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Abstract
Group Decision and Negotiation methods can help identify optimal, or efficient, 
solutions to complex problems and so aid decision-makers. However, recommenda-
tions depend for their success, in part, on their political feasibility within, usually, 
complex organisational settings. A part of the complexity of effective implementa-
tion derives from understanding the responses of stakeholders to the proposed deci-
sions. The responses of stakeholders can be complex because stakeholders respond 
not just to the decision but also to the responses of other stakeholders. When the rec-
ommendations are very important, and when the possible stakeholder responses are 
likely to be complex, then the use of some form of modelling of stakeholder dynam-
ics is likely to be helpful. This paper proposes such a modelling process designed to 
aid the thinking of a decision-making team as they seek to ensure their decision is 
politically feasible. The modelling process is designed to facilitate effective negotia-
tion in groups about the potential impact of stakeholder responses. The modelling 
process is illustrated through a real case.

Keywords  Stakeholder management · Systems thinking · Negotiating political 
feasibility

1  Introduction

Stakeholder management is critical to the successful implementation of strategic 
and operational decisions. In 1984 Freeman’s book arguing for attention to stake-
holders when developing strategy was the first significant body of work published 
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in the field (Freeman 1984, republished in 2010). Since then the GDN literature has 
not provided analysis methods for the analysis of stakeholder dynamics (Eden et al. 
2019). Stakeholder management is always context sensitive— for example ‘politi-
cal, social and technological contexts must also be reckoned with if the firm is to 
incorporate the range of situates and actors—both public and private—that affect its 
operations’ (Cummings and Doh, 2000 p83). It is also important to recognise that 
“identification of both stakeholders and the interconnections between them is a criti-
cal step” (Freeman and McVea, 2001, p193).

Furthermore, approaches to refining the decisions, in both the public and private 
sectors, involve an explicit analysis of stakeholders and their aspirations, needs, 
and wants (Bryson et  al. 2002; Eden and Ackermann 1998). Stakeholders matter 
immensely to the process of analysing and creating organizational strategy (Bry-
son 2004). Our own experience of working with management teams suggests that 
i) consideration of stakeholders is regarded as important by management teams as 
they develop strategy or identify solutions to complex and messy problems, and ii) 
they are helped in doing this through the use of modelling that can act as a bound-
ary object (Black and Andersen 2012; Carlile 2002; Franco 2013; Quick and Feld-
man 2014) and transition object (Eden and Ackermann 2018; Ackermann and Eden 
2010a; Ackermann and Eden 2011a, b; Ackermann et al. 2016; de Geus 1988; Eden 
and Ackermann 2004; Winnicott 1953). The modelling process is seen as enabling 
them to feel more confident about their strategy being closer to optimal as well as 
enhancing their own understanding of the stakeholder landscape. However, these 
modelling processes do not consider the dynamics of stakeholder responses. In this 
paper we present a modelling approach that supports managers in their considera-
tion of the dynamics of stakeholder responses when refining decisions that follow 
from group decision and negotiation.

The purpose of this paper is twofold: i) to describe in detail a tried and tested 
modelling approach that can be used to help decision-makers recognise the dynam-
ics of stakeholder responses when choosing how to respond to complex, multi-stake-
holder, problems, and ii) to contribute to the development of a theory of stakeholder 
interactions that can be operationalised and thus extend research in strategic man-
agement, group decision and negotiation and stakeholder theory arenas.

As noted above, until now there has been little research undertaken that explores 
how a potential action of a stakeholder can be considered both in terms of its impact 
on the effectiveness of the decision through a consideration of its impact on other 
stakeholders and their resultant responses— taking a dynamic view. Some work 
within the Game Theory/Drama Theory arena (Berardo and Lubell 2016; Bryant 
2016; Lubell 2013; Park and Rethemeyer 2014; Elsaid et al. 2017) makes a contribu-
tion, but the analysis process can be lengthy and relatively inaccessible to managers.

Although some publications have identified methods for stakeholder analysis 
(Ackermann and Eden 2011a, 2011b; Bryson 2018) these have not provided ways 
of analysing or modelling the dynamics of interactions between stakeholders. These 
dynamics may lead to a decision failing because the interactions between stakehold-
ers triggered by the policy result in dysfunctional behaviour, or alternatively, if man-
aged effectively, the interactions may lead stakeholders to behave in ways that rein-
force the optimal delivery of the strategy. Without consideration of the dynamics, 
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unintended consequences may follow. Thus in this paper we consider how a mod-
elling process can support the thinking of a management team when considering 
stakeholder dynamics.

The modelling process is divided into a series of steps (a ‘script’) where each step 
provides a ‘deliverable’ (Andersen and Richardson. 1997; Eden et al. 2009; Acker-
mann et al., 2011). A deliverable is a ‘take-away’ for the decision makers – they are 
able to act differently. The steps are formulated with respect to assertions/proposi-
tions about the nature of stakeholders, and where possible these propositions are 
supported by stakeholder theory.

The paper follows following structure. Firstly, a ‘real case’ is introduced. The six 
steps are then introduced using the format of: activity, proposition that guides the 
activity along with a brief review of relevant extant literature, deliverable i.e. what 
the client gains from the step, and the case example showing the implementation of 
the activity. We then summarise the six propositions and provide a table noting not 
only the six steps but some modeller notes to facilitate each step. We finish by dis-
cussing the value gained by the modelling approach through its capacity to illustrate 
how a model as a transitional object and boundary object supports the deliberations 
of managers and reflect on the limitations of the study.

2 � The Illustrative Case

The illustrative case details policy development work undertaken by an organisation 
responsible for airport security. The material has been slightly modified to ensure 
anonymity (although the case was conducted over 15 years ago). The participating 
group was the senior management team of 16 people. Following the identification 
of a number of core strategies for the next five years, the senior management team 
wished to explore the effectiveness and robustness of those possible strategies. The 
team were acutely aware that other stakeholders might easily ‘mess up’ the chance 
of success of several of their agreed strategies.

The implementation of the modelling approach presented in this paper constituted 
a part of a 2-day facilitated off-site strategy workshop with the stakeholder compo-
nent comprising around half a day. The strategy workshop facilitation involved a 
combination of the use of a group support system (GSS) namely Group Explorer 
(Ackermann and Eden 2010) and the formulation of a system dynamics simulation 
model (Andersen et al. 2010). The use of a GSS meant that contributions could be 
captured ‘simultaneously’ allowing for greater productivity as all could ‘speak’ at 
once, along with providing anonymity and thus reducing possible conformity pres-
sures. The emergent model provided an organisational memory, and supported the 
senior management team’s management of the inherent complexity faced by consid-
ering the range of strategies, stakeholders and dynamics.
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3 � The Modelling Process – Six Steps

It is worth noting that the first four steps are likely to be of general use for explor-
ing the stakeholder impact of a large set of potential policies or potential modelling 
outcomes, for example, optimisation efforts, decision analysis etc. These first steps 
derive from work reported elsewhere (Eden and Ackermann 1998; Ackermann and 
Eden 2011b). In the method outlined below, whilst the Group Explorer GSS used 
the causal mapping technique when undertaking the stakeholder modelling, it is 
important to note that although the qualitative models may look similar to cognitive 
or causal maps they are not intended to be used, or read, in this way. Instead, the rep-
resentation system might be seen as a simple directed graph where the arrows (x–y) 
represent x may mean that y occurs, or x may help deliver y, person x may influence 
the behaviour of y. In addition, whilst a GSS was used, it is possible to undertake the 
activities manually.

STEP 1: Identify and Structure Stakeholders

Identify Possible Stakeholders: that is those actors able to influence the strategic 
future of the focal organisation—they are stakeholders because they have a ‘stake’/
interest in the behaviour and strategic future of the focal organisation, in particu-
lar where the intended strategies impact their own aspirations. These stakeholders 
may be internal stakeholders: key departments, groups, unions, operating companies 
of the focal organisation as well as external stakeholders each having an interest in 
monitoring and influencing the strategy of the focal organisation (e.g. regulators, 
customers, competitors).

Map the Possible Stakeholders onto a Power-Interest (PI) Grid: use a 2 × 2 matrix 
where the y-axis represents the degree of interest the potential stakeholder has in the 
behaviour and future of the organisation – particularly the strategies being proposed, and 
the x-axis the degree of power the stakeholder has to influence the future of the organi-
sation. The grid/matrix represents the relative position of each possible stakeholder in 
terms of their interest and power reflecting a spectrum. Those actors positioned in the 
top half of the matrix are the STAKEHOLDERS because they have a high degree of 
stake (interest) in the future of the organisation and its proposed strategies—they care 
about its success or failure and may wish to take action encourage failure or success. 
Those in the top right quadrant are critical to the future of the organisation because they 
may wish to take action to encourage failure or success AND have the power/influence 
to do so. Others in the bottom right of the grid are ACTORS/CONTEXT SETTERS 
who have the power to influence the future of the organisation, but as yet do not have a 
specific intent to do so as judged by those participating in the modelling effort.

Proposition 1  STAKEholders are those with an interest in the organisation. They 
may or may not have the power to express their interest through action that will 
influence that future. Many authors see stakeholder interest as a key criterion when 
considering stakeholders. Frooman, (1999) notes the need to consider stakeholder 
interest and influence as does Mitchell and colleagues (Mitchell et al. 1997). Con-
sidering who is interested is one means of not only identifying stakeholders but also 
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prioritising them. Moreover, understanding the motivation which defines the stake 
of a STAKEholder is also of value (Eskerod and Lund, 2013).

DELIVERABLE clarity about who are the STAKEHOLDERS, and those who 
might unintentionally affect the future of the organisation – they are CONTEXT 
SETTERS (Figs. 1, 2, 3). 

Step 1—Case Example

Identify Stakeholders

Fig. 1   The Power-Interest Grid ( taken from Eden and Ackermann, 1998; Ackermann and Eden, 2011b)

Fig. 2   Stakeholders Identified: here the managers begin the process of identifying stakeholders, without 
consideration for their power and interest
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Organise into Power-Interest Grid

Case Explanation: In the above grid: (1) policy-makers and local politicians were 
taken to be the same people and; (2) screen management was disaggregated into 
Senior Security Officers and Security Officers. This reflects the importance of 
checking for overlaps and assessing the degree of aggregation/dis-aggregation (so 
that the stakeholders are captured at a level able to be managed). There was debate 
about whether Immigration and Customs should be included in the Aviation System, 
however because the purpose (goals) of Immigration and Customs was so different 
from the Aviation systems as a whole they were taken to be separate. In addition, the 
group were unable to place media with any consensus and ‘discovered’ that the rea-
son was that they were so fluid in power and interest—their position was absolutely 
issue related. Thus, the Grid was revised as follows (Fig. 4):

Fig. 3   Using the Power Interest Grid: with stakeholders being positioned on the dimensions of power 
and interest
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Thus, at the end of STEP 1 the management team will have gained some clarity 
about who are the STAKEHOLDERS, and those who might unintentionally affect 
the future of the organisation. However, not all those identified will have been shown 
to be STAKEholders, and some stakeholders will be of greater significance than oth-
ers. STEP 2, therefore seeks to identify and validate those stakeholders that are, at 
least initially, a focus of attention for the group.

STEP 2: Identify Key ‘Players’ from Among the Stakeholders

Identify KEY PLAYERS: those Stakeholders with high Power and high Interest: (the 
top right of the high-power/high-interest quadrant). As a means of managing the vol-
ume of stakeholders, focusing attention on a group of 10–12 key stakeholders with 
high interest and high power is a good first step. Unless these PLAYERS’s interest 
and power are understood then any strategy might be thwarted or under-exploited—
key players can sabotage or support the organisation’s strategies. Those intent on 
sabotaging may be managed by seeking to change their interest or power, and those 
likely to support may be encouraged and resourced in the behaviour.

Proposition 2  The priority for analysis is to focus attention on at least those STAKE-
HOLDERS with the most POWER to influence the impact of any proposed strategy 
of the focal organisation. However, it is also important to consider those stakehold-
ers with less power who may form themselves into a coalition (or can be formed into 
a coalition) and so become powerful. As with interest, the dimension of power or 
influence is a means of differentiating and prioritising where attention is required. 

Fig. 4   Fluidity in the Power Interest Grid: the media were considered to be very powerful and interested 
in some situations but less so when addressing other issues, the arrows show this fluidity of position— 
there was some debate about whether the arrow was vertical, where they were considered to be always 
powerful
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(Eskerod and Jepsen 2016) and Jepsen and Eskerod 2009) discuss categorizing 
stakeholders according to criteria such as interests and influence. Using power and 
interest as dimensions when considering stakeholder management is not new (for 
example, Eden and Ackermann 1998; Bryson 2018; McElroy and Mills 2010) and 
has been applied in a range of industries e.g. human resource development (Gara-
van 1995), construction projects (Olander and Landin 2005) etc. Others have noted 
power, legitimacy and urgency (Mitchell et al. 1997) as dimensions.

DELIVERABLE identification of key stakeholders – key PLAYERS–who can sig-
nificantly influence the focal organisation, and so must be managed carefully.

Step 2—Case Example

Identify KEY PLAYERS: Those Stakeholders with High Power and High Interest
The facilitators had been concerned that the number of stakeholders identified 
seemed small and tried to push the team to identify more. Given time constraints 
(the entire modelling process had to be completed within half of a day) the manage-
ment team were certain, on the basis of past experience, that they had identified the 
most important from the perspective of potential dynamics. The team first looked at 
the stakeholders with the most power and interest but decided that they wished to 
consider all of the stakeholders they had identified. This proposal seemed sensible 
given that the number identified was less than often the case.

Thus, STEP 2 has identified those stakeholders who can significantly influence 
the focal organisation, and so must be managed carefully. These stakeholders, who 
are seen as key players, may change as the analysis steps lead to further discussion 
and negotiation among the management team. STEP 3 asks the team to consider 
what these key players wish to achieve (their goals) in the problematic situation.

STEP 3: Surface the Core Goals of Key Players

Identify the core goals of each of the key PLAYERS.
Core goals describe the driving force of strategic and/or operational behaviour of 
the stakeholder. These core goals adequately differentiate the purpose of the organi-
sation from other organisations (and so will not be a generic goal such as “make 
profit” or “serve the public”). Focusing on around 4–5 core goals which may com-
prise some sub-goals that each support the core goals helps ensure that the mate-
rial captured reflects the main aspirations of each of the Players whilst not resulting 
in an over complex model. In addition, include the core goals of the key internal 
stakeholders of the focal organisation. Any goals common to all stakeholders are 
likely to be superordinate, at least initially, and generic/vague. Seek to capture the 
core goals in a manner that clearly reflects sufficient detail regarding their nature 
but at the same time is concise. Six to eight words can work well. In some instances, 
the goals may be worded negatively, for example ‘no violation of passenger rights’. 
These negative goals (or ramifications) are equally important to note.

Check that the surfaced material reflects the core goals of the key players. Often 
the surfacing of goals gives rise to statements which are not desired outcomes but 
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rather strategies/options. Thus, the group needs to agree on which of the suggested 
goals are ‘genuine’ goals and which are optional (for example, strategies). For exam-
ple, while the group had initially shown “better communication link between avia-
tion system and security” as a goal for the airlines, discussion quickly led to agree-
ment that this was only one of several optional means to the end goal “ensure high 
security” rather than an end in its own right. It is usual for approximately one-third 
of identified goals to be optional strategies rather than ‘good outcomes in their own 
right’. These need to be recoded (possibly using a different style/colour) as possible 
strategies that the stakeholder could use to deliver their core goal. They will become 
important as stakeholder interactions are explored later.

Proposition 3  The core goals of key players must be identified because STAKEhold-
ers respond to the behaviour of others if their own INTERESTS (GOALS including 
‘negative avoidance’ goals (see Bryson et  al. 2016)) are believed to be at risk or 
can be supported. The modelling process step also attends to the premise that there 
is likely to be conflicting interests due to the range of key player goals (Narayana 
et al. 2014). Understanding not only the goals but also sub goals, i.e. recognition of 
a network or hierarchy of goals takes cognisance of March and Heath’s logic of con-
sequentiality (March and Heath 1994). In addition, it is worth reflecting that the goal 
systems have the potential of being influenced by what others might think (Eskerod 
and Jepson 2013).

DELIVERABLE: Possible Key Strategies and Core Goals of all Key Players

Step 3—Case Example

Identify the Core Goals
See Table 1 for a summary of the core goals identified for each stakeholder. In some 
instances the goals are the same for 2 or more stakeholders – for example ‘increase 
screening efficiency’ is a goal for both tourist passengers and airlines.

Several ‘negative-avoidance goals’ are proposed, where the expressed goal is one 
of avoidance

no violation of passenger civil rights [human rights pressure groups].
no wait at the checkpoint [airlines].
no wait at the checkpoint [tourist passengers].
avoid service failures [SSOs and SOs].
avoid not getting re-elected [politicians].
decrease the impact of disruption on the aviation system [Police].
Thus, STEP 3 has facilitated a team discussion about possible key strategies and 

core goals of all key PLAYERS: what does the team presume each of these players 
wish to achieve in the situation. Typically, the most revealing outcomes for this step 
are the realisations about the extent to which negative-avoidance goals are impor-
tant drivers of possible behaviours of the key players. STEP 4 recognises that when 
one stakeholder achieves their own goal then it may help or hinder another stake-
holder achieving theirs. And so, STEP 4 seeks to map out these possible interactions 
between goals.
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STEP 4: Capture the Chains of Interaction between Goals

Map the interaction (support) between the core goals of stakeholders. Explic-
itly consider in what way does the attainment of each core goal impact/influence 
the attainment of other stakeholder core goals. In other words, express judgment 
about when the core goal of one stakeholder helps another stakeholder achieve their 
core goal (or the opposite where the core goal of one stakeholder hinders the goal 
achievement of another stakeholder).

And visually analyse the stakeholder goals interaction model, particularly with 
respect to the location in the network of the goals of the focal organisation’s goals. 
For example, are they drivers of a lot of other super-ordinate goals (potency), or 
alternatively driven by the goal seeking behaviours of many other stakeholders. Are 
there focal organisation goals that are highly central in the map – they support many 
other goals and are supported by many other goals.

Proposition 4  The response of a key player/stakeholder is influenced by their own 
goals but also potentially by the goals of others. Nevertheless, care needs to be taken 
to understand that sometimes responses are ‘knee-jerk’ with respect to tacit goals 
or unarticulated goals. This is what is referred to as habitual or impulsive behaviour 
(Schiffman and Kanuk 2009). Often outsiders are able to identify goals more accu-
rately than those inside an organisation where overly rational or historical goals are 
presumed to drive behaviour (touching on Argyris and Schon’s work on espoused 
theories versus theories in action (Argyris and Schon 1974)).

Goals form systems and understanding the motivation of stakeholders beyond the 
highly generic profit and growth focus can yield a subtler understanding (Bryson 
et  al. 2016; Ackermann and Eden 2011b). These goals systems facilitate analysis 
revealing goals that are, for example, central to the overall structure.

DELIVERABLE: focal organizational goals selected because of their centrality 
and potency.

Step 4—CASE EXAMPLE

Map the Interaction (support) Between Core Goals of Stakeholders
This goal map (Fig. 5 below) shows all of the proposed goals. Many of which sub-
sequently were noted to be strategies rather than goals (the statements not in bold 
font). In square brackets at the end of each statement is noted the stakeholder whose 
goal is stated. To aid identification of goals with respect to stakeholder they are col-
our coded.

Without the potential suggested strategies, the goals interaction map became less 
complex (Fig. 6 below):

Thus, STEP 4 has mapped out the interaction between the goals systems of the 
key players. Although the focus of the step has been on players, depending on the 
number of stakeholders it will be helpful to gather the goals for as many stake-
holders as possible, gradually considering those with less power. The process will 
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have facilitated the identification of goals that are central to the overall structure—
selected because of their centrality and potency. With a view of the interacting goals 
system across stakeholders it becomes possible to test out strategies. STEP 5 seeks 
to refine possible strategies (some of which have already emerged in earlier steps) 
through exploring the ramifications of stakeholder responses.

STEP 5: Exploring and Testing Out Strategies

Explore and enhance/refine promising strategies: expected to i) help the focal organ-
isation attain its core goals and ii) through refinement, attain as many goals of the 
key player stakeholders as possible. Promising strategies are likely to be those that 
have many ramifications (out arrows) and so are aimed at ‘hitting’ a core goal that is 
‘at the bottom’ of the stakeholder goals network hierarchy but with positive ramifi-
cation to many other goals.

Proposition 5  Strategies can be continuously improved through a process of under-
standing the potential responses of stakeholders. This is similar to the principles of 
game theory (for example, Bennett and Dando 1981; Fang, Hipel, and Kilgour 1993; 
Bryant 2010) in terms of testing out strategies and determining responses. However, 
through the use of the qualitative model, the process is both quicker and more acces-
sible. In addition it touches on research that recognises the significance of using 
concepts such as systems thinking to model strategic interventions through involv-
ing stakeholders affected by strategies (Elias 2019) as strategies are often impeded 
by roadblocks created by stakeholders who feel that their stakes are not addressed 
adequately.

DELIVERABLE improved strategies—strategies become enhanced so that they 
are less likely to induce dysfunctional responses from stakeholders (including 
responses of stakeholders to the responses of other stakeholders in response to the 
strategies).

Step 5—CASE EXAMPLE

Explore and enhance/refine promising strategies
In the case the team were concerned about a potential crisis: a specific and pos-

sible air-side terrorist attack. Analysis of the Goals system shows that a powerful 
strategy would be one that helps ‘decrease the impact of the disruption on the avia-
tion system’. To do so will help politicians, airlines, vendors, tourist passengers, and 
help with the core goals of the focal organisation (SOs and SSOs): ‘maintain cus-
tomer service’.

Thus, the draft strategy that was regarded as most powerful was seen to be an 
apparently simple one that had been suggested as a part of gathering core goals: bet-
ter communication link between aviation system and security [Airlines]. This strat-
egy was suggested because it aimed at decreasing the impact of disruptions on the 
aviation system – a core goal for both security officers and the police (meeting a 
goal of the focal organisation and one other stakeholder).
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In considering refinement of the strategy, the team firstly queried the meaning 
of the rather vague strategy statement— believing it would be helpful to be clearer 
about how ‘better communication’ was to be achieved. Thus, the strategy was modi-
fied to say: more timely communication of incidents and better communication links 
and further to explicitly state that the management team’s expectation was that this 
would be achieved through the use of technology that had been under test. Thus, the 
strategy statement became: use advanced technology to permit SSOs to get informa-
tion from the police in a more timely manner.

The next stage was for the team to consider whether the strategy could be refined 
so that it was able to not only meet the goal of decreasing the impact of disruptions 
on the aviation system and its ramifications but also other goals of other stakehold-
ers gaining further support.

Reviewing the full map showed additional suggested strategies relating to com-
munication: for example, more feedback from screeners (wanted by the Aviation 
System)— initially noted as a goal. Using the same technology to help with com-
munication between aviation and security should be considered provided it did not 
compromise the focal goal. However, in further discussion the team noted that sim-
ply using technology did not help reduce the intent to deceive the screening system 
unless those seeking to do so were aware of the new system. The strategy was modi-
fied so that it would also help attain this (negative) goal: use technology in a vis-
ible manner to support timely and collaborative communication between police and 
SSOs (including a visible link from gate staff to SSO and Police). This revised strat-
egy was expected to directly help attain: decrease the impact of disruption (police 
and SSOs); reduce intent to deceive (SSOs); ensure safety of aircraft (SSOs and 
Aviation System); keep screening process quick and easy for passengers (Airlines). 
Thus addressing goals of many stakeholders: SSOs, police, aviation system, airlines. 
In addition, there was the possibility of implementation helping provide a better link 
between the aviation and security (tourist passengers and aviation system goals).

With initial exploration and refinement undertaken in STEP 5, STEP 6 continues 
to refine strategies through a qualitative simulation modelling of the dynamics of 
stakeholder responses.

STEP 6: Simulate the Responses of Stakeholders, not only to the strategy but to 
each stakeholder’s response to the strategy.

Simulate, using a thought experiment: (Cargile 1991), the response of stakeholders 
to the implementation of the most promising strategy that is designed and expected 
to attain the core goals of the focal organisation and other stakeholders.

The thought experiment will need to consider that often the implementation 
of a strategy can promote ‘knee-jerk’ responses rather than well-thought through 
responses.
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Use the goals map to identify the goal of stakeholder(s) that might be expected to 
be impacted by the strategy (that is, consider at least the out-arrows from the focal 
organisation goal under consideration).

Consider, in the first instance, a stakeholder goal that is also relatively potent 
or central in the goals map. Consider the likely responses of the stakeholder to the 
strategy.

Notwithstanding the possibility of ill-thought through ‘knee-jerk’ responses, the 
response must be with respect to their identified core goal and associated sub-goals, 
and the possible use of their identified strategies. It is crucial to re-check the pre-
sumed stakeholder goal and to ‘step into their shoes’ and think from their perspec-
tive (see ‘role think’ procedure in Eden and Ackermann 1998: 133).

The response of the stakeholder will typically demand a revision, sometimes sub-
tle, of the proposed focal organisation strategy in order to ensure that the stakeholder 
response is positive, neutral or at least not negative enough to matter.

Continue with a consideration of the potential responses from other stakeholders 
who have goals that are impacted by the strategy of the focal organisation (with ref-
erence to the goals map).

Revise the proposed strategy—that is continuous cycling until “finished with” 
(Eden 1987) resulting in a satisfactory strategy that attends to the views of those 
attending.

Continue exploring the goals map by anticipating possible responses of stakeholders 
impacted (in the goals map—thus moving up the goals hierarchy) until a new future 
situation arises that can be exploited by the focal organisation that reinforces their goal.

This step is the most difficult and yet also the most crucial. The purpose is to 
find ways in which stakeholder responses increasingly support the proposed strategy. 
The strategy is modified until the best long-term support is likely. As we see from 
the example (Fig.  8 below) it is likely that there will still be some dysfunctional 
responses and these need to be balanced with the supporting responses. The aim is 
to try and devise a strategy where internal and external stakeholders help deliver the 
strategy over time.

Proposition 6  A simulation of stakeholder responses to a potential strategy of 
the focal organisation is likely to be realistic enough to enable the development of 
improved strategies. This attends to the “complex and dynamic nature of stakeholder 
positions and behaviours in these projects point to the need of involving stakehold-
ers while formulating and implementing strategic interventions. Therefore, there is 
scope for developing methodological approaches that can aid in formulating strategic 
interventions through stakeholder involvement and collaboration” (Elias 2019: 313).

DELIVERABLE self-reinforcing strategies that seem least likely to produce sig-
nificant negative responses from stakeholders, most likely to get support and a better 
strategy than would have been the case without consideration of stakeholder interac-
tions. Enhancing an understanding of the goals and behaviour of stakeholders.
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Step 6—CASE EXAMPLE: Note: the description of this stage has been sig-
nificantly simplified in order to promote an understanding of the process through 
example.

Simulate, using a thought experiment:
Considering the response of human rights organisations to the goal of no viola-

tion of passenger civil rights there might occur:
Worry that the visibility of the strategy might mean too many apparent racist 

pickups might be identified by the media and reported, with a consequential media 
story developing about the ‘incompetence’ of SOs. Thus, the strategy has a risk of 
a negative impact on i) the human rights organisations goal of “no violation of pas-
senger civil rights, and ii) the goal of “keep media attention positive” with the con-
sequence of risking the politicians’ goal of “avoiding not getting re-elected”.

Considering the response of Policy Makers with respect to the goal of ensuring 
funds spent for security are being used prudently:

The proposed enhancement of the strategy so that it facilitates a better commu-
nication link between aviation and security might be seen as a negative impact on 
“ensure funds for security are being used prudently” with the possible impact on 
re-election. The team decided their strategy was dependent on small marginal cost 
to this outcome, and so was not a significant concern. Although they considered 
that there was a danger of incremental growth in expenditure that must be protected 
against.

Considering SSOs and SOs response to ensuring the safety of aircraft and to the 
attainment of their goal of ensuring the safety of aircraft and maintaining customer 
service:

The team believed that this would mean staff feeling better about their job in 
response to the implementation of the strategy—they were aware of the low morale 

Fig. 7   Staff response reinforces the strategy: The two responses (in black and boxed) following the 
implementation of the enhanced strategy –green arrows show support for the outcome which are also a 
part of multiple feedback loops that reinforce the effectiveness of the strategy



	 C. Eden, F. Ackermann 

1 3

among staff. This would mean they would be more likely to support the original 
strategy and enable a continuing easy and effective implementation and develop-
ment of the communication system. But significantly, they believed that there would 
be other spin-offs to reinforce screening efficiency for both airlines and tourist 
passengers.

This response was seen to be self-reinforcing.
Figures 7, 8, 9, 10 show extracts of the overall exploration of dynamics (shown 

in Fig. 11). Figure 7 shows the expected response from an internal stakeholder (the 
staff)—a positive and reinforcing response. Whereas Fig. 8 shows what the group 
regarded as a likely dysfunctional response following the possibility of too many 
apparent racist pickups reported in the press and its impact on politicians. Figure 9 
shows how significant the staff response might be—the staff feeling better about 
their jobs. This anticipated response is crucial to the effective reinforcing dynamic 
because it is at the core of the many feedback loops identified. The management 
team not only appreciated its significance with respect to the developing strategy, 
but also promoted the significance of the feeling staff had about their job for strategy 

Fig. 8   Possible worrying dysfunctional outcome: Responses (in black and boxed) following the imple-
mentation of the enhanced strategy—the red arrows shows where an outcome has the opposite impact to 
that stated by the outcome of the arrow, and green arrows show support for the outcome which are also a 
part of multiple feedback loops that reinforce the effectiveness of the strategy
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development in general. Figure  10 shows how the management team needed to 
make a judgment about the ‘battle’ between positive and negative outcomes of their 
strategy.

Figure 10 shows the negative and positive interactions that promote two forms of 
dynamic: positive feedback of a virtuous self-sustaining cycle, and negative feed-
back which tends to negate the impact of the strategy as it is implemented. The two 
sets of responses suggest a competition between the impact of the negative feed-
back loop and the positive/virtuous feedback loop, and risky negative outcome of 
the impact on politicians.

Figure  11 shows undesirable consequences may follow as: security staff feel 
better about their job, leading to the communications system being developed & 
enhanced—made easier because of cooperation among security staff and subse-
quently leading to visible SSO & Police communication & collaboration including 
VISIBLE link from gate staff to SSO and Police, leads to too many apparent rac-
ist pickups reported in the press, leading to media story about incompetence of too 
many staff able to flag people, and so NOT keep media attention positive [Aviation 
System]. The figure also shows a virtuous cycle is believed to occur as a result of: 
security staff feel better about their job, leads to communications system developed & 
enhanced—communication system easily developed because of cooperation among 
security staff, meaning visible SSO & Police communication & collaboration includ-
ing VISIBLE link from gate staff to SSO and Police, and so decrease the impact of 
disruption on the aviation system [Police and SSOs], which ensure safety of aircraft 
[SSOs and Aviation System], reinforcing security staff feel better about their job.

4 � Discussion and Conclusions

The steps presented in this paper can be argued to be those that, in effect, a wise and 
competent manager would be able to follow ‘in their head’. Thus, what is the point 
of qualitative modelling of the sort described in this paper? Firstly, the modelling 
process, when undertaken in a team setting, enables the wisdom and experience and 
insight of each manager to be combined and so new insights developed that would 
not arise without a group process- it provides group support. Visual interactive mod-
elling, albeit qualitative, facilitates the sharing of knowledge so that new insights are 
more likely to occur. This construction of a boundary object (model) that is “plastic, 
interpreted differently across communities but with enough immutable content to 
maintain integrity” (Wikipedia) is also the basis for being able to negotiate enhanced 
stakeholder strategies. Secondly, the model is continuously in transition so that the 
group see the continuing enhancement of their thinking, with the model as a transi-
tional object that can also act as an organisational memory. Clearly, good facilitation 
is important to the modelling process, and so we have included as an appendix some 
further notes to aid facilitation and analysis with respect to each step.

Is it worth it? As Bryson (2004) and Bryson et al. (2002) suggest, analysis is worth 
it when “stakeholders matter”. In some situations, therefore, it will be worth the effort 
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of those seeking to support groups negotiating towards a strategic direction to think 
through stakeholder responses. Often recommended strategies remain untested for 
stakeholder reaction. Whilst this process is unlikely to fundamentally change the rec-
ommended solution, it is likely to enhance and tune the proposal. The process docu-
ments the reasons for the enhancement and so makes it easier to debate and query.

When the potential responses of stakeholders are particularly important it may 
be worthwhile translating the formulation created by the method here into a sys-
tem dynamics model, or at least into a stock and flow diagram. Stakeholder goals 
and sanctions are elements of the classic goal-seeking “cybernetics” balancing 
loop (Richardson 1991). Andersen et  al. (2018) demonstrate the power of such a 
structure ‘when they show how stakeholders given mosquito nets to control malaria 
instead used them to haul fish (Gettleman 25 January 2015). Attempting such a for-
mulation forces clarity of thinking: discovering which ‘stocks’ are common to all 
or some of the stakeholders—and thus provides the basis for some of the linking 
of responses and so reinforces the core of the model of interacting stakeholders. In 
other instances, there is not necessarily a common stock of concern but there can be 
multiple touch points overlapping where stocks and their maintenance collide.

Within the structure of a goals system the top of the hierarchy tends to repre-
sent ‘generic goals’ that are not the drivers of behaviour but rather summary/general 
statements about the specific ‘business goals’ (core goals) of the organization that 
differentiate the organization from others in the same field. It is these core business 
goals that drive behaviour. Being explicit about goals in action rather than those 
espoused helps organizations focus their energies more effectively. Actions do not 
derive from super-ordinate goals; they give meaning to subordinate goals. For the 
purpose of simplification, the method suggests the identification of core goals for 
each stakeholder. The goals of stakeholders are more complex and are a system of 
interconnected goals (a goals system—Eden and Ackermann 2013).

The significance of particular goals in the goals system shifts as the situation 
changes, thus behaviour/responses are dependent of identifying the salience of par-
ticular goals with respect to the situation. Realistic models can become very com-
plex very quickly (even for interaction of 2 stakeholders), particularly when attention 
to a complex goals system is important. As such, constant reviewing is necessary, 
demanding considerable effort. Whilst this might be seen as an imposition, and thus 
a limitation, it is also a reflection of the context within which organisations operate.

Finally, there is a danger that too much certainty becomes embedded in the model—
presumptions about goals and responses are not seen as informed guesses. Sensitivity 
testing can help when high levels of uncertainty exist with respect to a stakeholder.

This paper has deliberately aimed to show the translation of theory into practice. 
The method proposed is presented as an example of the often quoted “nothing is as 
practical as good theory” (Lewin 1951:169) The focus of the paper has been to explore 
analytically the role of stakeholders, and their rarely analysed dynamic responses, as 
managerial teams consider their potential strategies in response to complex problem-
atic situations. The case example demonstrates how theoretical propositions translate 
into a series of analytical steps that seek to help the thinking of the management team, 
and in this sense the method is used as a boundary object and transitional object.
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