowledge, and with that how and what type of research is conducted 

(Bryman, 2012; Rosenberg, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). Early research on 

sustainability issues was mainly focused on environmental challenges from a 

positivist perspective using mostly techno-centric approaches and quantita-

tive data sets (Gladwin et al., 1995; Leman Stefanovic, 1991; Stead and 

Stead, 1994). With increasing calls for a holistic sustainability perspective, 

the social dimension of sustainability has received growing attention of 

scholars, who have adopted mainly interpretivist approaches with a focus on 

perceptions and motivations of individuals, using qualitative methods (Fahy 

and Rau, 2013; Vildåsen et al., 2017). However, choosing either a positivist 

or interpretivist stance might limit how to view and understand sustainable 

development, in particular organisational sustainability (Saunders et al., 

2009; Taneja et al., 2011). For example, focussing only on observable phe-

nomena within sustainable development and organisational sustainability 

such as economic and environmental issues might lead to the exclusion of 

interlinking issues and interdependencies between the sustainability dimen-

sions; therefore, integrative approaches and the use of multiple methods are 

required (Jerneck et al., 2011; Leman Stefanovic, 1991; Vildåsen et al., 

2017). In line with that, a number of scholars have argued for a change of 
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paradigm within sustainability research (Gladwin et al., 1995; Leman 

Stefanovic, 1991; Stead and Stead, 1994) and discussed new multidimen-

sional and pluralistic organisational sustainability perspectives (Borland and 

Lindgreen, 2013; Muñoz et al., 2013; Vildåsen et al., 2017; Wijesooriya et 

al., 2015). This has also included a shift regarding the role of organisations 

and the understanding of organisation-stakeholder relationships to contribute 

to sustainable development (Banerjee, 2007). These considerations are also 

observable in the number of epistemological approaches within organisation-

al sustainability literature (Vildåsen et al., 2017) and ontological discussions 

in, for example, SBM research (Boons and Laasch, 2019; Maucuer and 

Renaud, 2019; Upward and Jones, 2016).  

This thesis takes a critical realist stance that motivates the choice of meth-

ods applied in the three appended papers. The critical realist approach is a 

common philosophical perspective within business and management re-

search. Critical realism assumes that the understanding and knowledge of a 

studied phenomenon results from social conditioning providing only impar-

tial views of reality, but empirically accessible knowledge can be gained 

from it (McEvoy and Richards, 2006; Saunders et al., 2009; Shannon-Baker, 

2016). With that, critical realists acknowledge the value and logic of positiv-

ist and interpretivist methodologies but argue that specific quantitative or 

qualitative methods are not linked exclusively to specific philosophical as-

sumptions (McEvoy and Richards, 2006). Adopting a critical realist perspec-

tive allows considering the interdependencies between the sustainability 

dimensions as well as understanding organisations as embedded in a con-

stantly changing network of stakeholders, thus avoiding potential reduction-

ism (McEvoy and Richards, 2006; Saunders et al., 2009). 

3.3 Research approach 

Research is often categorised into deductive and inductive approaches. While 

induction is often connected to the positivist paradigm and quantitative re-

search, inductive research approaches can be related to interpretivist and 

qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2009). As described in section 3.1, this 

research successively evolved through inputs from empirical and theoretical 

findings throughout the process. The research has its points of departure in 

exploring the concept of collaboration for sustainability. The empirical find-

ings of study A related to deductive reasoning, together with the empirical 

and theoretical insights from studies B and C that are mainly based on induc-

tive reasoning, lead to a modification of the theoretical framework entailing 

theory building and new knowledge creation. The overall research approach 

can therefore be understood as a combination of inductive and deductive 

reasoning, also known as abductive research (Dubois and Gadde, 2002; 

Spens and Kovács, 2006; Yu, 1994). Abductive reasoning allows for differ-

ent types of value creation, for example to explore the application of new 

frameworks to existing knowledge and to explain observations with the help 

of established theory (Spens and Kovács, 2006). 
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To answer the research questions, multiple methods were employed. Ab-

ductive research, in line with the critical realist stance, allows the use of both 

qualitative and quantitative research, as long as they fit to the nature of the 

research problem (Bryman, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009; Shannon-Baker, 

2016). Quantitative research is suitable for collecting numerical data acquir-

ing reliable descriptions of, for example, stakeholder interaction for sustaina-

bility (Bryman, 2012; McEvoy and Richards, 2006). Qualitative research is 

useful to create an in-depth, rich understanding when exploring how organi-

sations interact with their stakeholders for sustainability (Saunders et al., 

2009). The use of qualitative and quantitative research can therefore provide 

a deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon, which might not have 

been found when employing only one type of research strategy (McEvoy and 

Richards, 2006; Shannon-Baker, 2016). However, the qualitative approach 

dominates this research because the purpose was to explore stakeholder inter-

action within the relatively new research area of SBM and connect this with 

organisational sustainability practices. The choice of research strategy for 

each study was based on the research approach and the nature of the research 

gap identified, as shown in the following section.  

3.4 Research strategies applied 

The research strategy applied depends on the nature of the research, the for-

mulation of the questions, the focus on contemporary events and the re-

searcher’s extent of control over the studied phenomenon (Yin, 2003). The 

purpose of this thesis and the formulation of the research questions (RQs) 

using “how” words indicates its explorative nature. This also shows in the 

narrowing focus of the RQs from the broader focus of the first RQ and sec-

ond RQ, becoming narrower in the third RQ (Saunders et al., 2009). But RQ1 

and RQ2 also contain descriptive elements describing which stakeholders 

organisations interact with for sustainability. Similarly, RQ3 describes differ-

ences in stakeholder interaction comparing it as an organisational sustainabil-

ity practice and as part of the business model. RQ3 also attempts to explain 

the mechanisms of how these differences evolve. As the research aims to 

analyse contemporary events while the studied phenomenon does not require 

controll by the researcher, different research strategies such as survey and 

archival analysis are potentially suitable research strategies to answer the 

research questions (Yin, 2003). 

Given that this thesis covers and combines different research areas, the 

strategy applied for each study was chosen based on the specific context of 

the three studies conducted and on the current body of knowledge of stake-

holder interaction within the research field. As presented in section 2.4, the 

maturity of organisational sustainability practice literature and sustainable 

business model research as well as the body of knowledge regarding stake-

holder interaction within these fields is at different stages of development. 

Table 2 provides an overview of the research strategies applied for all three 

studies. The reasoning for the choice of research strategy applied as well as 
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the data collection and data analysis method for each study are explained in 

detail in the following sections. 

Table 2 Research strategy applied for each study 

 Research  

strategy 

Data      

collection 

Data              includ-

ed 

Data        

analysis 

Study A 

(Paper I) 

Survey Online 

question-

naire 

271 respondents 

from individual 

organisations 

Quantitative 

analysis 

Study B 

(Paper II) 

Systematic 

literature 

review 

Database 

search 

48 empirical and 

conceptual studies 

Qualitative 

analysis 

Study C 

(Paper III) 

Archival 

analysis 

Documents 25 sustainability 

reports of seaports 

Qualitative 

analysis 

3.4.1 Study A 

Stakeholder interaction as an organisational sustainability practice is a mod-

erately mature research field that has been examined from a variety of per-

spectives, but research is dominated by exploratory dyadic case studies dis-

cussing “what” questions, while there is a lack and a demand for empirical 

overarching descriptive-exploratory studies (Chen et al., 2017; Foley et al., 

2017; Van Tulder et al., 2016). The aim of study A was therefore to describe 

how organisations interact with their stakeholders for sustainability from an 

overarching perspective and to identify patterns in with whom organisations 

interact considering stakeholders’ potential impact on the sustainability ef-

forts.  

A quantitative survey was chosen as a research strategy allowing for test-

ing and finding patterns, but also to help to conceptualise and explore how 

stakeholder interaction for sustainability contributes to developing organisa-

tional sustainability practices (Forza, 2002; Saunders et al., 2009). Surveys 

are a common strategy applied in organisational sustainability research to 

explore and analyse how organisations approach and implement sustainabil-

ity (Hahn and Scheermesser, 2006; Windolph et al., 2014). Survey research 

implies deductive data collection of stakeholder interaction and the testing of 

developed concepts rather than developing theory. However, abductive rea-

soning was used in the discussion section to explain the observations and 

apply new frameworks to existing theory (Spens and Kovács, 2006).  

An online questionnaire was developed based on theoretical concepts. The 

questionnaire covered different aspects of organisational sustainability, in-

cluding stakeholder interaction for sustainability within the value chain, in 

particular collaboration. The questions included in study A covered general 

information on organisational characteristics and the organisation’s sustaina-

bility efforts, including the role of sustainability for the organisational prac-

tices, as well as information on the respondents’ role in the organisation and 

experience with sustainability issues. A specific section focused on questions 

about how organisations collaborate with stakeholders and how these stake-

holders affect or are affected by the organisation’s sustainability efforts.  
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The survey was sent to a database of 5216 organisations, obtained from 

the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Disclosure Database (Global Reporting 

Initiative (GRI), 2018) and personal contacts. Sustainability reports uploaded 

to the GRI database were searched for contact information to reach appropri-

ate personnel responsible for sustainability issues within an organisation. 

This approach allowed to include organisations in the survey that are actively 

working with sustainability issues and are likely to have experience regarding 

stakeholder interaction for sustainability. The survey was sent to organisa-

tions of different types (companies, PSOs and CSOs), sizes (small, medium 

and large) and locations within and outside Europe to gain an overarching 

understanding of stakeholder interaction for sustainability.  

The data was collected from May to November 2018 and 271 full re-

sponses were received. The response rate of 5.89% is consistent with other 

survey studies that use similar data collection approaches (Abernethy et al., 

2017; Cao and Zhang, 2011). Potential reasons for the low response rate 

might be the length of the survey, which covered a number of different as-

pects of organisational sustainability, or hesitation to reveal strategic or sensi-

tive organisational issues. 

The data received was analysed using descriptive and non-parametric 

analysis schemes because the data mainly consisted of ordinal numbers. The 

statistical analysis was conducted using the software IBM SPSS Statistics 24 

for Windows (IBM, 2016). Friedman significance tests were used to analyse 

the perceived importance of stakeholders that organisations collaborate with, 

as well as how stakeholders affect and are affected by the organisation’s 

sustainability efforts. Spearman Rho correlation test were conducted to inves-

tigate potential relations between the number of collaboration partners and 

organisations’ and stakeholders’ sensitivity regarding sustainability efforts. In 

addition, Kruskal-Wallis tests were conducted to test whether there are dif-

ferences between organisational types and sizes. 

3.4.2 Study B 

SBM research is still an emergent field, particularly in connection with 

stakeholder interaction (Freudenreich et al., 2019; Lüdeke-Freund and 

Dembek, 2017). Most research in this field is focused on discussing specific 

“what” issues related to particular elements of an SBM, causing knowledge 

about stakeholder interaction connected to SBMs being fragmented and suf-

fering from a lack of in-depth understanding of how it unfolds. The aim of 

study B was therefore to provide an overview of the role of stakeholder inter-

action for developing SBMs and how stakeholder interaction may contributes 

to develop sustainable value propositions, creation and capture. As sustaina-

bility, business model and stakeholder interaction are widely-used concepts 

in a number of research areas (Samant and Sangle, 2016), a systematic litera-

ture review was chosen as a research strategy to explore and analyse the 

existing knowledge regarding stakeholder interaction in the context of SBMs. 

The observations from the thematic analysis helped to address gaps in stake-

holder, sustainability and business model research and apply new frameworks 
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to existing theory, implying inductive-abductive reasoning (Spens and 

Kovács, 2006). 

A systematic literature review (SLR) is a common and rigorous method to 

identify relevant articles from a large amount of publications related to the 

study objective and to recognise patterns and themes in a research field (Fink, 

2010; Seuring and Müller, 2008; Snyder, 2019). SLR has also become a 

frequent method in SBM research, mainly focussing on categorising main 

themes and elements of an SBM (Goni et al., 2020; Nosratabadi et al., 2019; 

Silvia and Truzzi, 2020). 

The SLR followed three stages: searching, screening, and synthesising and 

reporting the findings (Linnenluecke et al., 2020; Tranfield et al., 2003; Xiao 

and Watson, 2019). Keywords used in the search were derived from theoreti-

cal concepts relevant for the purpose of the study, namely stakeholder inter-

action, sustainability and business model, as well as related synonyms and 

different wordings for each term. The identified terms were connected using 

Boolean operators, building the search strings of the literature search.  

The search for articles was conducted in two databases, Scopus and Web 

of Science. These databases were chosen to cover a wide range of articles 

form different research areas, in particular for research related to SBMs 

(Comin et al., 2019; Silvia and Truzzi, 2020). After excluding non-English 

articles and those that were not were published in peer-reviewed journals, 

duplicates were removed. The title, abstract and keywords of the remaining 

814 articles were assessed and inclusion criteria regarding organisational type 

and unit of analysis applied. Articles evaluated as false positives were re-

moved and the remaining 104 articles were read in full (Linnenluecke et al., 

2020). A final decision based on the relevance for the study objective was 

made, leading to a final sample of 48 articles (reported in PII). 

To synthesise and report the findings, a descriptive and a thematic analy-

sis was conducted. The information regarding how organisations interact with 

stakeholders to develop SBMs was extracted and organised in an Excel 

spreadsheet. This allowed to develop overarching thematic categories and to 

identify relationships and patterns of stakeholder interaction for developing 

SBMs.  

3.4.3 Study C 

A lot of research focusses on specific interaction approaches for sustainabil-

ity, but research on how stakeholder interaction is implemented into SBMs 

and within organisational sustainability practices is fragmented, in particular 

when considering both perspectives. The aim of study C was therefore to 

explore possible differences in implementing stakeholder interaction as part 

of the organisational sustainability practices and SBM. Due to the complexity 

of assessing and comparing the implementation of stakeholder interaction, in 

particular in SBMs, a number of scholars (Morioka et al., 2016; Ritala et al., 

2018) have proposed using archival research as a research strategy in this 

context. Archival research is based on inductive reasoning from data, to make 

generalisations and build theory based on the observations (Saunders et al., 

2009). 
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Archival data can be used for any kind of document (Saunders et al., 

2009). In organisational sustainability research, the analysis of sustainability 

reports, in particular reports adhering to the GRI guidelines, has become a 

frequently used research strategy (Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018; Torelli et 

al., 2020; Vieira and Radonjič, 2020).  

The seaport sector was chosen as a research context, given that seaports 

are large transportation networks that affect and are affected by a broad range 

of stakeholders (Cheon, 2017; Denktas-Sakar and Karatas-Cetin, 2012). In 

addition, port authorities can be private companies, state-owned companies or 

public institutions, and can therefore serve as a proxy for different types of 

organisations (Asgari et al., 2015; Carpenter et al., 2018; Verhoeven, 2009). 

The GRI Disclosure Database was searched for port sustainability reports. 

Twenty-five ports were found that published their sustainability report in 

English, German or Spanish, languages known by the researchers. The sea-

ports included in the study were of different organisational type, size and 

located worldwide. 

Content analysis is a research method to systematically and objectively 

analyse the content of certain documents and to describe and quantify phe-

nomena (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008; Krippendroff, 1989). Even though content 

analysis may be descriptive in nature, it can also have explorative and ex-

planative elements and is therefore suitable to answer who, what and how 

much questions (Bryman, 2012). Content analysis of sustainability reports 

has become a commonly used method to analyse and compare organisational 

sustainability practices (Frost et al., 2005; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018; 

Vieira and Radonjič, 2020), in particular stakeholder interaction for sustaina-

bility (Moratis and Brandt, 2017; Stocker et al., 2020; Torelli et al., 2020) 

and design and implementation of SBMs (Morioka et al., 2017; Ritala et al., 

2018).  

The reports included in the analysis were downloaded and read in full. 

Based on a literature review, coding categories were developed guiding the 

analysis of the reports. All coded information was synthesised and grouped 

into categories (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008; Krippendroff, 1989). This allowed 

gaining insights into how stakeholder interaction is implemented as an organ-

isational sustainability practice and part of the SBM.  

3.5 Research quality 

When conducting research studies, methodological rigor throughout the data 

collection and analysis must be emphasised. A high reliability of the data 

collection and analysis approaches and a high validity of the methods applied 

ensure the quality of a study (Neuendorf, 2002; Saunders et al., 2009; Winter, 

2000). Reliability and validity are interrelated concepts and have to be con-

sidered simultaneously; for example, a study can only have a high validity if 

it is also reliable (Bryman, 2012; Neuendorf, 2002). It should be noted that 

the concepts of validity and reliability are often related to quantitative re-

search, whereas qualitative research scholars may use alternative concepts 

such as trustworthiness, assessing the credibility (parallels to internal validi-
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ty), transferability (similar to external validity), dependability (parallels to 

reliability), and confirmability (similar to objectivity) of findings (Bryman, 

2012). Yet, reliability and validity are frequently used concepts in qualitative 

research and will therefore be used to discuss the quality of this. 

The different tactics used to secure and increase the reliability and validity 

in the thesis and the appended papers are shown in Table 3. Overall, this 

thesis compares and combines the findings of the appended three papers to 

answer the research questions. In order to achieve high reliability, section 3.4 

provides a clear and transparent description of data collection and analysis for 

all three studies as well as in the method section of the appended papers.  

As discussed in the previous sections, each of the papers appended to this 

thesis uses different methods. This strengthens the internal validity of the 

research findings of the thesis because potential limitations of a method can 

be balanced out by employing another method (Saunders et al., 2009; 

Shannon-Baker, 2016). For example, surveys may be more focused on con-

temporary events, while archival analysis includes practices from a longer 

time span (Yin, 2003). Such method triangulation also allows the researcher 

to complete and confirm the results from all three studies (Bryman, 2012; 

McEvoy and Richards, 2006; Shah and Corley, 2006).  

The use of different studies to answer singular research questions can lead 

to a higher external validity. For example, PI and PIII both provide findings 

on how and with whom organisations interact as part of their sustainability 

efforts. But the survey conducted in study A provides more overarching in-

sights on the highest degree of interaction (reported in PI), while the use of 

content analysis in study C provides in-depth information on different de-

grees of interaction with stakeholders (reported in PIII). Similarly, PII ex-

plores how stakeholder interaction can contribute to developing SBMs, while 

PIII complements the findings with examples from practice showing how 

organisations have implemented stakeholder interaction within their SBMs. 

The analysis and combination of different contexts can also lead to higher 

external validity of the findings (Boyer and Pagell, 2000; Bryman, 2012; 

Neuendorf, 2002).  

Table 3 Overview tactics to ensure and increase research quality 

 Reliability Internal validity External validity 

Thesis - Provide clear and 

transparent descrip-

tion of data collection 

and analysis 

- Method triangulation - Data triangula-

tion 

- Analyse differ-

ent contexts 

Study A 

(Paper I) 

- Target respondents 

with expert knowledge 

- Use simple ques-

tions and scales 

- Provide of language 

alternatives 

- Reach valid audience  

- Questionnaire devel-

oped based on theoreti-

cal framework 

- Reduce questionnaire 

bias through peer exam-

ination 

- Data triangula-

tion 

- Non response 

bias test 

Study B 

(Paper II) 

- Describes search 

strategy 

- Follow systematic 

literature review protocol 

- Conclusions 

based on peer-
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- Use only peer-

reviewed studies 

- Search strategy based 

on literature 

- Uses two databases 

- Inclusion and exclusion 

criteria 

reviewed studies 

- Data triangula-

tion 

- Source triangu-

lation 

Study C 

(Paper III) 

- Base coding catego-

ries on literature 

review 

- Provide coding 

categories 

- Peer examination of 

findings 

- Reports included fol-

lowed the GRI guidelines  

 

- Data triangula-

tion 

-Analytical 

generalisation 

3.5.1 Study A 

The organisations targeted for this study had a proactive focus on sustainabil-

ity to ensure reliable and valid responses. This was done by collecting contact 

information from sustainability reports uploaded to the GRI Disclosure data-

base (GRI, 2020). However, there may be some participant bias affecting the 

reliability since organisations are expected to be proactive in their sustaina-

bility practices (Saunders et al., 2009). In addition, the results of the study are 

based on the perceptions of the responding individuals, and only one re-

spondent per organisation was collected, which might affect the reliability. 

To counter these potential limitations, an effort was made to reach individu-

als in the organisations who are working with sustainability issues and there-

fore have adequate information and knowledge about the organisation’s sus-

tainability practices (Boyer and Pagell, 2000). In addition, simple questions 

and scales were used in the questionnaire, and several language alternatives 

were provided to ensure reliability. 

The questionnaire was developed on the theoretical grounds of sustaina-

bility literature and stakeholder theory, ensuring high internal validity. To 

limit questionnaire bias, it went through several modification rounds with 

other researchers before the survey was sent out, both in relation to content 

and language considerations (Bryman, 2012).  

Quantitative research methods such as surveys are commonly considered 

as accurate with high external validity (Neuendorf, 2002; Shah and Corley, 

2006). The relatively large number of respondents received in study A and 

the absence of systematic non-response bias in the sample also points to a 

potential high external validity of the findings of the study (Forza, 2002; 

Linder et al., 2001; Van der Stede et al., 2005).  

3.5.2 Study B 

The literature review in study B was conducted following a systematic re-

search protocol to ensure high reliability and replicability. Paper II transpar-

ently describes and documents the search and selection of relevant literature. 

To guarantee a robust and reliable sample, only peer-reviewed articles from 

scientific journals were included in the review. 

The validity of the research was ensured by following the guidelines of 

conducting a systematic literature review proposed by scholars in the field 

(Linnenluecke et al., 2020; Tranfield et al., 2003; Xiao and Watson, 2019). 



32 

The search strategy was developed based on review guidelines and a prelimi-

nary review using an explicit algorithm to search for literature (Crossan and 

Apaydin, 2010; Tranfield et al., 2003). Two databases (Scopus and Web of 

Science) were used to search for articles ensuring that the most of the rele-

vant articles were considered (Linnenluecke et al., 2020; Xiao and Watson, 

2019). Inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to ensure that only stud-

ies valid to answer the research questions of the study were considered in 

analysis. The external validity was strengthened by considering various peer-

reviewed studies from different contexts; nevertheless, the external validity 

of the results should to be tested in future studies. 

3.5.3 Study C 

Archival analysis, particularly content analysis as applied in study C, has 

been recognised as a reliable, objective and systematic method when sam-

pling procedures and coding categories are described clearly and transparent-

ly (Bryman, 2012; Neuendorf, 2002). The coding categories in study C were 

developed based on a review of the literature and followed throughout the 

analysis. The coding categories are presented and discussed in paper III, 

leading to potentially high reliability and replicability (Bryman, 2012).  

Content analysis can be limited by the nature and quality of the document 

analysed and potential interpretation error of the information disclosed in the 

reports (Neuendorf, 2002). In particular, analysing an organisation`s business 

model from the outside can be challenging (Vidal et al., 2015). To limit these 

potential shortcomings, the validity of the findings was strengthened by con-

tinual peer examination. In addition, only reports that adhere to the GRI 

guidelines were considered ensuring a certain level of internal validity. 

The inclusion of reports from different seaports allowed corroborating the 

findings and compensating for potential divergences of the quality of the 

documents increasing the reliability and validity of the study. Due to the 

focus on ports in study C, the generalisability to other sectors might be lim-

ited, but because seaports are large industrial networks that interact with a 

broad range of stakeholders, the results allow for analytical generalisation.  
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4 Summary of appended papers 

4.1 Paper I: Analysing organisational collaboration 
practices for sustainability 

4.1.1 Background 

To create value for sustainability, interaction with multiple stakeholders is a 

key element. In particular, collaboration with multiple stakeholders has been 

recognised as having a positive effect on the individual organisation and the 

value chain, and may lead to system-wide changes (Van Hoof and Thiell, 

2014; Min et al., 2005; Vildåsen and Havenvid, 2018). Collaboration can 

help organisations overcome barriers to change, incorporate sustainability 

within the organisational system, facilitate new ways of sustainable value 

creation and potentially change their business practices (Dahan et al., 2010; 

Freudenreich et al., 2019; Grekova et al., 2016). To achieve this, scholars 

emphasise interacting with stakeholders who affect or are affected by the 

sustainability issue being solved when cocreating value (Garriga, 2014; 

Schaltegger et al., 2019; Tapaninaho and Kujala, 2019b). While the literature 

highlights the importance of collaborating with multiple stakeholders for 

sustainability, most studies focus on vertical and dyadic partnerships of spe-

cific organisational types and stakeholder networks. There is little empirical 

knowledge about the interaction practices of organisations with a broad range 

of stakeholders, considering how their sustainability efforts may affect and 

also be affected by these stakeholders. A number of scholars therefore call for 

studies analysing organisational collaboration practices from an overarching 

perspective (Ashby et al., 2012; Chen et al., 2017; Van Tulder et al., 2016).  

4.1.2 Purpose 

The objective of this paper, with respect to this thesis, is to contribute to the 

understanding of the role of stakeholder interaction for developing organisa-

tional practices and SBMs by exploring how organisations collaborate with a 

broad range of stakeholders and how stakeholders affecting and being affect-

ed by sustainability efforts are considered when choosing collaboration part-

ners.  

4.1.3 Findings 

Paper I shows that most organisations that are engaged in sustainability ef-

forts have established collaboration activities for sustainability. Organisations 

collaborate mainly with their internal stakeholders, followed by collaboration 

activities with customers, sector organisations and suppliers. However, con-

sidering different extents of collaboration activities, including partnerships 
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with stakeholders that organisations collaborate only sometimes or seldom 

with, universities are the most common collaboration partners. Partnerships 

with horizontal stakeholders such as universities are often established only at 

organisations with at least three partners; organisations with fewer interaction 

partnerships focus more on vertical stakeholders. The frequency and number 

of collaboration stakeholders is in line with the perceived importance to col-

laborate with certain stakeholders for sustainability. Internal stakeholders and 

customers were ranked highest. But organisations tend to collaborate more 

with stakeholders their sustainability efforts affect rather than with those that 

may affect organisational efforts. There were some divergences among col-

laboration practices, perceived importance of stakeholders to collaborate 

with, and perceived level of stakeholders affecting and being affected by 

sustainability efforts. For example, whereas only a few organisations collabo-

rate with their competitors, those are perceived as being fairly affected by and 

affecting their efforts. In comparison, there are stakeholders with whom or-

ganisations collaborate frequently but that are perceived as less affecting and 

affected by sustainability efforts. This indicates that organisations do not 

necessarily take the potential effects on their sustainability efforts into ac-

count when choosing their collaboration partners. In addition, while organisa-

tions are sensitive towards their stakeholders and their perception of unsus-

tainable activities, this does not lead to more active stakeholder involvement 

in sustainability. Nor does the focus on collaboration practices for sustaina-

bility extend to the point that it would be the basis for choosing new custom-

ers or suppliers. 

4.2 Paper II: The role of stakeholder interaction for 
developing and innovating SBMs 

4.2.1 Background 

Stakeholder interaction has been recognised as a key element of SBMs to 

propose, create and capture sustainable value and to drive sustainability trans-

formations of business models (Breuer et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2017; 

Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Yet, there is also only fragmented knowledge on 

the role of stakeholders for developing and innovating SBMs. Nor has the 

role of stakeholder interaction for proposing, creating and capturing value 

been comprehensively examined. This highlights the need for providing an 

overarching understanding of the topic. 

4.2.2 Purpose 

The purpose of this paper, with respect to the thesis, is to explore SBM and 

value creation literature to provide an overarching understanding of the role 

of stakeholders for developing SBM as well as the potential contribution to 

proposing, creating, and capturing sustainable value. 
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4.2.3 Findings 

PII highlights the importance of integrating stakeholder interaction into the 

SBM instead of adding it on ad hoc, identifying stakeholder interaction as a 

necessity and a driver to develop and innovate an SBM. A number of factors 

that spur the development of an SBM have been identified. Organisations 

have to identify stakeholders, understand their stakeholder approach and 

establish high quality relationships. In addition, a focus has to be on aligning 

organisational and stakeholder values guiding the operations and developing 

interaction capabilities. This has to be coherent with organisations and stake-

holders’ strategic choices, missions and visions, but stakeholder and value 

creation are not always connected. The potential influence on stakeholders 

when developing a SBM as well as stakeholders´ influence also needs to be 

considered. To contribute to proposing, creating and capturing sustainable 

value, different degrees of stakeholder interaction need to be applied. While 

developing SBMs has been recognised as predetermining the choices of po-

tential stakeholder interaction partners, implementing stakeholder interaction 

into the SBM also opens up opportunities for novel partnership and enables 

virtuous cycles of value generation.  

4.3 Paper III: Stakeholder interaction for sustainability in 
seaports 

4.3.1 Background 

Literature shows that organisational sustainability practices and the business 

model have to be connected and aligned (Kujala and Korhonen, 2017; Sachs 

et al., 2017; Turan and Needy, 2013). Despite the variety of research on 

stakeholder interaction approaches, there is limited research into how organi-

sations interact for sustainability and how this connects to how organisations 

implement such approach. In addition, the form and the extent to which 

stakeholder interaction can be implemented in sustainable business models 

remains unspecified and needs further clarification (Breuer et al., 2018; 

Freudenreich et al., 2019; Matos and Silvestre, 2013). This paper aims to 

respond to this research gap in sustainability and stakeholder literature by 

investigating organisational stakeholder interaction practices for sustainabil-

ity and the relation to how it is embedded in an organisation. This study fo-

cusses on the port sector, as they are large transportation networks that affect 

and are affected by a range of stakeholders from the public, private and civil 

sectors (Cheon, 2017; Denktas-Sakar and Karatas-Cetin, 2012; Peris-Mora et 

al., 2005). Managed by a private company, state-owned company or public 

institution, ports are interesting units of analysis when it comes to stakeholder 

interaction, serving as a proxy for different types of organisations that inter-

act with a broad range of stakeholders (Asgari et al., 2015; Langenus and 

Dooms, 2018; Verhoeven, 2009).  
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4.3.2 Purpose 

The purpose of this paper, with respect to the thesis, is to contribute to the 

understanding of the implementation of stakeholder interaction practices and 

potential differences among overarching interaction efforts related to organi-

sational sustainability practices and SBM. The focus was on examining how 

organisations relate stakeholder interaction to their organisational strategies, 

vision, mission and value, and their business model, and the linkages to with 

whom, how and on what sustainability dimensions they interact with their 

stakeholders. 

4.3.3 Findings 

PIII shows that most seaports recognise stakeholder interaction as a crucial 

element to create value and guide organisational sustainability. All ports have 

established interaction approaches on different degrees, such as consulting, 

dialogue, participating in projects, knowledge exchange and resource sharing, 

cooperating, and collaborating. Of these the most common were consultation 

and dialogue. The ports interacted with a broad range of stakeholders on a 

variety of issues, but the environmental dimension was the focus. Ports inter-

act mostly with multiple stakeholders on a specific issue, often involving port 

organisations, governmental organisations and universities. Stakeholder rela-

tionships was found to be embedded by the majority of ports into the vision 

and mission statements, as well as in organisational values guiding the opera-

tions, but there were different stakeholder approaches ranging from a focus 

on satisfying stakeholder expectations, to focus on improving sustainability 

efforts with stakeholders, stakeholder interaction as an overarching sustaina-

bility approach and stakeholder interaction recognised as crucial for the com-

petitive advantage. While a number of ports refer to their SBM, only a few 

have established stakeholder interaction as a part of their business model. 

Those ports connected stakeholder relationships and interaction to value 

creation and value capture and had a strategic focus on stakeholder interac-

tion. PIII proposes four categories of implementing stakeholder interaction, 

showing the differences of implementing stakeholder interaction when it 

comes to developing organisational sustainability practices and a SBM. In 

particular, PIII found connections between the stakeholder approach and its 

implementation in the organisation and the overall interaction efforts, mean-

ing the degree of stakeholder interaction activities, number and variety of 

stakeholder groups involved, and sustainability dimensions covered.  

4.4 Overview of the results 

The main findings of the appended papers are summarised and synthesised in 

Table 4. 

Table 4 Main findings of appended papers with regard to the research questions 

Paper Main findings 

PI - Most organisations with a focus on sustainability also collaborate with 

stakeholders for sustainability 
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- Organisations collaborate with a broad range of stakeholders 

- The extent of collaboration activities differs 

- Organisations collaborate mostly with customers, but the most com-

mon collaboration partners are universities 

- Collaboration partnerships with horizontal stakeholders are often 

established after collaboration activities with vertical stakeholders 

- Organisations tend to collaborate more with stakeholders affected by 

their sustainability efforts than with stakeholders that may affect their 

efforts 

- There is a mismatch between frequency of collaboration, perceived 

importance of stakeholder to collaborate with, and potential stakeholder 

impact on sustainability efforts 

- Organisations are sensitive towards their stakeholders and their per-

ception of unsustainable activities, but higher sensitivity is not associat-

ed with to higher or more frequent interaction with stakeholders 

- Organisations do not tend to consider stakeholder interaction potential 

when choosing new major suppliers, nor vice versa 

- The formation of collaborative partnerships appears to be dependent 

reactive and adaptive 

PII - Stakeholder relationships and interaction have to be integrated within 

all the elements of an SBM and not just as an add-on 

- High-quality relationships are important for value generation  

- A low to medium degree of interaction is important to develop sustain-

able value propositions for and with stakeholders 

- Implementation of new value propositions require higher degrees of 

stakeholder interaction as well as education and training 

- Low, medium and high interaction degrees are important for value 

creation, but collaboration is perceived as most valuable 

- New and unusual partnerships are important to disrupt habitualised 

practices and create sustainable value 

- Interaction with stakeholders for creating sustainable value can be 

established for different outcomes, e.g. transactional or strategic  

- The better the stakeholder interaction fits to the mission, values and 

strategies of an organisation, the more likely the relationship will create 

value 

- To ensure value capture, stakeholders need to be integrated already 

in value creation processes 

- Organisations can support organisation in developing capabilities that 

allow better value capture 

- High interaction degrees allow for better value capture 

- Implementing stakeholder interaction into the SBM can lead to novel 

partnerships 

PIII - Ports have established different interaction approaches with varying 

degrees of interaction, with low- to medium degrees being the most 

common 

- The interaction activities are related to all sustainability dimensions 

- Interaction activities with employees focused mainly on social issues, 

whereas interaction activities with external stakeholders were estab-

lished on a variety of issues, but mostly related to the environmental 

dimension 

- Most interaction efforts were found to involve multiple stakeholders, in 



38 

particular port organisations, governmental organisations and universi-

ties 

- Ports that interact with few stakeholder groups interacted mostly with 

employees, port organisations and governmental institutions, while 

interaction activities with universities and other ports were more fre-

quent when ports had relations with six or more stakeholders 

- The higher the interaction degree, the more diverse the stakeholder 

groups that ports interact with 

- Organisations have different stakeholder approaches ranging from a 

focus on stakeholder management satisfying stakeholder expectations 

to a strategic focus to improve their competitive advantage 

- Most organisations have embedded their stakeholder approach into 

their vision, mission and values 

- Having established an SBM does necessarily mean that an organisa-

tion implements stakeholder relationships and interaction into it 

- Only a few organisations have implemented stakeholder relationships 

and interaction into their business model 

- Stakeholder interaction as part of the BM is described as part of the 

input and output processes, as an outcome, performance measurement 

tool, and as part of the organisational strategy 
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5 Discussion 

5.1 Answering RQ1 

The first research question focused on exploring how organisations interact 

with stakeholders to develop organisational sustainability practices. To an-

swer RQ1, it is needed to understand the form and extent of interaction to 

capture overarching organisational interaction efforts. This includes the de-

gree of interaction as well as how much, with which stakeholders and on 

what sustainability issues organisations interact with stakeholders. In accord-

ance with the concepts introduced in this thesis (section 2.4), interaction with 

stakeholders can range from one-sided communication with philanthropic 

approaches to collaboration with transformational impact on the organisa-

tional structure (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012; Morsing and Schultz, 2006; 

Schneider and Buser, 2018; Sulkowski et al., 2018). This thesis considers 

only interaction activities where some form of bi-directional resource flow 

takes place, in other words, interaction that goes beyond sponsorship and 

donations. PIII covered this by an in-depth analysis revealing interaction 

patterns from an overarching and holistic perspective. Because higher de-

grees of stakeholder interaction can potentially lead to cocreation of sustaina-

ble value and mutual benefits for the parties involved (Sulkowski et al., 2018; 

Vildåsen and Havenvid, 2018), PI drew a more in-depth picture of organisa-

tional collaboration practices for sustainability, showing that organisations 

collaborate with stakeholders and consider their impact on sustainability 

efforts to different extents when choosing collaboration partners. The find-

ings of the degree and the extent of interaction practices provided the point of 

departure for answering RQ1, detailed in the following section.  

5.1.1 Form of stakeholder interaction practices for 

sustainability 

PIII shows that organisations interact on different degrees, with the most 

common being stakeholder dialogue, followed by knowledge exchange, con-

sultation and participation in projects (concurring with Bellucci et al., 2019; 

Stocker et al., 2020). Interaction practices such as stakeholder dialogue and 

consultation have been recognised as useful approaches to establish relation-

ships with stakeholders and identify their needs, subsequently developing 

sustainability efforts (Bocken et al., 2015; Kujala and Sachs, 2019). Howev-

er, PIII also indicates that, while organisations focus on the establishment and 

maintenance of open and ongoing communication channels on a general 

level, they do not seem to use them to solve specific sustainability challenges. 

Similarly, consultation was one of the main approaches used by the organisa-

tion, mainly aimed at receiving feedback about general satisfaction with 
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sustainability efforts, but not necessarily linked to developing new value 

proposition or value creation activities. In addition, PIII revealed that, while 

organisations highlighted the importance of getting feedback from their 

stakeholders on sustainability efforts, only a small number proactively used 

the sustainability report as a tool to proactively invite stakeholders to do that, 

leading to the sustainability report becoming a one-sided communication 

channel instead of a communication starter. This indicates that low to medi-

um degrees of stakeholder interaction are mainly established as a transaction-

al resource flow which, while considering sustainability issues, does not 

necessarily connect value generation and stakeholder efforts (Tapaninaho and 

Kujala, 2019b).  

Most organisations participate in sustainability activities established by 

their stakeholders, such as forums and national and international initiatives, 

mostly aimed to build a network for better sustainability practices and closer 

value chain interaction. In addition, the organisations in study C emphasised 

exchanging knowledge and sharing best practices to educate stakeholders 

about sustainability issues and how to implement sustainability into their 

organisational practices. This indicates that organisations recognise the im-

portance of building stakeholder networks with shared visions of sustainabil-

ity and fostering strong stakeholder relationships to facilitate interaction 

practices for sustainability and joint value creation (Hörisch et al., 2014; 

Kujala and Korhonen, 2017; Vildåsen and Havenvid, 2018). This may enable 

closer value creation activities for sustainability with stakeholders. Organisa-

tions also collaborate with a broad range of stakeholders for sustainability 

(reported in PI and PIII). This may allow organisations to cocreate sustaina-

ble value and develop organisational sustainability practices. But organisa-

tions need to ensure that there is a clear link between sustainability, stake-

holder interaction practices and value creation even for lower degrees of 

interaction to develop organisational sustainability practices that go beyond 

window dressing an organisation and contribute to sustainable development 

(Kujala and Korhonen, 2017). 

5.1.2 Extent of stakeholder interaction for sustainability 

On a general note, PIII showed that particular interaction degrees were not 

connected to specific sustainability issues, yet all seem to cover social, envi-

ronmental and economic dimensions - even though most activities were relat-

ed to the environmental dimension. However, it is noteworthy that interaction 

activities with internal stakeholders and local communities were more fo-

cused on the social dimension, while activities with customers and suppliers 

were mainly related to economic issues.  

Shedding more light on with whom organisations interact, PIII reveals 

that organisations that have fewer stakeholder interaction partners, focus 

more on interaction with sector organisations and employees, whereas stake-

holder interaction partners such as universities and governmental institutions 

existed when partnerships with these were already established. These find-

ings are corroborated by PI showing that organisations mostly establish col-

laboration activities with horizontal stakeholders when they have already 
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established collaboration practices with vertical stakeholders. The same de-

velopment can be observed when it comes to different interaction degrees, 

where the number of different stakeholder groups increased with higher in-

teraction degrees. In addition, organisations interact most often with multiple 

stakeholders in collaboration initiatives. This may indicate progress from 

establishing stakeholder interaction practices and building bigger networks, 

increasing the circle of stakeholders involved as well as the education of 

stakeholders enabling higher degrees of interaction (Vildåsen and Havenvid, 

2018).  

Special attention needs to be paid to on the particular role of some stake-

holders. When considering all interaction efforts, organisations most often 

interact with their employees, sector organisations, governmental institutions, 

and universities (PIII). PI’s findings support this, showing that organisations 

collaborate mostly with their internal stakeholders such as employees. Re-

garding external stakeholders, universities are the most common interaction 

partner for organisations when considering the full extent of all collaboration 

activities, that means not only the most frequent but also the interaction activ-

ities that only happen sometimes or seldom (PI). This might be surprising 

considering the importance that traditional stakeholder analysis models put 

on customers and suppliers (Mitchell et al., 1997). The finding may indicate 

that organisations consider not as much the stake, but the role for sustainable 

value creation processes when choosing collaboration partners (Kujala and 

Korhonen, 2017; Myllykangas et al., 2010). However, PIII shows that while 

there was little to no interaction found with customers and suppliers at lower 

interaction degrees, this increased regarding cooperation and collaboration. 

This was also validated by PI showing that customers and suppliers are often 

perceived as the most important stakeholders to collaborate with. Considering 

that these collaboration activities are mainly related to economic issues, this 

may reveal an issue relating to current stakeholder interaction practices for 

sustainability. In contrast, collaboration with universities and other horizontal 

stakeholders covers a wide span of sustainability issues (PIII) and is less 

frequent and perceived as less important (PI). In addition, the number of 

interaction activities with local communities and NGOs was found to be low 

in PIII due to the exclusion of interactions based on donations and sponsor-

ship. These findings were supported by PI where collaboration with NGOs 

was perceived by organisations as less important. If the argument holds that 

collaboration activities have the highest impact on sustainable value cocrea-

tion (Vildåsen and Havenvid, 2018), but most organisations collaborate with 

customers and suppliers on economic issues, then organisations’ ability to 

develop organisational sustainability practices might be limited. The organi-

sational contribution to sustainable development might be limited as well. 

Various studies discuss the importance of considering sustainability issues 

at the core of involving stakeholders (Gray and Purdy, 2018; Lock and Seele, 

2017; Schaltegger et al., 2019), advocating for interaction with stakeholders 

that either are affected by an organisation’s sustainability efforts, or affect 

them. PI provides details on this issue, revealing discrepancies between 

which partners organisations perceive as important to collaborate with, how 
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organisations perceive these stakeholders as being affected by and affecting 

their sustainability efforts, and with whom they actually collaborate. For 

example, PI shows that customers are perceived together with internal stake-

holders as most important to collaborate with, but PI and PIII both show that 

customers are not the most frequent collaboration partner (just the most 

common). Sector organisations and universities that most organisations col-

laborate with (when considering also sometimes or seldom collaboration) (PI 

and PIII) are, on the other hand, not perceived as highly important to collabo-

rate with (PI). When comparing the findings from PI and PIII regarding com-

petitors, some surprising results were revealed. While the findings of PIII 

indicate that organisations do interact with competitors at medium to high 

degrees, PI shows different results with only a small number regularly inter-

acting with competitors. However, the organisations also indicate that they 

perceive competitors as more important to collaborate with for sustainability, 

showing a mismatch between actual interaction activities and perceived im-

portance. As study C focuses on an industry with a tight value chain, organi-

sations may collaborate more when their competitors and perceived im-

portance and interaction behaviour match.  

5.2 Answering RQ2 

The second research question aimed to explore how organisations interact 

with stakeholders to develop sustainable business models. Note that each 

organisation has a unique combination of stakeholders and there are different 

approaches within an SBM and different types of value that can be created 

with stakeholders. In accordance with the literature presented in section 2.4.2, 

developing an SBM requires more than sustainable value creation. It starts 

even earlier with value propositions that aim to solve sustainability issues for 

and with stakeholders. Further, sustainable value creation does not lead any-

where if the organisation and the stakeholders involved are not capable of 

capturing the value. PII uncovers factors important to take into account when 

developing an SBM considering stakeholder interaction. In addition, PII 

reveals that different degrees of stakeholder interaction are required to devel-

op SBMs. PI and PIII support the findings of PII with examples from prac-

tice. These findings will be discussed in the following section. 

5.2.1 Factors for developing SBMs 

The approaches towards stakeholder interaction and the understanding of the 

role of stakeholders for developing a SBM differ. However, most scholars 

highlight that success of developing SBMs is dependent on a holistic integra-

tion of stakeholder interaction into the SBM, including different degrees of 

interaction (in line with Kujala and Korhonen, 2017). These findings are 

supported by PIII, which found that organisations have implemented stake-

holder relationships and interaction in the input and output processes of their 

business model, as well as creating mutually beneficial partnerships as an 

outcome.  
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A number of factors related to stakeholders have been found that need to 

be considered when developing a SBM. These are the changes necessary 

within an organisation, for example building of structural and cultural capa-

bilities to be able to interact with stakeholders, as well as an assessment of 

the understanding of the current stakeholder approach. This goes along with 

an alignment of sustainable values among an organisation and its stakehold-

ers and the focus on building high-quality relationships (Kujala et al., 2019). 

Further factors that have to be considered are the potential influences of 

stakeholders on the process of developing an SBM, for example through their 

willingness to engage with an organisation, as well as the organisation´s 

influence on stakeholders through building of networks and educating stake-

holders. 

Newly founded organisations that develop a SBM may integrate these 

steps from early on, making stakeholder interaction a fundamental choice of 

their SBM. Organisations that need to innovate their conventional BM to-

wards integrating sustainability principles may approach this step by step 

with increasing number of interaction partners that share similar values and 

understanding how stakeholders may affect or are affected by it. These find-

ings are supported by PI and PIII showing that organisation often focus first 

on interaction with one or two stakeholder groups before interacting with a 

broad range of stakeholders.  

5.2.2 Developing sustainable value propositions 

Developing sustainable value propositions not only entails considering sus-

tainability issues, but also holistically including organisational stakeholders. 

This means that organisations need to start with systematically and continu-

ously assessing all stakeholders that may affect or be affected by value crea-

tion activities, including fringe and distant stakeholders (Bocken et al., 2015; 

Murphy and Arenas, 2010). PII differentiates between developing value 

propositions for and with stakeholders, where the first focusses on consider-

ing stakeholder needs to develop fitted value propositions for individual 

stakeholder groups, potentially broaden the stakeholder network. This ena-

bles organisations to build strong relationships with the specific stakeholder 

groups as well as align organisational and stakeholder values recognised as a 

precondition to jointly create value (Hörisch et al., 2014; Vidal et al., 2015). 

The latter describes different interaction activities that result in developing a 

sustainable value proposition. PII reveals that organisations interact in this 

phase mainly on a low to medium degrees such as stakeholder dialogue and 

consultation, because the main aim is to harmonise potentially conflicting 

interests between stakeholder groups and establish a common understanding 

through value ideation (Bocken et al., 2015; Kujala and Sachs, 2019).Only 

when putting the new value propositions in practice higher interaction de-

grees are needed to avoid potential conflicts. 

5.2.3 Creating sustainable value 

Interaction with internal and external stakeholders not only contributes to 

developing sustainable value propositions but also affects the process of 
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value creation for the organisation and its stakeholders (Freudenreich et al., 

2019). PII discusses how organisations need to interact with a broad range of 

stakeholders at different degrees to create value, particularly focussing on 

collaborative partnerships. PII also finds that the quality of the stakeholder 

relationship and the ability to create value are interlinked and can potentially 

lead to virtuous cycles of stronger stakeholder relationships and value crea-

tion for sustainability. These results are in line with Kujala et al.’s (2019) 

understanding of value creation as the ability of an organisation to establish 

relationships with its stakeholders. Interaction activities with different stake-

holders to create sustainable value are not only transactional, but can also be 

strategic, for example to develop innovations or enable the further develop-

ment of co-creation SBMs. In particular, interaction activities with distant 

stakeholders outside the industry may allow organisations to develop an SBM 

that disrupts habitualised business practices and alters market realities 

(Carrigan et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2017; Sulkowski et al., 2018). 

5.2.4 Capturing sustainable value 

PII highlights that organisations need to assess what value stakeholders can 

capture from their value creation practices. The earlier stakeholders are in-

cluded in value creation processes as well as the higher the interaction de-

gree, the greater is the possibility that stakeholder are able to capture the 

value created. However, PII also discusses the need for stakeholders to de-

velop certain capabilities that allow them to better capture value and benefit 

from interaction activities.  

Taking these findings into consideration, stakeholder interaction can be 

understood as a necessary requirement for developing SBMs as well as a 

driver for sustainable value proposal, creation and capture. 

5.3 Answering RQ3 

The third research question focused on how organisations implemented 

stakeholder interaction as part of their organisational sustainability practices 

and business model, as well as potential differences. PIII reveals patterns of 

these relations and proposes four different categories of how stakeholder 

interaction is established in organisations, which build the base for answering 

RQ3. The findings from PIII are supported with insights from PI and PII.  

5.3.1 Stakeholder interaction as part of specific sustainability 

activities 

Organisations in the first category have implemented stakeholder interaction 

as part of specific sustainability activities. More in detail, PIII reveals that 

while most organisations involved in sustainability efforts have implemented 

some kind of stakeholder interaction for sustainability, the majority still base 

their approach on satisfying stakeholder expectations to avoid risk rather than 

solving the problems together (Rhodes et al., 2014; le Roux and Pretorius, 

2016; Sloan, 2009). Organisations that have this kind of stakeholder approach 

interact mainly on low to medium degrees, focussing on asymmetrical re-
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sponse strategies such as consultation and dialogue, and cooperating on iso-

lated projects on specific sustainability topics and with specific stakeholders 

(Bellucci and Manetti, 2018; Stocker et al., 2020). The stakeholders involved 

in these interaction practices tend to be the classic primary stakeholders ac-

cording to stakeholder theory (e.g. customers, suppliers, internal stakehold-

ers), while there is less interaction with the stakeholders often perceived as 

secondary (e.g. universities, NGOs, local community) (Clarkson, 1995; 

Freeman et al., 2007). Nevertheless, PIII shows that organisations recognise 

the importance of developing and strengthening stakeholder relationships and 

interacting with them for sustainability. Yet interaction efforts are not the 

major focus of the stakeholder approach but rather an additional mechanism 

to support sustainability efforts through, for example, establishing better 

relationships with stakeholders. High-quality relationships were recognised in 

PII as essential for enabling sustainable value creation with stakeholders. 

Nevertheless, this is only the first step to ensure long-term sustainable value 

creation. In addition, as stakeholders are only involved in specific sustainabil-

ity activities, sustainability issues may not be tackled at their root causes, nor 

is sustainable value creation and capture secured (Roome and Louche, 2016; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016; Zollo et al., 2013). 

5.3.2 Stakeholder interaction as part of sustainability practices 

Organisations in the second category have implemented stakeholder interac-

tion as part of their sustainability practices and stakeholder interaction is 

understood as an opportunity to improve sustainability performance within 

the value chain (Greenwood, 2007; Moratis and Brandt, 2017). A variety of 

interaction approaches of low to medium degree are applied such as consulta-

tion, dialogue, participation and knowledge exchange. In comparison to or-

ganisations in the first category, the focus is more on symmetric and continu-

ous two-way interaction (Morsing and Schultz, 2006; Schneider and Buser, 

2018). In addition, organisations in this category interact more closely with 

their stakeholders to strengthen their sustainability efforts. A difference can 

also be observed regarding with whom these organisations interact, as they 

interact with a broad range of vertical and horizontal stakeholders concurrent-

ly. This indicates that these organisations may base their choice of interaction 

partners more on stakeholders´ potential influence to jointly solve sustaina-

bility issues (Rhodes et al., 2014; le Roux and Pretorius, 2016; Sloan, 2009).  

5.3.3 Stakeholder interaction as organisational sustainability 

practice 

The organisations in the third category, according to PIII, have established 

stakeholder interaction as an organisational practice guiding sustainability 

efforts. This means that the organisations proactively sought interaction ac-

tivities with multiple stakeholders and used a variety of interactive approach-

es to solve sustainability challenges and create value (Stocker et al., 2020; 

Sulkowski et al., 2018). In addition, these organisations also had developed 

values related to stakeholder interaction and established it as part of their key 

strategies. PIII reveals a link between the vision, mission statements and 
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organisational values guiding the operations and the overall interaction ap-

proach of the organisations in study C (Breuer and Lüdeke-Freund, 2017; 

Schaltegger et al., 2012; Spieth et al., 2016). Organisations that stated in their 

visions a focus on stakeholder satisfaction tended to have lower to medium 

degrees of stakeholder interaction, whereas organisations who stated a vision 

and values such as collaboration, sharing and cooperation had also imple-

mented a greater variety of stakeholder interaction activities, such as the ones 

in the third and fourth categories. This insight is validated by PII, which 

showed that when organisations establish stakeholder interactions, they need 

to align organisational and stakeholder values. This highlights the importance 

of integrating stakeholder interaction holistically into an organisation and not 

only at the operational level (PII, PIII). 

5.3.4 Stakeholder interaction as part of the SBM 

The organisations in the fourth category have implemented stakeholder rela-

tionships and interaction as part of their business model. PIII shows that 

organisations particularly link their stakeholder relationship and interaction to 

input and output processes, leading to mutual beneficial partnerships in 

which all parties are able to capture sustainable value outcomes. PIII further 

reveals that organisations that have implemented stakeholder interaction as 

part of their business model, also understand interaction as a strategic priority 

to remain competitive, and integrate their interaction activities fully into their 

organisational sustainability practices. This confirms the findings from PII 

that stakeholder interaction plays an important role for creating and capturing 

value.  

While the findings of PIII allowed for such categorisation of different ap-

proaches of stakeholder understanding and implementation of stakeholder 

interaction, these are not meant to be understood as static categories. Instead, 

they are fluid and organisations can transition between them. As referred to 

earlier, PII found high-quality relationships to be an essential factor to devel-

oping SBMs and value creation practices. Therefore, incorporating the find-

ings of PII and PIII, the focus on building relationships with stakeholders 

(category 1) may lead to improved stakeholder practices or even the adoption 

of stakeholder interaction into the business model. However, if the overarch-

ing approach, the organisational vision and values and the interaction efforts 

are not aligned, this may hinder the integration into the SBM. 

All studies highlight the importance of stakeholder interaction for sustain-

ability and the need to implement it into organisational practices and the 

SBM. However, most organisations in Study C can be categorised into the 

first and second categories. The differences in stakeholder groups involved, 

sustainability dimensions covered and interaction approaches compared to 

the few organisations in the third and fourth categories may affect the overall 

sustainable development of these organisations and their value chains. The 

higher number of organisations focussing on stakeholder satisfaction rather 

than cocreation of value may also validate the findings of PI that collabora-

tion practices for sustainability seem to be based on reaction than proaction 

as potential interaction partnerships were not considered by organisations 
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when establishing new business relationships with major suppliers. Even 

more, PI revealed that when organisations are sensitive toward their stake-

holders’ potential unsustainable activities and also perceive their stakeholders 

as sensitive towards their own potentially unsustainable activities, this does 

not lead to more proactive stakeholder interaction for sustainability. Like-

wise, organisations do not perceive that their customers would consider po-

tential stakeholder interaction possibilities as selection criteria when starting 

a new business relationship. This may impede a disruption of habitualised 

practices and changing of the social system towards sustainable development 

(Sulkowski et al., 2018). 

These results indicate that whereas organisations interact with various 

stakeholders for sustainability, for most of them this may be currently more 

an add-on for sustainability activities than implemented into the organisa-

tional sustainability practices or as part of the SBM. It should be noted that 

PIII also asserted that organisations that integrate stakeholder interaction into 

their business model do not necessarily interact with more stakeholders or to 

a higher degree than organisations that have established interaction for sus-

tainability as an organisational practice. The opportunities of sustainable 

value generation may differ and create different kinds of value. In addition, 

the implementation of stakeholder interaction in the business model does not 

necessarily go along with the development of an overarching sustainable 

business model, highlighting the overall challenge of integrating sustainabil-

ity into the organisational practices and the business model. 



48 

6 Conclusions and contributions 

6.1 Conclusions 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the role of stakeholder interac-

tion for developing organisational sustainability practices and sustainable 

business models (SBMs). Stakeholder interaction has been recognised as one 

of the principles of organisational sustainability in previous studies. The three 

papers included in this thesis provide new empirical evidence and theoretical 

considerations leading to an in-depth understanding of how organisations 

currently interact with stakeholders for sustainability and how these efforts 

can be advanced to move towards organisational sustainability and contribute 

to the sustainable development of society. 

This research shows that organisations interact on varying degrees with a 

broad range of stakeholders on different sustainability issues, mainly envi-

ronmental ones. The interaction activities are mainly on low-to medium de-

grees, interaction activities with a high degree are often with vertical stake-

holders. While collaboration activities contribute to developing organisation-

al sustainability practices, the interaction activities on lower and medium 

degree are not always connected to specific sustainability efforts, may limit-

ing the impact of these efforts. In addition, organisations do not necessarily 

consider how their stakeholders are affected by or affect their sustainability 

efforts, which might limit the role of stakeholder interaction for developing 

organisational sustainability practices.  

The thesis found that stakeholders play an essential role for developing 

SBM. Stakeholder interaction cannot be an add-on, but needs to be integrated 

into the SBM to contribute to solving sustainability issues. Different degrees 

of interaction need to be applied for proposing, creating and capturing value. 

But, a number of factors also influence if stakeholder interaction can be put 

in practice successfully, such as the development of organisational capabili-

ties, high-quality relationships and stakeholder influence on the process of 

developing a SBM. The consideration of stakeholders when developing a 

SBM may be taken step by step and can support organisations to disrupt 

conventional routines. It also opens paths for interaction with novel stake-

holders that share the same sustainability values.  

The thesis shows that overarching interaction efforts for sustainability, in-

cluding the degree of interaction, number and type of stakeholders involved 

and sustainability dimensions covered is related to the stakeholder approach 

implemented. Organisations with visions and mission statements related to 

stakeholder interaction tended to have stakeholder interaction implemented as 

organisational sustainability practices or as part of their SBM. While no dif-

ferences were found between these implementation approaches, most organi-
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sations have a focus on satisfying stakeholder needs than jointly solving 

sustainability issues. This highlights a gap in theoretical perspectives on the 

role of stakeholder interaction for sustainability and the operationalisation in 

practice. Figure 4 presents the main conclusions from each research question. 

 

Figure 4 Main conclusions per research question 

6.2 Contributions and implications 

This thesis represents a timely response to the increasing scholarly demand to 

explore how organisations can solve sustainability challenges and contribute 

to sustainable development. As sustainability challenges are too complex to 

be solved by individual organisations, an growing number of scholars pro-

pose stakeholder interaction as one of the principles of organisational sus-

tainability and as an essential part of SBMs. Current literature often analyses 

the topic of stakeholder interaction for sustainability in silos, either focussing 

on specific interaction activities, degrees of interaction or particular elements 

of the business model connected to interaction with specific stakeholder 

groups and sustainability dimensions while an overarching understanding is 

missing. 

This thesis presents an up-to-date discussion on the topic taking both an 

organisational sustainability practice and a SBM perspective, and providing 

holistic insights into the role of stakeholder interaction for sustainability. This 

goes beyond what organisations are doing when it comes to stakeholder in-

teraction for sustainability, but also how and, to some extent, why organisa-

tions interact with their stakeholders on different levels and degrees. For 

example, this thesis provides analytical depth into how stakeholder interac-

tion is currently implemented in organisational sustainability practices that 

may affect the sustainable development of an organisation. While most or-

ganisations and research acknowledge the importance of stakeholder interac-

tion for sustainability and sustainable value creation, the actual practice often 

stops at the point of stakeholder management when it comes to identifying 
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and analysing who has a stake in the organisation, basing the interaction 

efforts on the aim to satisfy stakeholder needs. This implies that while sus-

tainability practices and stakeholder interaction are somehow interlinked, 

there is a gap to sustainable value generation, and stakeholder interaction is 

often not implemented into the overarching sustainability practices or the 

SBM.  

This thesis also carries discussions forward on choosing interaction part-

ners for sustainability, pointing out potential pitfalls if stakeholder interaction 

for sustainability is based on conventional stakeholder mapping rather than 

on stakeholders’ potential impact on sustainability efforts. 

The results of this study contribute to sustainability, stakeholder, and 

business model literature. The theoretical contribution of this thesis is the 

integrative perspective, combining knowledge from different research fields. 

In addition, this thesis provides a better understanding of the role of stake-

holder interaction for developing organisational sustainability practices and 

SBM. But, as organisations seek to increase their sustainability performance, 

these insights may be useful for both academia and practice. 

This thesis not only explores and problematizes, but also proposes solu-

tions to support decision makers in improving the organisational stakeholder 

interaction practices, with the aim of moving towards organisational sustain-

ability. For example, the results of this thesis might serve as a managerial 

approach to understand, classify and distinguish the organisational stakehold-

er interaction approach from an overarching perspective and the alignment 

with actual interaction practices. This may support practitioners in rethinking 

and evaluating how to foster their stakeholder interaction approaches for 

sustainability, and with that advance their overarching sustainability strate-

gies and processes. It may also inspire managers to reconsider current stake-

holders mapping approaches and start interaction activities with novel stake-

holders beyond salience models. Stakeholder interaction for sustainability 

should not be perceived as a task to add to existing procedures, but rather as 

an opportunity for organisations to contribute to solving sustainability issues. 

6.3 Limitations and further research 

This thesis explored stakeholder interaction in the context of organisational 

sustainability. A number of limitations have to be mentioned, which might 

also provide the basis for future research. 

First, this research was mainly based on descriptive and explorative ap-

proaches, synthesising the results from the three appended papers to answer 

the research questions. More research is therefore needed to test and confirm 

the results. In particular, the results of PII should be tested and how these 

may be used in practice. This may be combined with conducting case studies 

to examine and test the categories proposed in PIII in different industrial 

settings and organisational types. Future research could examine how organi-

sations transition between the different categories of implementing stake-

holder interaction, and how this may relate to potential path dependency 

through focus on stakeholders that share the same values.  
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Second, all studies included in this thesis are a snapshot of current sus-

tainability and interaction efforts from the perspective of the organisations 

studied. A limitation may also be that this thesis builds on the perception of 

the studied organisations only. Further research may be conducted with help 

of longitudinal studies, also including the perspective of organisational stake-

holders on the path of implementing stakeholder interaction into organisa-

tional sustainability practice and the business model.  

Third, additional studies should assess the impact of implementing stake-

holder interaction on sustainability efforts and value generation. This may 

also lead to further development of theoretical conceptions and frameworks 

to strengthen the role of stakeholder interaction for developing organisational 

sustainability practices and sustainable business models. 
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