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Abstract 

Intersections among social collectives and the environment have been widely studied in 

the discipline of Communication by scholars of media, journalism, health, culture, organization, 

risk and, of course, environmental communication. Organizational communication scholars, in 

particular, have adopted multi-methodological lens to study how different organizations (ranging 

from nonprofits to government and corporations) organize for environmental sustainability, 

make key decisions and policies related to the environment, mobilize partnerships and broader 

networks to accomplish these goals, and engage with customers and impacted communities. In 

this chapter, I first address different meanings of sustainability and sustainable organizing, which 

are often tensional and competing, owing to the multitude of stakeholders they impact. Then, 

recalling the different ways organizational communication scholarship has hitherto examined 

sustainability, I discuss some key implications for including and engaging diverse stakeholders, 

as per each of these traditions. Specifically, I consider how these traditions of organizational 

communication research conceptualize stakeholder interests and enactment, and then outline 

questions to guide future scholarship on stakeholder inclusion for sustainable organizing. I 

conclude with some thoughts on the necessity and sufficiency of stakeholder inclusion for 

sustainable organizing. 
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Organizing for Sustainability:  

Including and Engaging Diverse Stakeholders 

During the summer of 2014, I made my first trip to Alaska  to begin collecting data for a 

research project on the management of natural resources, given the all-too-real impacts of 

climate change in the circumpolar regions of the world (Mitra, 2015, 2018b). My goal was to 

interview individuals affiliated with key organizations involved in these decisions and policies, 

with an eye toward their communicative practices. Along the way, I was fortunate to join a 

policy tour seeking feedback from local communities on federal laws and regulations, attended 

conferences on Arctic energy and natural resource management, and on polar law. These 

experiences were immeasurably useful in helping me—a non-Arctic resident of the United 

States—understand the confluence of local and global, social and technical, expert and grassroots 

discourses that framed natural resource management in the Arctic. Most importantly, these 

experiences showcased some of the intrigues and intricacies of stakeholder inclusion and 

engagement when it comes to sustainable organizing. 

Stakeholder inclusion and engagement are twin problematic—if promising—concepts in 

the organizational communication literature. At their most laudatory, stakeholder inclusion 

means bringing diverse actors to the table, listening to their voices, and implementing their 

inputs in organizational actions and policies (Mitchell et al., 2015), whereas engagement 

emphasizes a proactive and rich communicative process whereby organizations actively seek out 

stakeholder inputs and involve them in every stage of their operations (Waters et al., 2009). 

Nevertheless, examples abound wherein inclusion and engagement are inauthentic claims made 

by organizational conveners, so that although invited to the table stakeholders are never truly 

listened to, or perhaps are devalued at every turn, and engagement becomes akin to one-way 
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messaging rather than interactive, dialogic and substantial (Deetz, 2010). In my understanding of 

stakeholder inclusion, I thus prioritize the empowerment of stakeholders to articulate their own 

concerns, partnership relations that recognize stakeholder interests and voices, and listening to 

these voices at every stage from conceptualization to evaluation.  

I began this chapter with my recollection of the Arctic project to highlight two 

complementary dictums of stakeholder inclusion in the context of sustainable organizing. First, 

being guided by principles of inclusion is not only the ethically superior course of action, it is 

also by far the most pragmatic option. Instances of sustainable organizing—such as natural 

resource management, environmental corporate social responsibility, enacting climate change 

mitigation (and adaptation), and curbing waste—depend crucially on stakeholder adoption, and 

without ensuring diverse and inclusive participation, the much-vaunted objective simply falls 

flat. This was the clear reasoning behind the five-site policy tour on which I accompanied federal 

and state policymakers over 2014-2015, which was tasked with shaping the U.S. agenda as it 

took over the rotating chair of the multi-country Arctic Council (Young, 2005). Given the slew 

of strategy issues at stake (e.g., national security, new shipping routes) and the fragile 

ecosystem’s unpredictable geography, policymakers recognized that involving multiple civic and 

institutional stakeholders would be vital to their agenda, lest derailment occur later, costing much 

time, money and social capital.  

Second, including (or not) diverse stakeholders can change the very meaning of 

sustainability in such situations. During a community feedback session in Nome, the discussion 

turned suddenly from a criticism of oil and gas multinational companies to fiercely attacking 

environmental activists. That shift took me by surprise, as I had assumed that such groups would 

be regarded favorably by local communities, but as I listened to the angry remarks it began to 
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make sense: Although Big Oil was roundly criticized for encroaching on native lands and not 

adequately sharing their wealth with local tribes, environmental activists were often seen as 

agitating to prevent oil exploration which halted all compensation to the tribes, regardless of how 

paltry they may have seemed. Moreover, because the most prominent environmentalist groups 

were from outside Alaska (e.g., Greenpeace), they were seen as “outsiders” focused on merely 

protecting the environment while ignoring the age-old interdependence of tribal culture and 

nature. Thus, from the perspective of local communities, neither Big Oil nor environmentalists 

provided a truly viable vision of sustainable organizing in the Arctic. As one participant angrily 

remarked, to cheers from the assemblage, “Our homes are not a national park for people in 

Washington! Real people live and work here!” 

In the remainder of this chapter, I first address these tensional meanings of sustainable 

organizing. Then, recalling the different ways organizational communication scholarship has 

hitherto examined sustainability, I discuss some implications for including diverse stakeholders, 

as per each of these traditions. Specifically, I consider how these organizational communication 

traditions conceptualize stakeholder interests and enactment, and outline questions to guide 

future scholarship on stakeholder inclusion for sustainable organizing. 

Defining (and Contesting) Sustainability 

The most widely adopted institutional definition of sustainability comes from the United 

Nations, through its 1987 report titled “Our Common Future.” The report was also called the 

Brundtland Report, after its principal architect Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, who chaired the World Commission on Environment and Development, which 

produced the document. It was tasked with synthesizing and codifying a series of intense 

discussions on how the environment and social development intersected, among national and 
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international policymakers, and eventually defined “sustainable development” as development 

that meets the needs of the present without jeopardizing future generations’ growth and 

prosperity (Brundtland, 1987). This definition was also influenced by earlier developments, such 

as the 1972 U.N. Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, the 1980 World 

Conservation Strategy, Pinochet’s environmental conservation movement in the U.S., and Rachel 

Carson’s book “Silent Spring” (Ganesh, 2007; Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992).  

Although the Brundtland (1987) report was mainly concerned with the role of national 

governments and international aid agencies, both large corporations and small businesses were 

implicated because of their role in economic growth processes, environmental impacts, and 

employment conditions crucial to development. Thus, overarching organizations and standards 

like the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, the United Nations Global 

Compact, Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and CEO Water Mandate, were formed to encourage 

business leaders to adopt sustainability principles. Peterson (1997) observes astutely that one of 

the reasons sustainable development appealed to such leaders was because it “offer[ed] a 

conceptualization of ecological integrity which includes humanity. Rather than attempting to 

displace anthropocentric perspectives with ecocentric perspectives (or vice versa), it suggests 

integrating human concerns into the larger biosphere” (p. 1). Nevertheless, given the plethora of 

potential stakeholders and their potentially competing interests, sustainability means many 

different things to different actors. 

Symbols and Substance 

The debate over sustainability goes much deeper than the relatively superficial “planet 

versus profits”—or its sibling, the “people versus planet versus profits”—dilemma. Rather, 

sustainability discourse is characterized by broader tensions related to stakeholder involvement 
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(e.g., elites versus grassroots, community versus corporation), scope (e.g., global impacts of 

climate change versus localized environmental impacts), measures (e.g., quantification and 

implementation of sustainability measures), and accountability (e.g., democratic, mandatory, or 

voluntary enforcement), to mention but a few. Sustainability discourse is thus deeply plurivocal 

and contested by multiple audiences, and makes sense according to different logics steeped in 

diverse positionalities (Mitra & Buzzanell, 2018; Stevens, 2006). Indeed, despite these 

tensions—or perhaps, because of them—a veritable “profession” of management consultancies, 

communication firms, design houses, credit traders, architects, certification bodies, think tanks, 

higher education organizations, and non-profit organizations has sprung up (Danaher et al., 2007; 

Signitzer & Prexl, 2008; Tams & Marshall, 2011). Peterson (1997) noted, “the discourse 

surrounding sustainable development is difficult to analyze, for it has become a metadiscourse in 

which the claims to provide insight can only be evaluated in terms of the discourse itself” (p. 29).  

On the one hand, some critics argue that sustainability is merely the latest in a long line 

of management fashions, destined to be short-lived despite the hoopla, and often used as 

“greenwashing” (Munshi & Kurian, 2005; Plec & Pettenger, 2012), or inauthentic messaging to 

sway consumers and regulators, but resulting in few meaningful outcomes. On the other hand, 

“some fashions last longer than others… with some even becoming relatively permanent 

fixtures” (Zorn & Collins, 2007, p. 413). In some cases, mere public articulations of 

sustainability agendas can mobilize stakeholders and force organizations (and politicians) to 

action, regardless of their original intent. At stake, therefore, are tensions between symbolic and 

substantive sustainability (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016), and to what extent critics and 

stakeholders hold symbols to be significant in the material world. If symbols are key, then even 

greenwashing can create openings for real change; nevertheless, if substance eschews symbolic 
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action (i.e., communication) and focuses on tangible materials alone, then signaling 

sustainability values by itself is unimpressive. For Schons and Steinmeir (2016), this tension 

requires a dialectical resolution—symbolic sustainability lacking tangible follow-through will 

not satisfy stakeholders for long, even as the most substantive results might as well be 

nonexistent if organizations do not engage stakeholders through symbolic action. 

Mainstream and Radical Approaches 

Possibly the most fundamental tension at stake concerns the relationship of sustainability 

with the dominant sociopolitical-economic system—that is, Late Capitalism. The mainstreaming 

approach, often derided as “soft” sustainability, adopts a long-term view of sustainability’s scope 

and (eventual) outcomes, within the precepts of the dominant capitalist system (Dangelico & 

Pujari, 2010). Falling in this camp are the widely prevalent environmental management 

practices, which postulate a “business case” for sustainability, owing to its long-term cost-saving 

(“eco-efficiency”) and generation of margins across economic, social and environmental markers 

(“triple bottom line”) (Elkington, 1998; Vogel, 2005). Mainstreaming proponents highlight the 

multi-phase implementation of sustainability in day-to-day organizational operations (e.g., 

“green manufacturing”), domestic and international regulations, market restrictions, and multi-

stakeholder initiatives that hold organizations accountable (van Marrewijk & Werre, 2003).  

Nevertheless, mainstreaming lacks teeth for acolytes of an alternative, radical or “hard” 

version of sustainability, which holds that such accountability measures are inherently unfair or 

weak because they are constrained by the dominant capitalist system (Prasad & Elmes, 2005). 

For instance, multi-level organizational pathways to implement sustainability foster the notion of 

sustainability as always “in progress,” without specifying a clear goal or end-point, and avoid 

fixing responsibility (Milne, Kearins, & Walton, 2006). This radical approach envisages the 
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disruption of Late Capitalism’s structures and processes and urges a deeply critical revisioning of 

its social institutions to prioritize social justice and environmental well-being (Kendall, 2008).  

Despite their differences, mainstreaming and radical approaches to sustainable organizing 

prioritize stakeholder diversity and inclusion. Both perspectives value coalition-building for 

action on environmental problems, trust-building with communities for long-term engagement, 

and listening to grassroots voices to accomplish long-term goals. However, mainstreaming 

proponents believe that existing liberal democratic forums and measures can equalize power 

disparities and foster stakeholder engagement, whereas radical sustainability rejects these same 

institutions as inadequate to the task and urges newer frameworks to privilege marginalized 

grassroots voices. For instance, radical sustainability proponents urge the use of eco-feminist and 

eco-material perspectives, which are attuned to how women and social minorities bear the brunt 

of environmental degradation (Merchant, 2005), and which increasingly center the environment 

itself as an active stakeholder (Driscoll & Starik, 2004), respectively.  

Organizational Communication and Sustainability 

Various sub-fields of the Communication discipline have studied intersections among 

social collectives and the environment. Organizational communication scholars, in particular, 

have used multiple methods to examine how different organizations make environmental 

decisions and policies, mobilize partnerships and broader networks to accomplish these goals, 

and engage with customers and impacted communities (e.g., Allen, 2016; Bullis & Ie, 2007; 

Jaworska, 2018; Mitra & Buzzanell, 2018; Norton et al., 2011; O’Connor & Gronewold, 2012).  

Sustainability, as defined by Brundtland (1987), fits within the “organization-society 

relationship” problematic, which—along with problematics of voice, rationality, and the nature 

of the organization itself (Mumby & Stohl, 1996)—helps articulate the nature of the 
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organizational communication sub-field. Thus, organizing for sustainable development 

“underscores the recognition that organizational boundaries are permeable and in flux and the 

dividing line between organizations and society can easily be drawn… [so that] society, culture, 

organizations, and communication are inextricably and reciprocally bound” (p. 65). This is 

evident when one considers the creation, maintenance and dissolution of multi-stakeholder 

initiatives that organize around environmental management (Livesey et al., 2009; Mitra, 2018a), 

or the global supply chains that link disparate organizations with both competing and cooperative 

goals regarding the natural materials they use (Allen et al., 2012; Ban, 2018). Moreover, even the 

organization problematic becomes pertinent with sustainable organizing, when we consider how 

it disrupts “the very notion of organization” (Mumby & Stohl, 1996, p. 62) and embodies the 

“shift from treating organizations as reified structures to a focus on communication practices and 

processes” (p. 64) with its centering of stakeholder inclusion.  

Nevertheless, as I have observed elsewhere, “organizational communication research has 

rarely embraced the term ‘sustainability’ itself, even when studying the management of scarce 

resources for organizing systems” (Mitra, 2017, p. 2337). None of the exemplars cited by 

Mumby and Stohl (1996) to illustrate the field’s problematics pertain to environmental issues. 

The same is true for Broadfoot and Munshi’s (2007) famous rejoinder, which called for more 

diverse voices and alternative rationalities to theorize organizational communication. The only 

time the word “environment” appeared in Broadfoot and Munshi’s treatise was when they urged 

attention to social justice organizing by indigenous communities, such as the Chiapas of Mexico. 

Although this example could be probed further to highlight connections among indigenous 

organizing, neoliberal interests and environmental exploitation, these were left unpacked.  
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The inclusion of “sustainability and sustainable development” as a chapter in the recent 

International Encyclopedia of Organizational Communication (Scott & Lewis, 2017) is thus a 

testament to how rapidly the topic has attracted attention in the field. This was influenced 

perhaps by the widespread impacts of climate change, increasingly experienced in everyday life 

(e.g., floods, wildfires) and documented in detail by urgent policy texts, such as the U.S. 

Government’s Fourth National Climate Assessment (see https://www.globalchange.gov/nca4). 

To better align organizational communication research with these broader developments, Mitra 

and Buzzanell (2015) proposed a uniquely communicative definition of sustainability as 

“organizing practices—grounded in communicative action—that go beyond the preservation of 

the status quo to consider the contingencies and novel re-combinations possible, as social entities 

negotiate a complex-risk-laden world” (p. 133). They not only extended the Brundtland (1987) 

definition with a more nuanced understanding of entangled social-environmental-institutional 

risks, but also emphasized stakeholder inclusion to unpack these risks and design new 

frameworks for both research and practice. 

In the next section, I outline how organizational communication research can better 

address stakeholder inclusion for sustainable organizing.  

Stakeholder Inclusion for Sustainable Organizing/Communicating 

In a previous review of organizational communication scholarship discussing 

sustainability, I traced four main traditions that adopt different yet intersecting meanings (Mitra, 

2017). These include: sustainability as long-term organizational viability given the existence of 

multiple operating tensions; sustainability as environmental corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

practices; sustainability as corporations’ broader environmental impacts; and sustainability as 

resilience of complex adaptive systems. Here, I outline how stakeholder inclusion may be 

https://www.globalchange.gov/nca4
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conceptualized in each of these scholarship traditions, arranging them along two parameters of 

stakeholder inclusion, as shown in Figure 1. Along the vertical axis, I consider the primary 

stakeholder interests being served, ranging from the interests of the organization itself to 

broader, more collective social and ecological interests. The second parameter is the locus of 

enactment, traced on the horizontal axis, which might range from the organization itself to a 

broader dispersal of stakeholders. For each tradition (or quadrant), I propose research questions 

to help guide scholars studying stakeholder inclusion toward sustainable organizing. 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

Quadrant 1: Inclusion for Organizational Viability 

The largest tradition of organizational communication scholarship that addresses 

sustainability tends to downplay environmental impacts, while focusing on the organization’s 

continued viability as a for-profit corporation, nonprofit, or other form of collective entity. These 

researchers examine how the organization can sustain itself vis-à-vis multiple tensions stemming 

from stakeholders as diverse as shareholders, employers, top management, government 

regulators, supply chain partners, nonprofit partners, and consumers. At the macro-level, 

viability might involve various organizational mission-related tensions for multi-stakeholder 

initiatives (e.g., Koschmann, 2013), while at the meso-level departmental or inter-group tensions 

might be evident (e.g., Mitra & Fyke, 2017), and at the micro-level viability of individual values 

with the organization’s identity might be at stake (e.g., D’Enbeau & Buzzanell, 2011). 

Seen through the lens of stakeholder interests and locus of enactment, research in this 

vein fits generally in the first quadrant (top, left of Figure 1). Typically, enactment is seen to be 

top-down and managerial, with the primary interests served being that of the organization 

overseeing the accomplishment of sustainability. During my fieldwork in Alaska referenced 
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earlier in this chapter, for instance, several representatives of for-profit extraction-based 

companies were concerned about the viability of their organization and their industry (whether 

salmon fishing, mining, or oil-and-gas). They recognized the need for sustainability initiatives to 

preserve these natural resources for long-term harvesting, so that their business could continue, 

but also grappled with the likely revenue losses they would incur upon meaningful 

implementation of sustainability initiatives. At the same time, several environmentalist 

organizations and coalitions were also concerned with their own continued viability, not just 

more sustainable management of natural resources, in the face of government regulation and 

corporate pushback. The interpretation of sustainability as organizational viability thus tends to 

be the most insular and organization-centered, rather than considering external stakeholders and 

the environment. Rather than eschewing inclusion altogether, viability is more focused on its 

primary or internal stakeholders and core values, for longevity of the organization itself.  

Thus, inclusion-oriented organizational communication scholars might address the 

following questions for organizations focusing on sustainability as viability: 

First; for whom does (and should) the organization sustain itself? How diverse are the 

primary stakeholders that the organization is most concerned with? How inclusive are the 

organization’s employment practices, with regard to hiring, socialization, promotion and firing 

(for instance)? How does inclusion (or the lack thereof) shape the organization’s viability in 

terms of work productivity, efficiency, revenues, and reputation? For shareholders, who are both 

internal and external stakeholders for publicly traded corporations, and who might be driven by 

competing agendas (e.g., impact investing), how do organizational members and decision-

makers orient their practices to these relationships? 
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Second; what core organizational values and practices are (and should be) sustained? 

How diverse are the parameters of success whereby member inclusion is gauged? Are they 

somewhat open-ended, flexible and suited to a global multicultural workplace, or do they remain 

overly insular, traditional and narrow? Do the organizations’ core values and identity resonate 

with newer members of the workforce and with 21st century customers and investors, and how 

are these potential tensions managed? At stake is the relatively fluid notion of stakeholder 

interest—how might sustainability as organizational viability require the ongoing alignment of 

organizational missions with broader interests and values? 

Third; what new modes of organizing become apparent, as organizations pursue 

sustainability-as-viability? With interconnected media technologies, supply chains and markets, 

even the most insular organizations and management teams must recognize that traditional 

boundaries are no longer watertight (if they ever were). Interconnected social-ecological 

conditions affect stakeholders’ behavior, commitment, organizational identification, and 

interactions with others. New organizing modes, like the “gig economy,” recasts workers as both 

independent and subservient to managerial diktats, prompting protests, lawsuits and government 

regulation that interrogates existing practices (Prassl, 2018). Under these circumstances, how are 

both “organization” and “inclusion” redefined and contested?  

Quadrant 2: Inclusion for CSR 

A second tradition sees sustainability as akin to environmental CSR practices (e.g., 

member volunteerism with the Sierra Club, philanthropy to environmental causes). Scholars 

examine how and to what degree organizations define their triple bottom line, how the business 

case for CSR is made, and to what extent “corporate social performance” aligns with traditional 

parameters of corporate success, such as profits, revenues and brand value (e.g., Hoffman & 
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Kristensen, 2017; O’Connor & Gronewold, 2012; Pal & Jenkins, 2014). As CSR, sustainable 

organizing is squarely within the mainstreaming approach, working from within extant 

socioeconomic structures, but also vulnerable to charges of greenwashing. Since CSR is often 

shelved by organizational leadership in favor of profit generation (Kallio, 2007) and thus 

depends largely on managerial discretion, sustainability might not be very substantive. 

Moreover, since CSR is largely voluntary (except in India), it is hard to hold organizations 

accountable for not meeting their sustainability goals under this framework. 

In terms of stakeholder inclusion, sustainability as CSR is a mixed bag, occupying the top 

right quadrant of Figure 1. Depending on market structures, regulatory environments, and 

organizational missions, this notion of sustainability involves a small or large mix of 

stakeholders to make key implementation decisions. CSR is meant to display organizational 

commitment to particular causes and stakeholders, and thus enshrines its interests above all 

others. Even when a company consults with nonprofits, certification groups, and local 

governments about its campaign to ethically source natural materials, these actions are 

essentially made to better its own self-interest—to ward off government regulations, consumer 

activism, and a potential fall in share prices due to negative publicity and bad sales. The CSR 

effort will also be swayed by its impact on the company’s bottom line. In my Arctic project, for 

instance, this was evident not just with Big Oil, but also the privately owned for-profit Alaskan 

native companies, which struggled to balance their bottom line with their broader identity as 

socially responsible companies representing local shareholders (Mitra, 2018b).  

Thus, we might ask of organizational communication research in this CSR tradition: 

First; who gets to design the environmental CSR agenda, and how? There is a need to 

interrogate the processes of inclusion underlying CSR claims of dispersed decision-making. 
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Probing the power dynamics and relational networks shaping decision-making for sustainability 

is key, so that we can trace who is invited to participate and to what degree. The emergence of 

employee volunteerism as a key CSR practice ought to be further probed, especially in terms of 

how and whether this “voluntary” practice is positioned vis-à-vis employer directives, and how 

CSR branding might appropriate employee work as representative of the organization’s own 

virtue (Cycyota et al., 2016). 

Second, how are supply and demand chains impacted by sustainability as CSR? Even as 

suppliers, vendors, subsidiaries, and distributors are key organizational stakeholders, they are 

also impacted by ethical codes, CSR practices, and changes to manufacturing procedures 

imposed from above, to be in compliance with global sustainability principles (Allen et al., 

2012). Thus, how are these relationships and impacts negotiated on the ground, and how are 

inputs from demand and supply chain actors included in larger decision-making? Since these 

chain actors are linked to their own local stakeholders and ecosystems, so that there are broader 

“third generation” CSR impacts (Stohl et al., 2009) reverberating along the chain, scholars 

should examine these in more depth. 

Third; how do intersecting local and global policies shape the impact of sustainability on 

interconnected communities? Crucial to excavate are stories from “the field,” different locations 

both near and far from organizational sites, since contemporary organizations (and CSR) are 

widespread in their intended and unintended impacts (Luken & Stares, 2005). Researchers 

should examine how CSR policies, laws, regulations, and standards (where present) in different 

parts of the world unfold in practice and impact stakeholders. In some contexts, for instance, 

domestic policies might not specifically consider the plight of indigenous communities who 

might be marginalized as “nomadic” by their own state (Ban, 2018). 
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Quadrant 3: Inclusion for Environmental Impact 

The communicative attempts of organizations seeking to address their broader 

environmental impacts constitute a third tradition focused on sustainable organizing. Rather than 

reduce environmental impact to CSR initiatives or a firm’s strategic interests, the goal here is 

unpack how everyday organizational actions create environmental problems (Allen, 2016; 

Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Hossain et al., 2018; Livesey et al., 2009). Moreover, there is the 

hope that by adopting broad changes to the “usual way” of organizing, such as sustainable 

manufacturing processes and/or technologies (e.g., carbon capture), reshaping supply chains, and 

pursuing new products and services, some of these negative impacts might be mitigated. This 

tradition hews most closely to Brundtland’s (1987) vision, wherein corporations voluntarily 

change their extant practices and support broader policy transformations to address climate 

change. There is often, however, a gap between sustainability rhetoric and reality due to 

inauthentic greenwashing, inter-organizational conflicts, exaggeration of claims, or downplaying 

the severity and unpredictability of environmental change (Ihlen, 2009; Jaworska, 2018).  

Stakeholder inclusion for sustainability as broader environmental impact tends to fall in 

the bottom left quadrant of Figure 1. Compared to the prior two traditions’ emphasis on 

organizational interests, this strand acknowledges the social-ecological interests that must 

sustainable organizing. Both global initiatives (e.g., U.N. Global Compact, CEO Water Mandate) 

and local programs (e.g., pollution clean-up, community development) are guided by the 

realization that organizations are embedded in complex webs of social and environmental 

relations. Nevertheless, most of these efforts are driven top-down by corporate actors (or 

government and nonprofit elites aligned with corporate interests), who rarely cede decision-

making agency to grassroots stakeholders. For instance, while the U.S. Arctic Council policy 
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tour that I attended hosted public forums in five locations across Alaska, and was expressly 

geared to include discussion on different social and environmental issues affecting these 

communities, the speaker list was carefully compiled in consultation with elite nonprofit and 

corporate actors—many of whom has offices in Anchorage rather than the other four (much 

smaller) locations. Forum attendees were carefully vetted, and both the messaging and 

distribution of results from the forums were tightly controlled.  

The environmental impact tradition prompts the following questions related to inclusion: 

First; what tensions arise (and how) when social-ecological interests are avowed 

although decision-making is not participatory? Even as corporate actors collaborate with 

multiple stakeholders from the nonprofit, government and civic sectors, it would be instructive to 

trace the processes and structures of decision-making and implementation to examine whose 

interests are truly being served. How are stakeholder actions, values, and agendas appropriated 

when the locus of enactment remains dominated by corporate actors; conversely, might less 

powerful stakeholders subvert dominant structures to accomplish their own values? Who 

receives key information across the collaboration network, how, and what might they accomplish 

(or not) with such information? How do stakeholders mobilize across time and space to ensure 

their interests are addressed, even when facilitated by elite actors? 

Second; how is environmental justice framed, marginalized and/or naturalized? Thus, 

how do widely adopted definitions of “impact” recognize unequal access to and availability of 

natural resources, or privileged access to forums designed to address these very inequities (e.g., 

commodity roundtables organized by global organizations)? Even as environmental justice 

rhetoric is increasingly adopted in elite lexicons, how does this rhetoric align with the concerns 

and lived experiences of grassroots communities? It thus becomes valuable to both deconstruct 
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and re-construct meanings of environmental justice, allowing for multiple plurivocal discourses 

that might not readily fit traditionally preferred or elite timelines. 

Third; how is nature an active stakeholder when considering environmental impact? 

Useful counters to traditional corporation-centered models of sustainable organizing might 

include eco-materialist and eco-feminist frameworks that recognize various nonhuman actants 

that shape environmental impact (e.g., Driscoll & Starik, 2004; Mitra, 2016). Engaging deeply 

with grassroots communities might reveal more nuanced frames on the role of such “natural 

stakeholders,” reframing them from passive tabula rasa to co-actors of environmental action 

(Rich, 2016). Concerted efforts to protect endangered species might incorporate indigenous 

knowledge about their life-span and behaviors, enabling more sustained conservation (Liles et 

al., 2015). Moreover, interrogating the power dynamics around natural stakeholders, how might 

gendering such actants in public discourse as “feminine” (e.g., Mother Earth) or “masculine” 

(e.g., wild forest fires) shape efforts to mitigate environmental impact? 

Quadrant 4: Inclusion for Systemic Resilience 

Viewing sustainability as systemic resilience is perhaps the most radical tradition 

considered thus far. Whereas the environmental impact tradition might sometimes adopt a 

systemic view and suggest changes to extant social practices, it largely refrains from rethinking 

the underlying socioeconomic system in place, and advocates mainstreaming sustainability. In 

contrast, this fourth tradition of systemic resilience prioritizes new forms of thinking, designing, 

communicating, and organizing that disrupt deeply entrenched norms, holding them responsible 

for perpetuating climate change and other (interconnected) environmental risks (Nyberg et al., 

2018; Tregidga et al., 2013). Systemic resilience must span across macro, meso, and micro levels 

of social action, with attention paid to how local sites and interactions can network with broader 
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global discourses and coalitions (Kalonaityte, 2018; Mitra, 2018a). Explicitly future-oriented and 

rooted in grassroots, the goal of resilience is to enable dispersed stakeholders to enact their own 

best practices that might then connect across time and space, creating multiple layers of vigilance 

and adaptability to withstand social-ecological shocks (Carlson, 2018; Kurian et al., 2014).  

Systemic resilience requires both dispersed stakeholder enactment and attention to 

diverse social-ecological interests, as shown in Figure 1 (bottom, right quadrant). This tradition 

examines how collaborations in various contexts engage stakeholders, the politics of coalition-

building for sustainable development, and the structures whereby such coalitions produce more 

institutionalized initiatives for long-term viability. Stakeholder inclusion in this tradition disrupts 

the liberal humanist separation of nature and culture, and urges new articulations of subjectivity, 

rationality and voice that do not seek to contain conflict but embrace the contestation of key 

concepts. In my Alaska research, despite significant material challenges, some actors were able 

to enact sustainable management of natural resources when they reframed key practices of 

decision-making, building trust with grassroots communities, and managing risk (Mitra, 2018b). 

For instance, several federal agencies decided (informally) to be less restrictive while enforcing 

land use jurisdiction policies for interconnected tracts, which enabled more efficient use of their 

scarce resources. This shift would have been impossible if the coalition partners had not 

recognized recurrent “creative tensions” (p. 421), and chosen to adapt to them accordingly. 

Questions for scholarship extending this tradition include: 

First; how can diverse stakeholders be engaged for socio-environmental resilience across 

the system? Rather than see stakeholder connections as entirely altruistic, symbiotic or otherwise 

beneficial, further research is warranted on the nature of these complex relations—specifically, 

how they are formed, their socio-material bases and their broader implications keeping in mind 
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the power dynamics at stake. How are these relationships negotiated, what factors shape 

sustainable organizing priorities with respect to grassroots and marginalized voices, and what 

sociopolitical values become foregrounded as a result? Finally, how do these relationships 

evolve over time, in different local and global spaces, to enact adaptability and resilience? 

Second; how do stakeholders assess socio-environmental resilience and risk across the 

system? Recognizing the competing interests and values at stake, it becomes important to trace 

the logic(s) and coalitions that enable systemic action. How are these interests and values 

formed, deliberated, and contested by stakeholders over time? How do they inform decision-

making and enactment of system-wide organizing for sustainable development, especially in the 

face of impending risks? For instance, with rising sea levels in high-end coastal cities like 

Miami, how do real estate developers, community organizations, policymakers, and activists 

engage in assessments of risk and resilience? Which set of ethics—long versus short term, 

property values versus human safety—wins out in the court of public opinion, and how are they 

framed to win over proponents (e.g., painting concerned actors as alarmist fear-mongers)? Who 

can access vital resources to survive impending risks, and what discursive and material 

boundaries privilege certain actors over others (e.g., urban cores versus wealthy suburbs)? 

Third; how can we critique new modes of sustainable organizing to ensure they remain 

inclusive and radical? Despite their focus on reimagining extant social, political and economic 

structures to better address rapid environmental risks (e.g., Kalonaityte, 2018), scholars and 

activists should remain vigilant that these structures do not reproduce the inequalities and 

excesses of Late Capitalism or set into motion new modes of oppression. It becomes crucial to 

continually evaluate the merits and demerits of new ideas, technologies, and skill sets, while 

pushing policymakers, organizations and civic groups to ensure these systemic solutions 
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empower hitherto marginalized stakeholders—both human and natural. Such vigilance is crucial 

to ensure both stakeholder inclusion and the transformative potential of radical measures 

designed for systemic resilience (Carlson, 2018). 

Necessary and/or Sufficient? 

I began this chapter with a brief foray into my research project examining sustainable 

organizing in the U.S. Arctic, specifically in the context of natural resource management by a 

variety of for-profit, nonprofit, and government agencies (Mitra, 2015, 2018b). Although I 

described how stakeholder inclusion was centered in that project—and through the preceding 

sections of this chapter, I have tried to show how it becomes evident for sustainable organizing 

more generally—it may be useful to consider whether stakeholder inclusion is indeed absolutely 

necessary, or even sufficient, for sustainable organizing.  

Consider a couple of examples from that Arctic project: 

 Example 1: Prominent environmentalist nonprofit organizations often found themselves 

at odds not just with representatives of powerful extraction-based industries (e.g., Big 

Oil, salmon fisheries, mining) in the state, which provided a disproportionate number of 

jobs, but also most ordinary citizens, most of whom were closely connected to their local 

environments and engaged in hunting or fishing. Most of these environmentalist 

nonprofits were easily portrayed as “outsiders” from Washington, D.C., rather than local 

actors, who had little in common with the Alaskan people. This was exacerbated by 

political polarization, so that in “red state” Alaska, the “outsider” environmentalists were 

perceived as both colonists from D.C. and aligned with President Obama’s Democratic 

party. Moreover, the environmentalists’ own discourse prioritized conservation of 

pristine Arctic land- and waterscapes, protecting polar bears and other at-risk living 
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creatures, and eradicating fossil fuel drilling altogether, which most residents interpreted 

as erasing their social history in the state, ignoring the dependence of native cultures on 

hunting (viz., both subsistence and recreational), and destroying their livelihood without 

offering a viable alternative, respectively.  

 Example 2: In contrast to this general air of suspicion accorded to most environmentalist 

organizations, the Pebble Mine initiative has consistently faced an antagonistic coalition 

of Alaska native communities, urban residents, environmentalists, for-profit allies, and 

state and federal agencies, for decades (Greenberg, 2018). The Bristol Bay region, where 

the large mining operation was proposed, is the site of one of the world’s largest and 

most valuable salmon run, so that the mine pit powerful interests against each other. 

Rather than being a traditional (and overly simplistic) economic versus environmental 

debate, Pebble’s opponents successfully framed the issue as vital to the social, 

environmental and economic fabric of the region, and garnered supporters from across 

the political and geographical spectrum. 

Stakeholder inclusion is crucial to sustainable organizing in both examples. In Example 1, 

despite the best (?) of intentions, most environmentalist nonprofits failed to attract a broad 

coalition of supporters, because they could not resist the stereotype of “D.C. tree-huggers.” (In 

some cases, they were justifiably critiqued for ethnocentric presumptions that ignored indigenous 

customs such as subsistence.) However, in Example 2, including and engaging a broad coalition 

proved both beneficial for garnering widespread support and strategic because it enabled 

Pebble’s opponents to work with Republican and Democratic politicians over the years.  

Stakeholder inclusion thus certainly seems necessary, on two major counts. First, 

meaningful inclusion is pragmatic, because inauthentic or incompetent attempts at engaging 



Mitra – Inclusive Sustainability  24 
 

 

stakeholders will end up creating far more obstacles to the goal of sustainable organizing 

(Example 1). Omission of efforts to include diverse stakeholders is simply not an option, 

especially with far greater interconnections among local and global activists, politicians, media, 

and corporations. Second, stakeholder inclusion is necessary because it uncovers alternative 

meanings and discourses of sustainability, the environment, and social-ecological relationships 

that might ensure both more efficient and socially just mechanisms of sustainable organizing. 

Rather than restrict organizations and stakeholders in binaries (e.g., economic versus 

environmental), inclusion allows the overlapping of boundaries and generation of new paths 

forward, while still maintaining tensions across meanings (e.g., environmental is/not economic), 

as with Example 2. Even if stakeholder inclusion uncovers oppositional meanings and power 

injustices, it provides members an opportunity to address these disparities early on, rather than 

attempt to ignore them in the vain hope they will be immaterial.  

But, while stakeholder inclusion may be necessary for sustainable organizing, its 

sufficiency might be debated. Sufficiency would mean that the very act of stakeholder inclusion 

would stimulate enactment of system-wide collaboration toward sustainability, and address deep-

seated power disparities and social injustices. Instances of greenwashing demonstrate, however, 

that collaboration can sometimes lead to endless deliberation, privileging symbolic over 

substantive sustainability (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016). This would accomplish neither radical 

nor mainstreaming modes of sustainability—it would be quite hollow, in fact. Two recent texts 

show us the limitations of stakeholder inclusion that remains willfully blind to the realities of 

power relations—the U.S. Fourth National Climate Assessment I have earlier cited, and the 

Green New Deal introduced by Progressive Democrats in Congress (Kurtzleben, 2019). Whereas 

the Climate Assessment might be considered a “mainstreaming” (Dangelico & Pujari, 2010) 
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approach drawing on existing socioeconomic institutions, the Green New Deal goes a “radical” 

(Merchant, 2005) step further and urges rewriting the social contract of these institutions 

altogether to privilege social and environmental justice. Although both texts call for urgent 

action, involving multiple stakeholders across government, industry and civil society, they 

recognize that long drawn-out modes of inclusion and engagement will simply not suffice, and 

have been abused for decades by powerful interests who want to maintain the fossil fuel status 

quo. The architects of both the Climate Assessment and the Green New Deal seem to aver that 

stakeholder inclusion is rarely sufficient for sustainable organizing on its own.  

Conclusion 

Sustainable organizing blends various foundational themes of organizational communication—

not just the sub-field’s organization-society problematic, but also problematics of voice, 

rationality, and nature of organizing/organization—which center stakeholder inclusion. In this 

chapter, I trace how key traditions of sustainable organizing within organizational 

communication fare in terms of their attention to stakeholder interest and locus of enactment 

(Figure 1). For each tradition, I suggest questions to interrogate these practices further, so as to 

both avoid complacency and continually critique extant norms and modes of organizing. These 

two parameters—stakeholder interests and locus of enactment—are certainly not the only 

consequential standards of sustainable organizing, and future research might well extend this 

framework by identifying others that also matter (if not more, in some contexts). Nevertheless, 

they address both the structures and processes of stakeholder inclusion, and the dialectical 

interplay between them that both impedes and enables sustainable organizing.   
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Figure 1: Stakeholder Inclusion for Sustainable Organizing Traditions  
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