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Three component stakeholder analysis 
 
Both public and private organizations are increasingly employing stakeholder engagement as an 
important strategy for improving external stakeholder relations. As shown by stakeholder theory,  
incorporating stakeholders’ opinions is valuable for improving decision-making processes and 
project implementation (Deelstra et al., 2003). Successful engagement with stakeholders ensures 
legitimization of issues and facilitates a closer alignment between organizations and society. 
Currently, the prevailing practice domain for stakeholder engagement is largely characterized by 
complex and dynamic environments containing a wide range of stakeholders, from hostile to 
conciliatory, from obstructive to collaborative (Crocker, 2007). This diverse range of stakeholders 
with different interests and expectations requires flexible and indeed specialized engagement tools 
(Shandas & Messer, 2008). 

Yet the practise of classifying and categorizing stakeholders, a pre-requisite for successful 
stakeholder engagement (Clarkson, 1995; Reed et al., 2009), has been insufficiently explored. The 
predominant method for stakeholder classification is based on stakeholder salience, as offered by 
Mitchell et al. (1997). Salience, however, only represents one component of the complex entity that 
is a stakeholder. Other components are stakeholders’ frames of reference and stakeholder 
networks. Measuring these other components requires additional methods of investigation. 
At present, there is no integrated stakeholder analysis method that investigates all of the three 
mentioned stakeholder components. To arrive at an integrated stakeholder analysis methodology, 
Reed et al. (2009) have suggested investigating the potential for combining existing methods to 
derive more useful results in stakeholder analysis. This paper will therefore offer a new integrated 
stakeholder analysis, covering all components; stakeholder salience, stakeholder frames of reference 
and stakeholder networks. 
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Introduction 

Stakeholder engagement is increasingly being employed by both public and private organizations as 
an important strategy for improving external stakeholder relations. Stakeholder theory shows that 
incorporating stakeholders’ opinions is valuable for improving decision-making processes and 
project implementation (Deelstra et al., 2003). In addition, successful engagement with stakeholders 
ensures legitimization of issues and facilitates a closer alignment between organizations and society. 
While, widely applied, the prevailing practice domain for stakeholder engagement is large 
infrastructural projects. These projects are characterized by complex and dynamic environments 
containing a wide range of stakeholders, from hostile to conciliatory, from obstructive to 
collaborative (Crocker, 2007). This diverse range of stakeholders with different interests and 
expectations requires flexible and indeed specialized engagement tools (Shandas & Messer, 2008). 

Recent examples of this link between stakeholder theory and stakeholder engagement are given 
by Ashworth and Skelcher  (2005), Achterkamp and Vos (2007), Reed et al. (2009), and Beach (2009). 
Yet the practise of classifying and categorizing stakeholders, a pre-requisite for successful 
stakeholder engagement (Clarkson, 1995; Reed et al., 2009), has been insufficiently explored. The 
predominant method for stakeholder classification is based on stakeholder salience, as offered by 
Mitchell et al. (1997). Salience, however, only represents one component of the complex entity that 
is a stakeholder. Other components are stakeholders’ frames of reference and stakeholder 
networks. Measuring these other components requires additional methods of investigation. 

At present, there is no integrated stakeholder analysis method that investigates all of the three 
mentioned stakeholder components. To arrive at an integrated stakeholder analysis methodology, 
Reed et al. (2009) have suggested investigating the potential for combining existing methods to 
derive more useful results in stakeholder analysis. This paper, after providing a short synthesis of the 
stakeholder concept, sets out an extensive evaluation of the distinctive components that define a 
stakeholder. An overview of the existing stakeholder analysis methods is then offered, together with 
a discussion of which methods match respective components of the stakeholder. At this point, a new 
integrated stakeholder analysis is formally presented. This framework is innovative as it is the first 
presented using a combination of different methods, each addressing one of the stakeholder 
components, together creating a holistic understanding of the stakeholder. This has the potential to 
result in a more comprehensive insight into, and reflection on, the complexity that characterizes a 
stakeholder. This model therefore takes an important step forward toward realising the goal of 
integrating stakeholder analysis with stakeholder engagement. A discussion of the implications and 
future directions of the research completes the article. 

The stakeholder paradigm 

Interest in stakeholder theory has grown considerably since Freeman (1984) articulated the 
stakeholder framework in his seminal work Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. 
Freeman drew on various literatures to develop his stakeholder approach. Using corporate planning, 
systems theory, and corporate social responsibility (CSR), he argued that existing management 
theories were not suitable to address “the quantity and kinds of change... occurring in the business 
environment” (Freeman, 1984, p. 5). Freeman defined a stakeholder as “any group or individual who 
can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization's objectives” (Freeman, 1984, p. 46). 
Freeman’s original definition was framed from an organizational perspective and was intended to 
improve strategic management of firms. In the wake of these initial forays, the notion of 
‘stakeholding’ has gained increasing presence in academic texts, media and government publications 
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(Friedman & Miles, 2002). According to Laplume et al., (2008) stakeholder theory has now reached a 
mature stage, with a significant increase in attention to the theory, especially with regard to social 
issues in management and business circles (Noland & Phillips, 2010). 

There is little disagreement among stakeholder theory academics regarding what kind of entities 
can be regarded as a stakeholder (Heath & Norman, 2004). A wide range of entities such as persons, 
groups, neighbourhoods, organizations, institutions, societies and even natural environments can all 
qualify as stakeholders (Laplume et al., 2008). In general, four main groups of stakeholders are 
identified, these being communities, NGOs, government and the private sector (Amaeshi & Crane, 
2006; de Haan, 2007). The defining difference among stakeholders is in the existence and nature of 
their stake. A potential stakeholder will need to make a ‘claim’ to having a ‘stake’ in the issue under 
consideration, i.e., the potential stakeholder will be able to affect, or will (potentially) be affected, by 
the issue (Agle et al., 1999). The fundamental question thus becomes whose claims will be accepted 
and whose claims will be denied. The substantial debate in the literature regarding the definitions of 
stakeholders is therefore partly due to the problem of defining what constitutes a legitimate stake 
(Reed et al., 2009). This points debate away from the diverse body of potential stakeholders to a 
more defined acceptance of who has most legitimate right to have a say. Freeman’s (1984, p. 46) 
original definition of a stakeholder as any group or individual that can affect or is affected by the 
achievement of the organization's objectives is very broad. This is closely associated with the 
descriptive stakeholder identification, which is the broadest identification possible and describes in 
general how stakeholders behave. Descriptive stakeholder identification gives almost every entity 
the legitimacy of being regarded as a stakeholder (van Huijstee & Glasbergen, 2008), for it 
encompasses everyone even remotely connected to the issue (Agle et al., 2008; Laplume et al., 
2008; Parent & Deephouse, 2007), thus making it impractical for stakeholder analysis. As a result, 
numerous refinements have been made in an attempt to make the definition more practical and 
relevant to stakeholder studies.  

As an extreme opposite, Ring (1994) argues, based on Friedman (1962), that as the goal, and 
obligation, of an organization is to produce profit for the shareholder, no other legitimate 
stakeholders exist (Ring, 1994). This normative approach focuses heavily on shareholders having 
legal relationships with the organization, thereby emphasizing the legitimacy of stakeholder 
involvement and empowerment in decision-making processes (Reed et al., 2009). Most stakeholder 
theorists departs from this narrow perspective by arguing that the involvement of entities is based 
on (national) capital investment (Schlossberger, 1994), externalities (Freeman, 1994), and property 
rights (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Others theorists give legitimacy to entities based on 
organizational relations (Mitchell et al., 1997) and stakeholder-network perspectives (Rowley, 1997). 
In contrast to the notion of legitimacy, Frooman (1999) and Friedman and Miles (2006) propose 
dismissing legitimacy entirely. They contend that, as soon as an actor has the actual ability to 
influence the decision-making process, they become a stakeholder, whether the actor’s claim is 
theoretically valid or not. However, this notion does not necessarily need to dismiss legitimacy, since 
it simply broadens the original concept and suggests that any actor that can influence the process 
one way or another constitutes a legitimate stakeholder. 

If it is accepted that any actor that can influence the process constitutes a legitimate 
stakeholder, stakeholder identification becomes instrumental. Instrumental stakeholder analysis is 
considered more pragmatic since it is concerned with explaining reality and describing what should 
happen (Jones, 1995). Instrumental stakeholder analysis in practice, besides including stakeholders 
with contractual or institutional claims, also includes those parties directly or indirectly affected by 
the organizations’ objectives, yet with moral and legal stakes outside the institutional framework 
(Friedman & Miles, 2004; Mitchell et al., 1997; Rowley, 1997). Instrumental stakeholder analysis thus 
aims to provide an identification and understanding of stakeholders, which leads to the possibility of 
managing the behaviour of stakeholders in such a way that objectives are achieved as efficiently as 
possible (Reed et al., 2009) i.e., on-time and within budget. 
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The stakeholder 

Having accepted who can be a stakeholder, the question of how to classify and categorise these 
stakeholders arises. Large infrastructural projects are in general located in a complex social, 
economic and environmental setting and attract large numbers of stakeholders from all four main 
stakeholder groups, each with different backgrounds, perspectives, and objectives. This leads to a 
complex set of stakeholders holding many different positions with respect to the principal problem 
owner, the problem itself, and other stakeholders. A simple polarized dichotomy of for vs. against 
does not, as a consequence, exist in these environments. This complicates the analysis and, 
subsequently, the classification and categorisation of the stakeholders (Achterkamp & Vos, 2007; 
Ashworth & Skelcher, 2005; Greenwood, 2007). According to the available literature on the topic, 
there are three main components that define a stakeholder. Identifying these components can 
greatly assist a stakeholder analysis in classifying and categorizing the wide range of stakeholders. 

 
Stakeholder salience 
The first component, which is widely recognized within literature and practice, is the differentiation 
of stakeholders based on salience. Stakeholder salience is the degree to which managers give 
priority to competing stakeholder claims (Mitchell et al., 1997). Mitchell et al. (1997) were the first 
to identify salience as a differing component determined by three aspects. Before this classification, 
only normative and descriptive arguments were given, with no real attempts to translate these 
arguments into instrumental concepts. Mitchell et al. are now widely cited on this topic, especially 
given the dearth of alternatives (Agle et al., 2008; Laplume et al., 2008; Reed, 2002). Stakeholder’s 
salience according to Mitchell et al. (1997) is a combination of three factors, these being power, 
legitimacy and urgency. When a stakeholder has access to coercive, utilitarian or normative means 
of power, it can impose its principles onto the relationship. Access to power, or the means to exert 
power, are often variable and are not in a steady state (Parent & Deephouse, 2007). Power may be 
gained, as well as lost, over time. Within the stakeholder relationship, it is therefore important to be 
aware of the power relationships between stakeholders and how these relationships might change 
over time. 

The notion of legitimacy, as originally used by Mitchell et al. (1997), is based on what society 
‘accepts’ and/or ‘expects’. These societal structures of acceptance and behaviour can be very 
important with regard to whether we accept a person or a group as a stakeholder. Suchman (1995, 
p. 574) defines legitimacy as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 
are desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 
beliefs and definitions”. Though Suchman’s definition is very broad and difficult to instrumentalize, it 
is representative of sociologically based definitions of legitimacy (Preble, 2005). Legitimacy is more 
than a mere self-perception; rather, it has to be socially desired and accepted. At the same time, 
however, it may be redefined and negotiated depending on the different levels of society and 
organization. 

Urgency is introduced by Jones (1993) as a two-dimensional view consisting of i) the degree to 
which managerial delay in attending to the claim or relationship is unacceptable to the stakeholder, 
and ii) the importance of the claim or the relationship to the stakeholder. Mitchell et al. (1997) call 
these two dimensions ‘temporality’ (or  ‘time sensitivity’) and ‘criticality’. They argue that 
temporality and criticality by themselves are not sufficient enough to become important variables, 
since the power of distinction would be low. Together, they create a sense of urgency. Urgency 
determines the degree of importance attached to paying attention to stakeholders’ claims.  

As an actor claims to be a stakeholder, the issue at hand will be measured using these factors, 
power of the stakeholder and the legitimacy and urgency of the issue, combined, the salience of the 
stakeholder. Analysing a stakeholder’s salience gives a clear insight into which stakeholders are 
regarded as more important relative to other stakeholders. At the same time, it gives an indication 
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of what possible actions each stakeholder could undertake. An organization can therefore decide 
how it chooses to deal with each stakeholder. 

 
Stakeholders’ frames of reference 
The second component to a stakeholder is the frame of reference from which the stakeholder views 
the world (de Bruijn & ten Heuvelhof, 2000; Ryan et al., 2006; van de Riet, 2003). A person’s internal 
frame of reference, or policy frame, is unique and is shaped over the years by a person’s 
experiences, education, culture and familial relationships (Butts, 2008). Though unique for each 
person, a single topic person’s policy frame can overlap with those of others. Within a community, 
multiple groups of persons can exist that share similar policy frames (Barry & Proops, 1999; Gasper 
& Apthorpe, 1996). This overlapping part of the policy frames will henceforth be called the policy 
discourse. A policy discourse describes the way a group of people looks at a topic and how they will 
consequently behave towards that topic, in addition to how they will interact with other persons on 
that same topic (Kroesen & Broer, 2009; Skelcher et al., 2005). These policy discourses are therefore 
highly context specific. When uncovered, these policy discourses allow for the identification of 
different sub-groups, or stakeholder groups, within a community. Stakeholder groups that do not 
share policy discourses are also more likely to use different vocabularies and jargon (van Eeten et al., 
2002). This can result in stakeholders using the same language, but attaching different meanings to 
it, thereby resulting in confusion and miscommunication. Policy discourses also expose the 
underlying reasons for, or backgrounds to, stakeholder’s objectives, i.e., different stakeholders can 
have similar goals, yet are driven by different motives. Conversely stakeholders might share similar 
motives, yet aim for different objectives. It follows that understanding these stakeholder groups in 
this way and classifying them accordingly can significantly enhance the effectiveness of engagement 
practices and, as a consequence, project implementation (Gasper & Apthorpe, 1996; McLaughlin, 
2005). 

 
Stakeholder networks 
The third component to a stakeholder is the complicated interrelatedness of stakeholders. Rowley 
(1997) was the first to discuss stakeholder interrelationships. In his view, all stakeholders 
surrounding a particular issue are intrinsically linked to each other through a social network, which 
in this case represents a stakeholder network. Social networks are more or less stable patterns of 
relationships between mutually dependent actors that form themselves around policy problems or 
clusters of resources and are formed, maintained and changed by interaction (Klijn et al., 1995). 
Since each stakeholder claims to have a stake in a particular issue, they are most likely to be 
connected to the principal problem owner. According to this rationale, most stakeholders are 
interconnected with the principal problem owner, which can be represented as the main node, as 
exemplified in figure 1. This proves Rowley’s point that each stakeholder will be part of a 
stakeholder network. 

 

 
Figure 1: Example of a simplified network diagram 
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The examination of the way in which social ties link stakeholders together may clarify the social 
context in which stakeholder analysis occurs (Prell et al., 2007). This consideration of social context 
can lead to more informed decisions regarding how to approach particular stakeholders, and how to 
involve these stakeholders in meaningful dialogue (Cameron et al., 2008). As a consequence, an 
analysis of social networks looks beyond attributes of individuals to examine i) the relationships 
among stakeholders, ii) how stakeholders are positioned within a network, and iii) how the 
relationships are structured into overall network patterns. The three main variables used to define a 
social network are therefore strength, density and centralization (Borgatti et al., 2002). 

If one takes into consideration these three components, a stakeholder is thus defined by the 
sum of these components. Since a full understanding of a stakeholder is a prerequisite for efficient 
and successful stakeholder engagement, all three components should be analysed and identified. In 
the following section, an overview will be given of the existing methods for stakeholder analysis. This 
overview will show that existing methods only specialize in component each, yet none covers the 
complete spectrum of what constitutes a stakeholder. After this groundwork, a new integrated 
stakeholder analysis is can be presented, using a combination of methods, each addressing one of 
the stakeholder components identified above, creating a holistic understanding of the stakeholder 

Current stakeholder analysis methods 

Much of the stakeholder analysis literature, which has presumed that stakeholders are self-evident 
and self-construed, has focused on methods of categorizing pre-identified stakeholders (Reed et al., 
2009). These methods tend to follow two broad approaches: i) top-down “analytical 
categorisations”, and ii) bottom-up “reconstructive methods” (Dryzek & Berejikian, 1993). 

Analytical categorisations are a set of methods in which classification of stakeholders is carried 
out by those conducting the analysis based on their observations of the phenomenon in question. As 
a result, they are ‘embedded in some theoretical perspective on how a system functions’ (Hare & 
Pahl-Wostl, 2002, p. 50). Examples of analytical categorisations include: cooperation and 
competition (Freeman, 1984); cooperation and threat (Savage et al., 1991); and power, urgency and 
legitimacy (Mitchell et al., 1997), with the last one being the most popular method (Reed et al., 
2009). 

Reconstructive methods for categorization allow parameters to be defined by the stakeholders 
themselves, so that the analysis reflects their concerns more closely (Reed et al., 2009). For example, 
Hare and Pahl-Wostl (2002) asked participants to sort cards listing all the stakeholders into groups 
according to their own criteria. This was used as a way of identifying the structure of groupings and 
interactions between stakeholders from the stakeholders’ perspectives. This enabled the models 
developed during the research to reflect the understanding of the stakeholders themselves (Hare & 
Pahl-Wostl, 2002). Strategic Perspectives Analysis (Dale & Lane, 1994), on the other hand, uses 
interviews or workshops with stakeholders to identify and compare the goals of different groups, 
and the perceived opportunities and constraints that they have with respect to reaching their goals. 
In this way, categories of stakeholders sharing similar goals can be identified. The information 
collected during this process may also be a useful for negotiations between conflicting groups. Policy 
discourse analysis (de Bruijn & ten Heuvelhof, 2004), another method, identifies the ways in which 
people think and talk about an issue and, in particular, the shared perceptions and common ground 
between individuals. Q methodology is then employed to group individuals into ‘social discourses’ 
based on these shared perceptions and commonalities (van Eeten, 2001). Q methodology uses a 
card sorting approach, asking participants to rank statements on a specific topic according to a 
forced distribution. Factor analysis is then applied to extract social discourses. Through this method, 
the categorization of stakeholders is based on an empirical analysis of stakeholder perceptions 
rather than on theoretical perspectives (Barry & Proops, 1999). None of these methods, however, is 
widely applied to stakeholder analysis (Reed et al., 2009). 
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Besides the top-down and bottom-up approaches based on the stakeholders’ individual 
attributes, methods have been developed to investigate stakeholder relationships. The most 
simplistic method to visualize relationships is to develop actor-linkage matrices (Biggs & Matsaert, 
1999). Actor-linkage matrices require stakeholders to be listed in the rows and columns of a table, 
thereby creating a grid. Within this grid, the relationships between stakeholders can be described, 
using key words such as; in conflict, complementary or cooperation. Social network analysis (SNA) is 
a more advanced version of actor-linkage matrices based on quantitative data representing i) the 
presence/absence of a tie, ii) the relative strength of the tie, iii) the density of the network, and iv) 
the centrality of the network (Borgatti et al., 2002). Analysis of these matrices uncovers the 
structure of the stakeholder network. This allows the researcher to identify which stakeholders are 
more central, which are marginal, and how stakeholders cluster together (Marsden, 1990). 

Most notable is the specialization of each method. Indeed, they focus on only one of the three 
components identified. Though each separate method might excel in its analysis on that particular 
component, a stakeholder analysis based on just a single component of the stakeholder is vulnerable 
to misinterpretation and can potentially lead to misalignment and misunderstanding among 
stakeholders. It is not the intention of this paper, however, to establish which single stakeholder 
analysis tool is best, but to offer a path  that combines methods. This has the potential to result in a 
more comprehensive insight into, and reflection on, the complexity that characterizes a stakeholder. 
For a combination of methods to work together, their qualities will have to be assessed on a number 
of factors. Table 1 below provides an overview of the presented methods, delineated by the 
component on which they are focussed. The methods are assessed based on the classification that 
they offer, the relative level of detail that can be reached, and the main research tools used to arrive 
at the analysis. As a result of this assessment, three methods will be selected for the integrated 
framework for stakeholder analysis. 

 
Table 1: Existing stakeholder analysis methods 

Focus Categorization 
by: 

Relative level of 
analysis detail: 

Main research tools: 

Salience    
Cooperation and 
competition (Freeman, 
1984; Savage et al., 1991) 

Cooperation vs. 
obstruction 

Low Document analysis / workshops 

Power, urgency and 
legitimacy (Mitchell et al., 
1997) 

Power, urgency 
& legitimacy 

High 
Document analysis / workshops / 

interviews / surveys 

Reconstructive card sorting 
(Hare & Pahl-Wostl, 2002) 

Groups 
according to 
stakeholders’ 
own criteria 

High 

interviews / workshops / 
card sorting 

substantial personal interaction 
required 

Frame of reference     
Strategic Perspectives 
Analysis (Dale & Lane, 
1994) 

Goals, 
opportunities & 

constraints 
High 

Interviews / workshops 
substantial personal interaction 

required 
Policy discourse analysis 
(de Bruijn & ten Heuvelhof, 
2004) 

Policy frames High 
Document analysis / interviews / 

survey 

Network    
Actor-linkage matrices 
(Biggs & Matsaert, 1999) 

Descriptive 
relationships 

Low 
Interviews / document analysis / 

observation  
Social network analysis 
(Borgatti et al., 2002) 

Quantitative 
relationships 

High 
Document analysis / observation 

/ interviews / survey 
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One of the key criteria for the integrated stakeholder framework is that it should be practically 

applicable, well integrated and still delivers a high level of analysis detail in the stakeholder analysis. 
For this reason, the two techniques that require a substantial personal interaction, viz., 
reconstructive card sorting and strategic perspectives analysis, are discarded since alternative 
options exist that allow for a similar level of detail. After striking these two options, each component 
has one method left that can achieve a high level of analysis detail. These three are power, urgency 
and legitimacy (Mitchell et al., 1997), discourse analysis (de Bruijn & ten Heuvelhof, 2004), and social 
network analysis (Borgatti et al., 2002). An additional advantage of the combination of these three 
methods is that each of them allows for data collection through the use of surveys. This could 
potentially increase the integration of the data collection, thereby resulting in less time being 
required from the participants. In the following section, these three methods will be discussed in 
more detail in order to provide a framework for an integrated stakeholder analysis. 

Integrated stakeholder analysis 

The first part of the integrated framework covers the salience component of the stakeholder. The 
combination of power, urgency and legitimacy, as proposed by Mitchell et al. (1997), is generally 
regarded as the best method to analyse stakeholder salience. With the combination of the three 
aspects of salience, viz., power, legitimacy and urgency, eight different subsets of salience are 
identified, as shown in figure 2 below. According to Mitchell et al. (1997), the most powerful subset 
is 7 since it combines all the three aspects. Next are 4, 5 and 6, each consisting of a combination of 
two aspects. Finally, subsets 1, 2 and 3 are the least powerful stakeholders. Subset 8 is regarded as a 
non-stakeholder since it has neither power, legitimacy, nor urgency assigned to it. Analysing 
stakeholder through salience therefore gives a clear insight into which stakeholders are most 
important to deal with. A full description of each subset is provided by Mitchell et al. (2007) and 
need not be repeated here. 

 

 
Figure 2: Classes of stakeholder salience (Mitchell et al., 1997) 
 
Stakeholder salience is often determined by a top-down approach and uses insider knowledge 

from the principal problem owner, in addition to document analysis. A pre-determined set of 
stakeholders can be categorized without the involvement of the actual stakeholders. The weakness 
of this top-down approach is the possible exclusion of essential information known only by the 
stakeholders. Two basic solutions are available to overcome this limitation. First, stakeholders can 
be involved in the final stage of the analysis. This could include asking them to confirm or comment 
on a pre-created stakeholder salience analysis. However, stakeholders who have been uninvolved in 
the first stages of the analysis may feel disengaged from the process for various reasons and may 
therefore prove unresponsive. In addition, they may provide new information, which could require a 
complete overview of the original analysis, thereby leading to a possibly lengthy iteration process. 
Alternatively, a bottom-up approach can be applied whereby the stakeholders become involved 
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from the beginning and are asked to actively participate in generating a stakeholder salience 
analysis. The major drawback for this approach is the possible lack of interaction from the 
stakeholders. In this case, the principal problem owner may fall back to the top-down approach. 

The second part of the framework investigates the different frames of reference that can exist 
around a single topic. Policy discourse analysis was identified as the best method since it effectively 
analyses the shared perceptions and common ground between individuals. Policy discourses are not 
easily identified. It is important for researchers not to influence subjects with pre-defined definitions 
or opinions (REF*). In order to identify stakeholders’ policy discourses, standard techniques such as 
interviews and questionnaires are therefore insufficient (Brown, 1993). Q methodology, on the other 
hand, is especially well suited for this task (Brown, 1980; van Eeten, 2001). Q methodology offers a 
well-established technique for identifying subjectivities and establishing inter-subjectivities (Brown, 
1993; Jeffares & Skelcher, 2008) and allows the researcher to identify individual policy frames 
(Combes et al., 2004). It is also a rigorous research methodology that is congruent with the 
philosophical principles of person-centred approaches (Eden et al., 2005). In general, many 
qualitative techniques require that people have relatively sophisticated verbal skills to express their 
opinions. If the subjects are not able to express their feelings or opinions clearly, it is usually up to 
the researcher to interpret what the subject meant. Q methodology takes away the researcher bias 
at this important stage of the research (Barry & Proops, 1999). 

In brief, Q methodology involves each participant in the sample (the P sample) sorting a series of 
‘statements’ (a Q sample) representative of the breadth of debate on an issue (the concourse) into a 
distribution of preference (a Q sort) from which statistically significant factors are derived (Jeffares & 
Skelcher, 2008). Participants can be approached in two ways to perform the sort. The researcher can 
assist the participant in sorting the statements face to face, or the sort can be done remotely by the 
use of computer software such as FlashQ. A face-to-face approach, of course, is more likely to 
achieve a high percentage of returns since participants can be more easily persuaded to finish the 
exercise. By way of contrast, online surveying is more likely to result in unfinished sorts. The benefit 
of online surveying, however, is quite apparent, for it takes less of the researcher’s time, and a larger 
number of participants can be contacted simultaneously. 

Through an inverted factor analysis, this quantitative technique establishes the patterns of 
subjective perspective held within a group of respondents (Jeffares & Skelcher, 2008), which is 
precisely the goal of stakeholder analysis. Q methodology is not yet widely used in stakeholder 
analysis. However, in the few instances where Q methodology has been used as part of the 
stakeholder analysis to extract stakeholders’ policy frames, it has each time added valuable 
information to the research (Kroesen & Broer, 2009; van Eeten, 2001). It might be concluded that 
stakeholder analysis through policy frames has the potential to give researchers a powerful insight 
into the context of the problem and the underlying reasons why stakeholders operate in specific 
ways. 

Finally, the third part of the framework deals with the stakeholder network. Two different 
methods were identified that are capable of investigating social networks. Actor-linkage matrices, 
besides identifying the existence of a relationship, are not used beyond qualitatively describing the 
link, giving only limited information to the analyst. Social network analysis, on the other hand, uses a 
tested and proven methodology of quantitatively representing the network. Through tools such as 
surveys, questionnaires or observation, the researcher quantifies several variables such as frequency 
of interaction and the length of the relationship. By means of these variables, the three main 
defining factors of the network can be calculated.  

The strength of network ties relates to the intensity or value of a network relationship (Borgatti 
et al., 2002) and can include the frequency or duration (Marsden, 1990). Strong ties are ties where 
actors share an intense relationship with one another and/or communicate frequently with one 
another (Granovetter, 1982). Actors sharing strong ties tend to i) influence one another more than 
those sharing a weak tie (Prell et al., 2007), ii) share similar views (Rowley, 1997), iii) communicate 
effectively regarding complex information and tasks (Cameron et al., 2008), and iv) are more likely to 
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trust one another (Leach & Sabatier, 2005; Reed et al., 2009). The advantages of strong ties for 
stakeholder management are obvious: stakeholders with strong ties are more likely to influence, 
trust and support one another (Klijn et al., 2007; Leach & Sabatier, 2005). Creating strong ties among 
diverse stakeholders can enhance mutual learning and the sharing of resources and advice. 
Identifying clusters of stakeholders with strong ties can also indicate where large gains can be made 
with respect to the sharing of resources and knowledge. Weak ties, however, have different 
advantages. According to Sobel (2002), weakly-linked actors seem to be more efficient for accessing 
new information, innovative ideas or diverse actors. 

Identifying clusters of stakeholders leads to the measure of density, which can be defined as the 
“mean strength of connections among units in a network” (Marsden, 1990, p. 453). Density can be 
measured statistically as the proportion of network ties compared to the total number of possible 
ties (Scott, 1991). A higher density implies that the level of network cohesion is high and that 
members are more involved or committed to the process. Network members will have easier access 
to a relative larger set of connections (Keast, 2003). Networks characterized by dense links are 
associated with high levels of trust and a common sense of identity and facilitate collective action 
within the group (Sobel, 2002), but they may have lower propensity to cooperate with other groups 
(Ansell, 2003). Dense networks, furthermore, offer individual actors easy access to information 
about actors and activity within the group (Olsson, 2009). This is valuable to the extent that it offers 
strategic information about the preferences and reliability of other actors, but it is potentially risky 
since it also gives other actors access to information about them (Olsson, 2009). 

Network centralization is the measure that shows to what degree a network is shaped around 
single actors (Prell et al., 2007). A highly centralized network is one characterized by one or a few 
individuals holding the majority of ties with others in the network (Olsson et al., 2004). Centralized 
networks are helpful for the initial phase of forming groups and building support for collective action 
(Martinez-Moyano et al., 2008). Other research, however, suggests that such centralized networks 
are disadvantageous for long-term planning and problem solution. These more long-term goals 
require a more decentralized structure, i.e., one holding more ties, both weak and strong, among 
more actors and stakeholder categories (Prell et al., 2007). 

Similar to discourse analysis, data gathering for social network analysis can be approached both 
face-to-face and remotely using internet surveys. The same advantages and disadvantages hold for 
both approaches. For social network analysis, however, a substantially larger data set could be 
required, depending on the size of the network. As participants are asked to answer several 
questions, such as the length of the relationship or the type of relationship for each stakeholder 
within the network, the size of the survey can quickly become overwhelming for the participant. In 
such instances, the presence of the surveyor can enforce the decision of the participant to still 
complete the survey. It is therefore up to the researcher to determine whether the size of the survey 
warrants the use of personal data gathering, or the possibility of online data gathering. 

As each of the three methods presented herein rely on similar data gathering tools, they will fit 
well together within the framework. Document analysis and explorative interviews, possibly 
combined with workshops with the key stakeholders, will allow the analyst to gather enough 
background information to inform the more detailed data gathering phase for each of the methods. 
This shows that the presented integrated stakeholder analysis does not only fit together on a 
theoretical level, but also on a practical level. 

Conclusion 

The topic of stakeholder engagement has, for good reason, received greater attention in recent 
years. Stakeholder engagement requires a solid stakeholder analysis. Several stakeholder analysis 
tools have been identified, each with its own strengths and weaknesses. The greatest weakness of 
all the methods surveyed is the narrow orientation of each tool towards a single component of what 
constitutes a stakeholder. As has been argued here, stakeholder engagement based on a single 
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component is unlikely to provide the best possible results. For this reason, an integrated framework 
for stakeholder analysis has been presented. Salience, frames of reference and social network 
analysis are supplementary to each other, together covering the three components that comprise a 
stakeholder. By combining these three methods, a more rigorous and robust stakeholder analysis 
will result. 

Together, these three methods have the potential to provide a comprehensive overview of ‘who 
is a stakeholder’. By arriving at a truly informed understanding of the salience of any stakeholder, 
i.e., their power and the urgency and legitimacy of their claim, and knowing what a stakeholder’s 
interest are, and (more importantly) why it has those interests, combined with the knowledge of a 
stakeholder’s location within the stakeholder network, can answer the question of how a 
stakeholder is most likely to respond and what the effect of the stakeholder’s response will be. More 
importantly, it will not only predict the response and its effect on the principal stakeholder, but also 
its impact on the other stakeholders within the network. Stakeholder engagement based on this 
knowledge will be better able to appropriately fit engagement strategies to stakeholders, thus 
leading to the management of the behaviour of stakeholders in such a way that objectives are 
achieved as efficiently as possible, i.e. on-time and within budget. 

References 

 
Achterkamp, M., & Vos, J. (2007). Critically Identifying Stakeholders. Systems Research and 

Behavioral Science, 24(1), 3-14. 
Agle, B. R., Donaldson, T., Freeman, R. E., Jensen, M. C., Mitchell, R. K., & Wood, D. J. (2008). 

Dialogue: Toward Superior Stakeholder Theory. Business Ethics Quarterly, 18(2), 153-190. 
Agle, B. R., Mitchell, R. K., & Sonnenfeld, J. A. (1999). Who Matters to CEOs? An Investigation of 

Stakeholder Attributes and Salience, Corporate Performance, and CEO Values. Academy of 
Management Journal, 42(5), 507-525. 

Amaeshi, K. M., & Crane, A. (2006). Stakeholder Engagement: A Mechanism for Sustainable Aviation. 
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 13(5), 245-260. 

Ansell, C. (2003). Community Embeddedness and Collaborative Governance in the San 
Francisco Bay Area Environmental Movement. In M. Diani & D. McAdam (Eds.), Social Movements 

and Networks: Relational Approaches to Collective Action (pp. 123-146). New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Ashworth, R., & Skelcher, C. (2005). Meta-evaluation of the Local Government Modernisation 
Agenda: Progress Report on Stakeholder Engagement with Local Government. Retrieved. 
from http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/142922.pdf. 

Barry, J., & Proops, J. (1999). Seeking Sustainability Discourses with Q methodology. Ecological 
Economics, 28(3), 337-345. 

Beach, S. (2009). Who or What Decides how Stakeholders are Optimally Engaged by Governance 
Networks Delivering Public Outcomes? Paper presented at the IRSPM XIII. 

Biggs, S., & Matsaert, H. (1999). An Actor-oriented Approach for Strengthening Research and 
Development Capabilities in Natural Resource Systems. Public Administration and 
Development, 19(3), 231-262. 

Borgatti, S. P., Everett, M. G., & Freeman, L. C. (2002). Ucinet for Windows: Software for Social 
Network Analysis (Version 6). Harvard, MA: Analytic Technologies. 

Brown, S. R. (1980). Political Subjectivity: Applications of Q Methodology in Political Science. Yale: 
Yale University Press. 

Brown, S. R. (1993). A Primer on Q Methodology. Operant Subjectivity, 16(3/4), 91-138. 
Butts, C. T. (2008). A Relational Event Framework for Social Action Sociological Methodology, 38(1), 

155-200. 

http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/142922.pdf�


- 12 - 
 

Cameron, B. G., Crawley, E. F., Loureiro, G., & Rebentisch, E. S. (2008). Value Flow Mapping: Using 
Networks to Inform Stakeholder Analysis. Acta Astronautica, 62(4-5), 324-333. 

Clarkson, M. B. E. (1995). A Stakeholder Framework for Analyzing and Evaluating Corporate Social 
Performance. Academy of Management Review, 20(1), 92 - 117. 

Combes, H., Hardy, G., & Buchan, L. (2004). Using Q-Methodology to Involve People with Intellectual 
Disability in Evaluating Person-Centred Planning. Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual 
Disabilities, 17(3), 149-159. 

Crocker, J. T. (2007). Organizational Arrangements for the Provision of Cross-Boundary Transport 
Infrastructure and Services. Georgia Institute of Technology, Georgia. 

Dale, A. P., & Lane, M. B. (1994). Strategic Perspectives Analysis: A Procedure for Participatory and 
Political Social Impact Assessment. Society and Natural Resources, 7, 253-267. 

de Bruijn, H., & ten Heuvelhof, E. (2000). Networks and Decision Making (1st ed.). Utrecht: Lemma. 
de Bruijn, H., & ten Heuvelhof, E. (2004). Process Arrangements for Variety, Retention, and 

Selection. Knowledge, Technology, and Policy, 16(4), 91-108. 
de Haan, A. R. C. (2007). Aircraft Technology's Contribution to Sustainable Development. Delft 

University of Technology, Delft. 
Deelstra, Y., Nooteboom, S. G., Kohlmann, H. R., van den Berg, J., & Innanen, S. (2003). Using 

Knowledge for Decision-making Purposes in the Context of Large Projects in The 
Netherlands. Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 23(5), 517-541. 

Donaldson, T., & Preston, L. E. (1995). The Stakeholder Theory of the Corporation: Concepts, 
Evidence and Implications. Academy of Management, 20(1), 65-92. 

Dryzek, J. S., & Berejikian, J. (1993). Reconstructive Democratic Theory. The American Political 
Science Review, 87(1), 48-60. 

Eden, S., Donaldson, A., & Walker, G. (2005). Structuring Subjectivities? Using Q methodology in 
Human Geography. 37(4), 413-422. 

Freeman, A. M. (1994). Depletable Externalities and Pigovian Taxation. Journal of Environmental 
Economics and Management, 11, 173-179. 

Freeman, R. E. (1984). Strategic Management : A Stakeholder Approach. Boston: Pitman. 
Friedman, A. L., & Miles, S. (2002). Developing Stakeholder Theory. Journal of Management Studies, 

39(1), 1-21. 
Friedman, A. L., & Miles, S. (2004). Stakeholder Theory and Communication Practice. Journal of 

Communication Management, 9(1), 95-97. 
Friedman, A. L., & Miles, S. (2006). Stakeholders: Theory and Practice. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 
Friedman, M. (1962). Capitalism and Freedom (1 ed.). Chicago, USA: University of Chicago Press. 
Frooman, J. (1999). Stakeholder Influence Strategies. Academy of Management Journal, 24, 191 - 

205. 
Gasper, D., & Apthorpe, R. (1996). Introduction: Discourse Analysis and Policy Discourse. The 

European Journal of Development Research, 8(1), 1 - 15. 
Granovetter, M. (1982). Strength of Weak Ties: A Network theory Revisited. In P. Marsden & N. Lin 

(Eds.), Social Structure and Network Analysis (pp. 105-130). Beverly Hills, CA.: Sage 
Publications. 

Greenwood, M. (2007). Stakeholder Engagement: Beyond the Myth of Corporate Responsibility. 
Journal of Business Ethics, 74(4), 315-327. 

Hare, M., & Pahl-Wostl, C. (2002). Stakeholder Categorization in Participatory Integrated Assessment 
Processes. Integrated Assessment, 3(1), 50-62. 

Heath, J., & Norman, W. (2004). Stakeholder Theory, Corporate Governance and Public 
Management: What can the History of State-Run Enterprises Teach us in the Post-Enron era? 
Journal of Business Ethics, 53(3), 247-265. 



- 13 - 
 

Jeffares, S., & Skelcher, C. (2008). Democratic Subjectivities in Network Governance: Using web-
enabled Q-methodology with European public managers. Paper presented at the Annual 
Conference Group for Public Administration. 

Jones, T. M. (1993). Ethical Decision-making by Individuals in Organizations: An Issue-contingent 
Model. Academy of Management Review, 16, 366-395. 

Jones, T. M. (1995). Instrumental Stakeholder Theory: A Synthesis of Ethics and Economics. Academy 
of Management Review, 20(2), 404 - 437. 

Keast, R. L. (2003). Integrated Public Services: The Role of Networked Arrangements. Queensland 
University of Technology, Brisbane. 

Klijn, E.-H., Edelenbos, J., & Steijn, B. (2007). Trust in Governance Networks: Its Impact and 
Manageability. Paper presented at the 9th Public Management Research Association 
Conference. 

Klijn, E.-H., Koppenjan, J. F. M., & Termeer, K. (1995). Managing Networks in the Public Sector: A 
Theoretical Study of Management Strategies in Policy Networks. Public Administration, 
73(3), 437-454. 

Kroesen, M., & Broer, C. (2009). Policy Discourse, People's Internal Frames, and Declared Aircraft 
Noise Annoyance: An Application of Q-Methodology. Journal of the Acoustical Society of 
America, 126(1), 195-207. 

Laplume, A. O., Sonpar, K., & Litz, R. A. (2008). Stakeholder Theory: Reviewing a Theory That Moves 
Us. Journal of Management, 34(6), 1152-1189. 

Leach, W. D., & Sabatier, P. A. (2005). To Trust an Adversary: Integrating Rational and Psychological 
Models in Collaborative Policymaking. American Political Science Review, 99(4), 491-504. 

Marsden, P. V. (1990). Network Data and Measurement. In W. R. Scott & J. Blake (Eds.), Annual 
Review of Sociology (Vol. 16, pp. 435-463). Palo Alto, CA: Annual Reviews. 

Martinez-Moyano, I. J., Samsa, M. E., Baldwin, T. E., Willke, B. J., & Moore, A. P. (2008). Investigating 
the Dynamics of Trust in Government: Drivers and Effects of Policy Initiatives and 
Government Action. Retrieved. from. 

McLaughlin, M. W. (2005). Listening and Learning from the Field: Tales of Policy Implementation and 
Situated Practice. In A. Lieberman (Ed.), The Roots of Educational Change (pp. 58-72): 
Springer, Netherlands. 

Mitchell, R. K., Agle, B. R., & Wood, D. J. (1997). Toward a Theory of Stakeholder Identification and 
Salience: Defining the Principle of Who and What Really Counts. Academy of Management 
Journal, 22(4), 853-886. 

Noland, J., & Phillips, R. (2010). Stakeholder Engagement, Discourse Ethics and Strategic 
Management. International Journal of Management Reviews, 12(1), 39-49. 

Olsson, A. R. (2009). Relational Rewards and Communicative Planning: Understanding Actor 
Motivation. Planning Theory, 8(3), 263-281. 

Olsson, P., Folke, C., & Hahn, T. (2004). Social-ecological Transformation for Ecosystem 
Management: The Development of Adaptive Co-management of a Wetland Landscape in 
Southern Sweden. Ecology and Society, 9(4), 1-26. 

Parent, M., & Deephouse, D. (2007). A Case Study of Stakeholder Identification and Prioritization by 
Managers. Journal of Business Ethics, 75(1), 1-23. 

Preble, J. F. (2005). Toward a Comprehensive Model of Stakeholder Management. Business and 
Society Review, 110(4), 407 - 431. 

Prell, C., Hubacek, K., & Reed, M. (2007). Stakeholder Analysis and Social Network Analysis in Natural 
Resource Management. Sustainability Research Institute, 1-21. 

Reed, D. (2002). Employing Normative Stakeholder Theory in Developing Countries: A Critical Theory 
Perspective. Business & Society, 41(2), 166-207. 

Reed, M. S., Graves, A., Dandy, N., Posthumus, H., Hubacek, K., Morris, J., et al. (2009). Who's in and 
Why? A Typology of Stakeholder Analysis Methods for Natural Resource Management. 
Journal of Environmental Management, 90(5), 1933-1949. 



- 14 - 
 

Ring, P. S. (1994). Fragile and Resilient Trust and their Roles in Cooperative Inter-organizational 
Relationships. In J. Pasquero & D. Collins (Eds.), Proceedings of the Fourth Annual Meeting of 
the International Association for Business and Society (pp. 107-113). San Diego. 

Rowley, T. J. (1997). Moving Beyond Dyadic Ties: A Network Theory of Stakeholder Influences. The 
Academy of Management Review, 22(4), 887-910. 

Ryan, N. F., Head, B., Keast, R. L., & Brown, K. A. (2006). Engaging Indigenous Communities: Towards 
a Policy Framework for Indigenous Community Justice Programs. Social Policy & 
Administration, 40(3), 304-321. 

Savage, G. T., Nix, T. H., Whitehead, C. J., & Blair, J. D. (1991). Strategies for Assessing and Managing 
Organizational Stakeholders. Academy of Management Executive, 5, 61-75. 

Schlossberger, E. (1994). A New Model of Business: Dual-investor Theory. Business Ethics Quarterly, 
4, 459-474. 

Scott, J. (1991). Social Network Analysis: A Handbook. London: Sage Publications. 
Shandas, V., & Messer, W. B. (2008). Fostering Green Communities Through Civic Engagement: 

Community-Based Environmental Stewardship in the Portland Area. Journal of the American 
Planning Association, 74(4), 408 - 418. 

Skelcher, C., Mathur, N., & Smith, M. (2005). The Public Governance of Collaborative Spaces: 
Discourse, Design and Democracy. Public Administration, 83(3), 573-596. 

Sobel, J. (2002). Can We Trust Social Capital? Journal of Economic Literature, 40(1), 139-154. 
Suchman, M. C. (1995). Managing Legitimacy: Strategic and Institutional Approaches. Academy of 

Management Review, 20, 571-610. 
van de Riet, O. A. W. T. (2003). Policy Analysis in Multi-Actor Policy Settings: Navigating Between 

Negotiated Nonsense and Superfluous Knowledge (1st ed.). Delft: Eburon Publishers. 
van Eeten, M. J. G. (2001). Recasting Intractable Policy Issues: The Wider Implications of the 

Netherlands Civil Aviation Controversy. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 20(3), 
391-414. 

van Eeten, M. J. G., Loucks, D., & Roe, E. (2002). Bringing Actors Together Around Large-Scale Water 
Systems: Participatory Modeling and Other Innovations. Knowledge, Technology, and Policy, 
14(4), 94-108. 

van Huijstee, M., & Glasbergen, P. (2008). The Practice of Stakeholder Dialogue Between 
Multinationals and NGOs. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 
15(5), 298-310. 

 
 


	Introduction
	The stakeholder paradigm
	The stakeholder
	Current stakeholder analysis methods
	Integrated stakeholder analysis
	Conclusion
	References

