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MOVING 20 YEARS BEYOND DYADIC TIES: INFLUENCES OF THE NETWORK 
THEORY OF STAKEHOLDERS 

 

ABSTRACT: 

 

The Stakeholder Theory is a theory of organization management that proposes explaining a 
firm by means of several relationships with other groups of interest, namely stakeholders, and 
its mainstream proposes a model in which the firm is in the center of surrounding stakeholders 
with dyadic relations to them. In 1997, Timothy Rowley contrasted these bilateral relationships 
(firm-stakeholders) and proposed a Network Theory of Stakeholders (NTS), where stakeholders 
are also interconnected. By adding concepts from network analysis, he also proposed that 
stakeholders have prominence in the flow of information within the network. In this paper, we 
investigate the 20 years of the NTS in a bibliometric and content analysis study. We found 15 
papers particularly important for the NTS evolution and reviewed their backward and forward 
references to discuss our results.  Thru the bibliometric analysis, we found that the NTS evolved 
from the strategic alliances grounds, passing thru a period of the social responsibility and ethics 
consolidation, which led to the following focus on Corporate Social Responsibility one decade 
ago. Latest developments were in the innovation field where networks may play a role in the 
development of innovation, dynamic business models, and value creation, or when together, in 
value co-creation. With this paper, we aim to offer an overview of the Network Theory of 
Stakeholders and insights for following peers who may intend to aggregate the network concept 
on their work along with the stakeholder theory. 

 

1. Introduction 

 Stakeholder Theory is a theory of organization management that proposes explaining a 
firm by means of several relationships with other groups of interest, namely stakeholders, and 
seeks to identify, categorize and define these groups and their relations with the firm (Phillips, 
Freeman, & Wicks, 2003).  In contrast to other organization management theories, the 
Stakeholder Theory is rich in moral and value features, also in dealing with relations and 
cooperative behavior (Phillips, 1997).  

 As a firm level theory, the mainstream of Stakeholder Theory proposes the organization 
as a central point of analysis with a gravity for stakeholders, to whom bilateral relations are 
evaluated. Then, the organization in study will be central until the lenses of analysis move to 
the next research object (Hart & Sharma, 2004). 

Twenty years ago, Timothy Rowley contrasted this bilateral relationship, firm-
stakeholder, in his article published in 1997 by the Academy of Management Review. He 
proposed the improvement of the bilateral concept, called a dyadic tie, to a network approach, 
where stakeholders are also interconnected. By adding concepts from network analysis, he also 
proposed that stakeholders have prominence in the flow of information that circulates in the 
network (Rowley, 1997). 
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Such ideas had a permanent influence in the literature and generated several paths, 
mixing the evolution of classic Stakeholder Theory to Rowley´s work on a Network Theory of 
Stakeholder. However, the influence of this shift to the concept of network in the stakeholder 
theory is still not clear.  

Then, is it possible to demonstrate the evolution of the Network Theory of Stakeholder? 
A bibliometric analysis allows this demonstration because it provides quantitative insights into 
how scientific publications influence the dissemination of knowledge. In addition, the content 
analysis allows complementary qualitative insights on particular publications.   

Although the Network Theory of Stakeholders has been used by scholars of several 
fields over the past two decades, a comprehensive compilation of this body of literature is not 
available to date. To this extent, this paper intends to minimize this lapse by organizing all 
impactful related papers on the topic, by highlighting its influencers, their followers and further 
developments over the years, and finally, by drawing insights of the common trending concepts 
with a combination of bibliometric and content analysis techniques. 

 In such manner, this paper provides a curatorship of main references on the Network 
Theory of Stakeholder and, along these lines, the trending topics where this theory have been 
employed. To meet this goal, we organized this paper into three objectives as follows:  

Objective #1 - Identify the most influential scholars and papers on the Network Theory of 
Stakeholders in terms of classical works and potential contemporary papers. 

Objective #2 - Identify the trends in the literature of the Network Theory of Stakeholders in 
terms of interdisciplinarity and particularly in the business area. 

 Objective #3 – Compile the prominent arguments of the Network Theory of Stakeholders over 
the years in the management area of study.  

We finished this work drawing conclusions on particular contributors, discussing the 
phenomena in which this theory has been applied, and sharing the four common arguments of 
the selected literature for following peers who may intend to aggregate the network concept on 
their work along with the stakeholder theory. 

 

2. Conceptual Foundations 

The Stakeholder Theory offers a framework to explain, at the firm level, the relations 
between the groups of interest and the firm as a focal point. The Network Theory of Stakeholder 
is a branch of the stakeholder literature that considers the relationships are not one-to-one, or 
dyadic, but with and within groups. These two main concepts are better discussed as follows. 

2.1.The Stakeholder Theory 

Organizations still bring ingrained secular theories of maximizing shareholder value as 
the primary goal that should be pursued by a company. From the 1980s onwards, one movement 
contrasted with this belief from Freeman's book "Strategic Management: A Stakeholder 
Approach" (1984). Recognized as the first scholar to bring together stakeholder concepts into 
a single work, he directly or indirectly opened a line of thought for other scholars to present 
their contributions and models within the concept of stakeholders (Clarckson, 2017; Harrison, 
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Bosse, & Phillips, 2010; Phillips et al., 2003; Rowley, 1997; Savage, Nix, Whitehead, & Blair, 
1991). 

Stakeholder theory embodies a principle that challenges managers of organizations to 
rethink the structure of companies and their relationships with stakeholders, whose classic 
definition is: "groups or individuals that may affect or be affected by the achievement of the 
organization's objectives” (Freeman, 1984 p.25). The primary challenge has been, since 
Freeman, to understand who these individuals are, or which groups can be considered as 
stakeholders. A step forward was made with the creation of attributes such as power, legitimacy, 
and urgency (Mitchell, Wood, & Agle, 1997), serving as the basis for the identification and 
categorization of stakeholder types by their, then called, ‘salience’.  

Another step towards consolidating the theory was the clarification that it encompasses 
three interrelated but distinct aspects: descriptive/empirical, instrumental, and normative 
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995). More than interrelated, these three aspects support each other, 
and the central theses developed by the analysis of these aspects have led to the conclusion that 
the theory of shareholder value maximization is "morally untenable" (Donaldson & Preston, 
1995 p.88). 

The complexity of the organization relationships with stakeholders was perceived and 
discussed since the beginning of the theory's consolidation. It was also observed that it was not 
only a matter of composing a methodology or a normative method to explain the management 
of common interests, but to understand the complex relationships of a large, varied, and mutant 
number of stakeholders. And it became a virtually impossible task to compose a theory to 
comprehensively understand and explain, for an extended period of time, the behaviors and 
impacts of all stakeholder groups (Mitroff, 1983). 

An important and critical point in the evolution of Stakeholder Theory is the concept of 
fairness in the relations between organizations and their stakeholders. This notion of fair 
treatment is imposed when coexistence between parties implies a mutual benefit. Activities, 
where groups of people spontaneously engage, require a contribution from the parties and 
restriction of freedom rights (Phillips, 1997). Moreover, this principle supports the decision of 
how managers can trade-off among the diverse demands of stakeholders. 

The choice, or preference, of one stakeholder over the others by organization's 
managers, who need to deal with everyday options of resource allocation, have been received 
the attention of scholars and challenged the stakeholder theory (Jensen, 2001; Mitchell et al., 
1997; Neville & Menguc, 2006). Although stakeholder groups can be identified by their 
attributes, as we mentioned before, the definition of salience is left to managers based on their 
own perception of these groups (Mitchell et al., 1997). 

So far, this article has presented the bases and concepts of the stakeholder theory. We 
went through the early scholars who laid the groundwork for the development of theory and 
principles that helped to identify stakeholder groups, their salience, and importance. In the next 
chapters of this article, we will discuss the inter-relationships among stakeholders and their 
bonds with the organization. 

2.2. The Network Theory of Stakeholder  
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The paper "Moving Beyond Dyadic Ties: A Network Theory of Stakeholder 
Influences", by Rowley (1997), contrasts many of the concepts introduced by stakeholder 
theory. The central idea of Rowley's work is that "to build a stakeholder theory of the firm, 
researchers must go beyond dyadic relationships." (p. 906). In addition, he used concepts from 
social network analysis to state that the company should be considered more than the focal point 
of a stakeholder group, as the company is also a stakeholder in other networks.  

The main reason for using social network analysis is to understand the links that define 
interactions among groups that influence companies, or either are able to influence. Hence, the 
dyadic relationship is replaced by the concept of multiple and interdependent relation 
influences. The concept of interrelationship and interaction among groups of stakeholders is an 
important contribution to the theories of organizational management (Rowley, 1997, p. 906). 

Rowley (1997) also adapted concepts from network analysis to understand 
stakeholder’s influences on their relations. One of these concepts is the "density", that can be 
understood as the degree of existent network connections. So, the more connected the 
stakeholders are to each other, the greater is the network density. Higher density also means 
that there is a high exchange of information between the stakeholders. 

This exchange of information can lead stakeholders to shared common behaviors and to 
increase their influence on a given ‘focal’ organization. On the other hand, networks that are 
not very connected and with little exchange of information have less influence on the central 
company and little capacity to influence other stakeholders. Moreover, the focal company has 
more freedom to make decisions without major interventions from unorganized or unconnected 
stakeholders. 

If the density concept considers the network as a whole, the “centrality” concept deals 
with individual network participants. Centrality can be understood as the degree of bonds that 
a member has in relation to others. A large number of connections enables a network member 
to receive information, pass it on, and directly access other members of the network. Then, 
centrality and direct access lead to a powerful influential position. This concept seeks to identify 
members who may have high communication power in the network and consequently the 
possibility of influencing other members. 

With these two structured concepts, Rowley developed a two-dimensional analysis 
combining high and low levels with the concepts of density and centrality. Understanding this 
analysis makes it possible for an organization to understand its position in the network and thus 
to adopt appropriated response strategies towards its stakeholders. 

The objective of Rowley's work was to contrast the dyadic relationships contained in 
the classical stakeholder theory to focus on the company's reactions to its stakeholders. Then, 
the company should not react individually to each group of stakeholders, because the demands 
are simultaneous and originated in several members that are connected to a network. These 
connections imply a concomitant influence among the participants of a network, their behavior, 
and their conjoint demands. Density and Centralization concepts help to understand how 
networks work, the interrelations of the stakeholders, and to draw strategies for responses. 

In this section, we briefly explained Rowley's work and its contribution to the 
Stakeholder Theory. The concept of interconnected stakeholder networks shows how it is 
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possible for groups with many connections to influence other stakeholders and thus have a 
prominent position on the network. His paper goes further by analyzing the density and 
centrality of the networks and thus appointing strategies that firms may adopt towards their 
stakeholders by considering their network position. In the following sections, we will discuss, 
through a bibliometric investigation, the influences of Rowley's article of 1997 to date. 

 

3. Methods 

This paper employs a mixed method of bibliometric research and content analysis to 
identify, aggregate, summarize, and analyze the scientific development of the Network Theory 
of Stakeholder, a specific aspect of the stakeholder theory. The former method addresses a 
quantitative perspective of the available literature while the latter aims to qualitatively examine 
the prominent papers on the topic.  

3.1. Bibliometric and content analysis methods 

According to Zupic & Čater (2015, p.430) “Bibliometric methods allow researchers to 
base their findings on aggregated bibliographic data produced by other scientists working in the 
field who express their opinions through citation, collaboration, and writing. When these data 
are aggregated and analyzed, insights into the field’s structure, social networks, and topical 
interests can be put forward.” 

 Indeed, there are correlations between scholar citations and other measures of influence 
or impact such as honors and laureateships. However, there are criticisms to the overvaluation 
of citations because this is a function of many factors, such as time, field, journal, type of article, 
reader style, and availability (Bornmann & Daniel, 2008).  

In scientometrics, most used metrics are citations, co-citations, bibliographic coupling, 
and co-word. The unity of analysis may be any characteristic of a publication and the most 
usual are author, journal, keyword, year, and institution. (Cobo, López-Herrera, Herrera-
Viedma, & Herrera, 2011). These techniques are hereon briefly described. 

Citation regards to the number of other publications that cite the unity of analysis, thus 
it is widely used as a measure of influence. It relies on the assumption that scholars who 
consider a publication important for their work cite their sources of knowledge, so a heavily 
cited paper is considered important because it set the basis for many following peers. A citation 
analysis is usually operationalized as a Top-N list and aims to disclose the most influential on 
the field (Cobo et al., 2011; Zupic & Čater, 2015). 

Co-citation measures the similarity of publications by counting the times in which two 
unities of analysis are cited in the same following paper. It has been extensively used and shown 
to be reliable because of its citation-based backward view. The assumption of co-citation is that 
“the more two items are cited together, the more likely it is that their content is related”, 
however, citations are cumulative over time so it is not a technique which is sensible to map 
research fronts (Zupic & Čater, 2015, p.431). Then, co-citation is “used to analyze the 
intellectual structure of a scientific research field” and new unities are only identifiable thru 
cluster analysis (Cobo et al., 2011, p.1384).  
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The bibliographic coupling connects unities of analysis based on the references they 
share, so it has a reverse sense to co-citation and embodies a forward view. While co-citation 
analyses the relations among cited documents, or the knowledge base, the bibliographic 
coupling inspects the relations between citing documents, or the research front. Its strength is 
that bibliographic coupling does not need to wait for citations to accumulate, so it is more 
accurate for emerging fields or literature niches. On the other hand, it is not reliable for long 
time frames (Cobo et al., 2011; Ding, Chowdhury, & Foo, 2001; Zupic & Čater, 2015). 

Co-word is a technic that counts the co-occurrence of words in given criteria, usually 
keywords, title or full abstracts. It aims to uncover the concepts, approaches, and even theories 
in a sample.  Because it scrutinizes the actual content of the unity of analysis in terms of 
philology, regardless of citations, it provides an immediate picture of the research topic in any 
selected timespan (Cobo et al., 2011; Ding et al., 2001; Zupic & Čater, 2015).  

Content Analysis is a qualitative, objective, and systematic analysis of communication 
and may be applied to any symbolic material, usually texts (thus also called textual analysis) 
(Conley & Tosti-Kharas, 2014), to codify them into categories or groups according to a given 
criteria (Duriau, Reger, & Pfarrer, 2007; Verbeeten, Gamerschlag, & Möller, 2016).  

These criteria are usually latent in the texts and are exposed after extensive readings and 
interpretative connections among their significance and concepts (Raich, Müller, & Abfalter, 
2014). Therefore, for the analysis of research papers, categorizations are inductively selected 
after many looped readings and interactions of the whole paper collection (Conley & Tosti-
Kharas, 2014; De Bakker, Groenewegen, & Den Hond, 2005). 

 

3.2. Composition of the set of papers and methodological path 

We opted to use the Institute for Science Information (ISI) and the related Web of 
Science (WoS) as the source of bibliographic information for three main reasons: for being one 
of the most important databases; the index for the Journal Citation Report (JCR); and organizer 
of subject categories of specialized knowledge (Cobo et al., 2011; Wallin, 2005).  

To compose the first selection of articles we searched for the terms ‘Stakeholder’ and 
‘Network’i in the WoS for all years. This yielded 96 peer-reviewed articles related to the 
management field that were following cited by 2698 works, being the oldest published in 1995. 
As expected, we found a skewed curve of citations (Raan, 1996) where the top 20 articles 
comprised 2242 citations in this first list, 83% of the total. After reading all 96 papers we 
considered that 15 were unconditionally in the scope. We used the software VOSviewer 1.6.8 
and CitNetExplorer 1.0.0 to aid out bibliometric research (van Eck & Waltman, 2010, 2014). 

Bibliometric studies are valuable tools for the clearance of the superabundance of 
literature, however, there is always a “filter failure” associated with the criteria (Hood & 
Wilson, 2001) and a subjective factor will then exists (Bar-Ilan, 2008). We preferred quality 
over quantity, meaning adherence to the Network Theory of Stakeholder because this first 
selection was used as nodes for following bibliometric analyses with snowball effects.  

Excluded articles were mainly because the word “network” has a wide semantic in 
business so many scanned articles had completely different subjects. We preferred to face the 
semantic problem and qualitatively exclude mismatching papers than running the risk of 
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missing an important referenceii. Figure 1 shows the methodological path of this paper and 
depicts the main steps we proceeded to meet the three earlier discussed objectives. These steps 
are subsequently detailed.  

In the first step, to meet objective #1, and to minimize the filter failure and 
overestimation of citations, we balanced citation and freshness. We then classified the 15 
selected articles into two groups, namely the Classic Works group, with the high cited papers, 
and the Potential Contemporary Papers group, with less than 5 years and published by a journal 
with an Impact Factor of 5 years greater than 3.0. Two papers were overlapping the groups and 
we prioritized freshness to citations, considering them in the Potential Contemporary Papers 
only. 

 

 

Figure 1 – The methodological path of this research paper. 

 

In the second step, to meet objective #2, we organized the references cited by the 15 
papers of the selected articles to perform a citation and co-citation analysis and compose a 
citation map to find the references that built the Network Theory of Stakeholders. A total of 
951 backward citations were comprised after rejecting the overlaps. These papers were then 
clustered with a Visualization of Similarities (VOS) technique (Waltman, van Eck, & Noyons, 
2010). 

In addition, we tracked the following citing papers of the 15 selected articles to perform 
a bibliometric coupling analysis in aggregate, to understand its interdisciplinary influence, and 
in a triennium basis specifically in three fields: Business, Management, and Ethics. The latter 
to find the trends in the literature of the Network Theory of Stakeholders over the years (van 
Eck, Dekker, & den Berg, 2010; Wallin, 2005). A total of 1025 forward citations were 
comprised after rejecting the overlapsiii.  
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In the third step, to meet objective #3, we performed a content analysis of the 15 selected 
papers to compile their attributes and describe the conceptual evolution of the Network Theory 
of Stakeholders over the years in consonance with the bibliometric results. 

 

4. Results and discussion 

 In this session, we present the results of analyses as a sequence of the three research 
objectives based on the methodological path designed in Figure 1. 

4.1.Influencers of the Network Theory of Stakeholders 

We applied the citation technique to rank the Classic Works and the Potential 
Contemporary Papers and meet the first objective of this paper. Table 1 depicts this collection 
of papers. 

We found seven classic works that influenced the development of the Network Theory 
of Stakeholders, four of them published by a journal of ethics. This is in line with the ethics 
roots of stakeholder theory and the prevalence of the Journal of Business Ethics in the field 
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Friedman & Miles, 2006). 

As for the contemporary papers, we found eight works with the potential to course the 
future of the Network Theory of Stakeholders. Two of them (Dobele, Westberg, Steel, & 
Flowers, 2014; Hillebrand et al., 2015) were also in the top 85% of overall citations and could 
be in the classic works group either. As opposed to the classic works, these fresh papers were 
published by a wider array of journals, thus business fields, such as construction, marketing, 
public relations, and environment. 

 

Table 1 – Influential scholars and papers: Classic Works and Potential Contemporary 
Papers of the Network Theory of Stakeholders. 

Authors Journal Year 
Total 

Citations 
WoS 1 

Citations in 
JCR 

Management 
Journals 2 

CLASSIC WORKS   
Rowley, T. J. ACADEMY OF MANAGEMENT REVIEW 1997 824 390 

Hart, S.L.; Sharma, S. ACADEMY OF MANAGEMENT 
EXECUTIVE 2004 234 118 

Neville, B. A.; Menguc, B. JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ETHICS 2006 117 68 
Roloff, J. JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ETHICS 2008 99 47 
Roloff, J. BUSINESS ETHICS EUROPEAN REVIEW 2008 26 10 

Frooman, J. CANADIAN JOURNAL OF 
ADMINISTRATIVE SCIENCES 2010 17 13 

Sachs, S.; Ruhli, E.; Meier, 
C. JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ETHICS 2010 6 5 

POTENTIAL CONTEMPORARY PAPERS  

Boutilier, R.G.; Zdziarski, M. CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT AND 
ECONOMICS 2017 2 2 

Schneider, T.; Sachs, S. JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ETHICS 2017 1 0 
Yang, A.; Bentley, J. PUBLIC RELATIONS REVIEW 2017 1 1 
Davila, A.; Molina, C. BUSINESS & SOCIETY 2017 0 0 
Reypens, C.; Lievens, A.; 
Blazevic, V. 

INDUSTRIAL MARKETING 
MANAGEMENT 2016 8 8 

Kull, A. J.; Mena, J. A.; 
Korschun, D. JOURNAL OF BUSINESS RESEARCH 2016 5 3 
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Hillebrand, B.; Driessen, P. 
H.; Koll, O. 

JOURNAL OF THE ACADEMY OF 
MARKETING SCIENCE 2015 23 18 

Dobele, A. R.; Westberg, K.; 
Steel, M.; Flowers, K. 

BUSINESS STRATEGY AND THE 
ENVIRONMENT 2014 23 12 

Notes: 1Total citations in all science fields reported by the Institute for Science Information (ISI) issued by the 
Web of Science (WoS). 2Citations in journals indexed by the Journal Citation Report (JCR) in the categories of 
Business, Management or Ethics.  
 

 

At this point, we found an evidence that the selection of papers was accurate because 
all the 15 papers share citations in a stream where every new publication cite most of the 
formers. This finding supports the cohesion of conceptual paradigms of these papers 
(Bornmann & Daniel, 2008) and it is better perceived in Figure 2, where a citation map 
highlights the number of times these 15 papers cite each other (van Eck et al., 2010). 

 

 
Figure 2 – Citation map of the most influential scholars and papers on the 

Network Theory of Stakeholders. 
Notes: Size of circles represents citation counts within the group. Labels appoint first author only. 

 

Graphically, it is even clearer that Rowley (1997) is the seminal work on the topic and 
influenced most of the following works, which are also interconnected thru citations.  

4.2. Trends in the literature of the Network Theory of Stakeholders 

Cited references 

We organized the 951 backward citations of 15 selected papers to analyze the references 
that built the Network Theory of Stakeholders. We found that four of the most cited references 
were within the group of the 15 selected papers and, apart from this inner group, the seminal 
scholars of the stakeholder theory are top-ranked, such as Freeman, Mitchell, and Donaldson.  

As for the referred journals, the Academy of Management Review set the basis for most 
of the papers, followed by the Journal of Business Ethics. This was not a surprise given the 
prominence of the Academy of Management, including a second journal in the list, and the 
Ethics inputs in the stakeholder theory (Bosse, Phillips, & Harrison, 2009; Griffin, 2017). 
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However, the marketing-related journals was a notorious finding. This finding is in line 
with the keyword analysis, which also includes marketing theory. A better connection within 
these keywords is shown in Figure 3, where it is possible to track ten years of evolution of the 
keywords assigned by the authors, then a proxy for research subjects (Cobo et al., 2011; Ding 
et al., 2001).   

 

 

Figure 3 – Occurrence map of the author keywords in the references of selected 
papers. 

Notes: Size of circles represents occurrence counts within the group. 
 

An overall bibliometric analysis of references shows that the Stakeholder Theory is a 
strong influencer of the of the Network Theory of Stakeholders, as expected. But also the 
Marketing field have made contributions, along with the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
area (Porter & Rafols, 2009). 

Citing papers 

A total of 1025 papers cited the first selection and allowed a bibliometric coupling 
analysis to, initially in aggregate, identify the multidisciplinary of the Network Theory of 
Stakeholders. As an indicator of this phenomenon, in the earlier Table 1 it is also possible to 
find that not all citations of influential scholars and papers were made in the management area 
(Porter & Rafols, 2009).  

As an example, out of the total 824 citations of Rowley (1997), only 390 were in the 
categories of Business, Management or Ethics, that we called the ‘managerial triad’. As earlier 
discussed in the methods session we keep ethics in the managerial triad and our bibliometric 
findings support its influences. 

4.3.Prominent arguments of the Network Theory of Stakeholders. 

When Freeman consolidated the concepts of stakeholder in his work "Strategic 
management: A stakeholder approach" (1984), the idea that the company is in the center of the 
relations prevailed on the Stakeholders Theory. In addition, the theory claims that the relations 
between the company and its stakeholders are the same size and are equidistant from the focal 
organization (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). That is why the relationships between the 
stakeholders and the organization were presented in an independent and dyadic way (Fassin, 
2009). Perhaps because of these principles, academics have focused their efforts on identifying, 
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classifying, and understanding stakeholders (Freeman & Evan, 1979; Freeman, 1984; Mitchell 
et al., 1997) rather than deepening studies on stakeholder-business interactions. 

The relationships among organizations, groups, or individuals are much more complex 
and therefore difficult to be adequately explained in a simplified way (Fassin, 2008). Thus, 
assuming that stakeholders do not have an interrelationship is an idea that does not find any 
support (Dobele et al., 2014; Hillebrand et al., 2015). There is a dynamic interaction among 
stakeholder groups and those groups with organizations. This characteristic points to a situation 
that is not as static as the classical models of stakeholders may suggest (Fassin, 2008, 2009), 
but in continuous change. Therefore, relationships between stakeholders and organizations are 
not the same size nor are they equidistant from the focal organization (Boutilier & Zdziarski, 
2017; Kull et al., 2016).  

Curiously, the concept that stakeholders are not isolated is contemporary to the 
consolidation of the ‘stakeholder’ precepts. Mitroff, in 1983, argued that there is an 
interdependent network of relationships among all stakeholders whose relationships could be 
contrary to the company's goals (Mitroff, 1983). But it was only with Rowley's work, fifteen 
years later, that the perception of simultaneous interactions between multiple and 
interdependent stakeholders was definitively incorporated into the Stakeholder Theory 
(Rowley, 1997).  

Rowley went further when he stated that depending on the density of the network and 
the centrality of the organization on the network, “the company may not be at the center of its 
network of stakeholders”. In addition, the company is also a “stakeholder of other focal points 
in other networks” (Rowley, 1997, p.892). 

In the latest decades, worldwide transformations are impacting the relations between 
the stakeholders and the organizations (Sachs et al., 2010). Governments have had their power 
diminished in the wake of globalization, multinational corporations have been integrating all 
continents through their operations, the performance of non-governmental organizations has 
served as spokesperson for social demands, the popularization of the internet and its connective 
applications enlarged the speed of information, and all these phenomena forced governments, 
companies, and organizations to operate with greater transparency (Hart & Sharma, 2004).  

Also these changes have altered the characteristics of the stakeholder relationship with 
the firm (1) from individual and independent value exchange to a complex and multi-relational 
value exchanges; (2) from an implicit tension to an explicit tension in the interests; and (3) from 
a centralized control to a dispersed control in decision-making (Hillebrand et al., 2015). 
Moreover, the possibility of rapid mobilization of groups or individuals represents a 
considerable development of the relationship between organizations and their stakeholders, 
including those located in the fringe (Hart & Sharma, 2004). 

This growing and intense exchange of information can lead stakeholders with different 
demands to cooperate, forming alliances, aiming to increase the power of their claims on 
organizations (Neville & Menguc, 2006). Therefore, groups of stakeholders that normally 
compete for company's attention and resources may change their behavior and act together to 
inflate their demands with the organization (Roloff, 2008a). Moreover, one stakeholder can 
influence the others according to their specific role in the network (Neville & Menguc, 2006; 
Rowley, 1997). 
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The strength of distinct stakeholder groups when combined for the same demand may 
reach an unfavorable dimension, usually not initially understood by the organization (Frooman, 
1999). This time lag occurs because companies usually do not realize that they are decreasing 
their centrality in the stakeholder network (Rowley, 1997). In these situations, when stakeholder 
management is flawed or missing, stakeholders with a high degree of network connection may 
lead to a situation that is contrary to the interests of the organization (Dobele et al., 2014). 
Moreover, some stakeholders, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) tend to 
mobilize other groups to ally themselves to obtain greater salience (Dobele et al., 2014; Hart & 
Sharma, 2004; Yang & Bentley, 2017). 

On the other side, alliances between stakeholders are not always negative for 
organizations. In collaborative networks, joint work among stakeholders can generate 
knowledge and solutions to complex social and scientific problems (Schneider & Sachs, 2017). 
However, this does not mean a peaceful and trouble-free coexistence (Boutilier & Zdziarski, 
2017). By their diverse origin, stakeholders entering into collaborative networks have different 
motivations, priorities, and expectations for the outcome of their collaboration (Reypens et al., 
2016; Sachs et al., 2010). 

However, in this literature trend, the relationship between stakeholders and companies 
still have common goals of creating a solution addressed to a specific problem. Despite the 
differences pointed out, collaboration is a way to reach a solution that, otherwise, could not be 
found individually (Sachs et al., 2010). 

Relationships between stakeholders have also been analyzed at a level where their 
definition is more comprehensive. The role of stakeholders linked to a focal company generates 
a relationship that is circumscribed to that organization. Comparatively, NGOs, social 
movements, and supranational organizations need to prove their legitimacy (Mitchell et al., 
1997) to qualify them as stakeholders of a company (Roloff, 2008b, 2008a).  

When the focus of a stakeholder’s group or a stakeholder’s network is not an 
organization, but an issue (Frooman, 2010), stakeholder definition becomes more holistic. For 
Roloff (2008a) these stakeholders are representatives of civil society, businesses, and 
government institutions who join forces to address a problem that affects all of them (Roloff, 
2008b, 2008a). 

The motivation for these stakeholders to work together is the need to solve a complex 
issue, which without the participation of these actors it is unlikely to provide a solution (Roloff, 
2008b). The relationship between stakeholders is complicated and goes through several stages 
of development, ranging from skepticism, hostility, agreement and even collaboration (Roloff, 
2008a). Moreover, the scope of the issues addressed by these stakeholders involves the 
management of various societal interests, organizations, and governments. 

 

5. Conclusion 

With this paper, we presented the most influential papers on the Network Theory of 
Stakeholders, some concepts they share, and following developments of their works. The paper 
of Rowley (1997) has proved to be a seminal work in this theory and our content analysis found 
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four prominent arguments in the following most relevant papers, namely the organization focus, 
the stakeholder relationship, the stakeholder network, and the issued focus.  

We found 15 papers particularly important for the Network Theory of Stakeholder 
evolution and reviewed their backward and forward citations to discuss our bibliometric results 
based on almost two thousand references that comprised a twenty-year timespan. We found that 
the Network Theory of Stakeholder evolved from the strategic alliances grounds, passing thru 
a period of the social responsibility and ethics consolidation, which led to the following focus 
on Corporate Social Responsibility one decade ago. Latest developments were in the innovation 
field where networks may play a role in the development of innovation, dynamic business 
models, and value creation, or when together, in value co-creation.  

We recognize that bibliometric studies are sensitive to time and to the knowledge base 
where information is retrieved, therefore we opted to use the Web of Science only and 
understand that citations are different in other databases. One main difficult we found was the 
wider semantic of the word ‘network’ in the business field, it was minimized by a snowball 
technique to find forward and backward citations. Also, the content analysis is always subjected 
to bias and we tried to minimize them by using two blind researchers to countercheck results, 
anyway analyses are qualitative and interpretative given the technique.   
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