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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

STAKEHOLDER GOVERNANCE: 
EMPIRICAL AND THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENTS 

 
 
 

BY 
 

SARAH KU 
 

April 13, 2022 
 
 
 
Committee Co-Chairs: S. Tamer Cavusgil & Leigh Anne Liu 
 
Major Academic Unit: International Business / Marketing 
 
 
 

Stakeholder governance receives attention across many disciplines, resulting in fragmented 
knowledge. The inherent complexity of stakeholder governance requires the integration of this 
knowledge to develop comprehensive and inclusive theories to better conceptualize this 
phenomenon. In this research, we develop stakeholder governance through empirical and 
theoretical approaches. In the first essay, we use multiple case comparisons to empirically examine 
how and why organizations manage food waste to develop grounded theory through contextualized 
explanations. We contribute grounded theoretical and empirical evidence to show that food waste 
represents a significant business problem. Our data suggests that dimensions of logistics and 
stakeholder governance dictate how and why organizations manage food waste. These findings 
stimulate a deeper dive into stakeholder governance, revealing fragmentations in knowledge that 
require holistic, interdisciplinary review and synthesis. In the second essay, we identify definitions 
and terminologies, review the evolution of theories and orientations, organize mechanisms and 
conceptualizations, synthesize key theoretical tensions, and offer suggestions for future research 
to contribute theoretical developments for stakeholder governance. We contribute pluralist 
conceptual frameworks that integrate knowledge across disciplines to provide a comprehensive 
overview and recommendations. Overall, we contribute empirical and theoretical research to 
advance theory development for stakeholder governance.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Motivation of the Essays 

This dissertation emerges from a fundamental desire to better understand the world. 

Countless atrocities, sufferings, and injustices overwhelm our societies and make it hard to grasp 

the meaning of it all. But life also reveals tremendous kindness, compassion, and connections 

that stimulate hope in humanity. Intrinsic curiosities beg the question: “Why are sustainability 

and equity so difficult to implement in business strategies and operations?” This overarching 

question motivates the essays in this dissertation and guides the future trajectory of our research.  

Although it can be difficult to believe in current realities, capitalism does not have to only 

help a few at the expense of many. Businesses embody opportunities to model sustainable and 

equitable strategies and structures to stimulate paradigm shifts. Scholarship and industry focus so 

much on increasing proprietary competitive advantages and not enough on increasing 

cooperative collaborations that benefit communities, cultures, and societies. According to the 

Dalai Lama, our prime purpose in life is to help others; and if you can’t help them, at least don’t 

hurt them. Individuals, firms, industries, and countries hold responsibilities to this purpose, 

regardless of moral philosophies. A conventional purpose of business is to make money. For too 

long we’ve prioritized making as much money as possible, not only regardless of sacrifices to the 

people and environment around us, but through vigorously exploiting them, causing atrocious 

and often irreversible harm. Slowly but surely, the purpose of business is shifting away from 

maximizing profits for shareholders and progressing towards creating value for all stakeholders. 

This purpose can be achieved through mindful reflection, rotation, and revolution of existing 

structures that fail to serve this purpose. This manuscript will not save the world, but it aspires to 

contribute glimmers of insights towards answering this question and serving this purpose. 
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1.2. Significance of the Essays 

We began our examinations of sustainability and equity in business by exploring a 

relevant and global topic of food waste in Essay 1. With approximately one-third of food wasted 

globally every year (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2017; Gustavsson 

et al., 2013; US EPA, 2018) while 821 million people go hungry (FAO, 2011; Loboguerrero et 

al., 2018), food waste reflects a glaring universal problem. Combined with global costs 

amounting to $940 billion USD annually (Gustavsson et al., 2011), examining food waste in 

organizational contexts revealed undeniable suitability to research sustainability and equity from 

a business perspective. We did not anticipate that this research would lead to an overarching 

theme of stakeholder governance. We had developed assumptions and expectations from 

reviewing academic and non-academic literature that led us to believe that logistics mechanisms 

(e.g., awareness, capabilities, proximity to facilities) would be the largest influencers for how 

and why organizations manage food waste. Yet, our data revealed that stakeholder governance 

represents significant influence on strategic and operational decisions. Welch et al., (2011) 

describe the potential of theorizing from case study research, which inspired us to use this 

method with a grounded theory approach to contribute theory development and empirical 

evidence for stakeholder governance.  

Compelling and pressing potential of stakeholder governance present significant 

opportunities for current and future research (Amis et al., 2020), stimulating Essay 2. However, 

inconsistent language, negligence of fundamental dynamics, isolated and sometimes 

inappropriate theoretical foundations, narrow framing, and generally fragmented knowledge 

convolute this already complex phenomenon. Stakeholder governance research repeatedly uses 
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contexts of “wicked issues”, which involve many stakeholders with different values and 

priorities and cannot be solved or even dominated by one institution or sector alone (Camillus, 

2008; Sachs et al., 2010). Examples of wicked issues include the climate change, the COVID-19 

pandemic, wealth disparities, biodiversity loss, global financial crises, and the United Nations 

Sustainability Development Goals (Fyke & Buzzanell, 2013; Grewatsch et al., 2021; Sachs et al., 

2010), as they affect many stakeholders at a macro scale, albeit with discriminating impacts. 

Since no single entity can, or should, bear the exclusive weight of responsibility in solving these 

complex problems, our theorizing must also reflect this reality. Similarly, isolating 

interdependent concepts, such as economic, environmental, and social dimensions, hurts theory 

development and practice. Shifting prioritization to a shared issue or goal enables alignment of 

stakeholder and shareholder interests to stimulate cooperation and fruitful collaborations 

(Matzembacher et al., 2021). These issues also represent collective action problems in joint value 

creation, which provide particularly rich contexts for stakeholder governance (Bridoux & 

Stoelhorst, 2020). Chen and Hitt (2021) describe the potential of knowledge synthesis, which 

inspired us to use this method to contribute interdisciplinary review and synthesis of definitions, 

terminologies, theories, orientations, mechanisms, and conceptualizations to provide integrative 

theory building.  

 

1.3. Research Questions and Purpose 

Our overarching research question is, “Why are sustainability and equity so difficult to 

implement in business strategies and operations?” While this question will undoubtedly sustain 

our research career, the essays in this dissertation serve as preliminary platforms on which to 

ground and guide our research pipeline. Essay 1 asks, “How and why do organizations manage 
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food waste?” while Essay 2 asks, “What are overlapping patterns of stakeholder governance?” 

These questions contribute to the purpose of this research to help others through organizational 

strategies and structures that create value for all stakeholders. 

 

1.4. Contributions of the Essays 

Dominant theories were developed in the twentieth century and embody limitations (e.g., 

societal, technological, market, manufacturing) that have either changed substantially or no 

longer apply (De Jong & Van Witteloostuijn, 2004; Palazzo & Scherer, 2008). Both grounded 

theory (from Essay 1) and holistic synthesis (from Essay 2) offer valuable, complementary 

approaches for theory building. The essays in this dissertation contribute empirical and 

integrated frameworks for theoretical advancements for stakeholder governance. 

Methodologically, these essays reinforce calls for integrating theories for more comprehensive 

theory development methods (V. Z. Chen & Hitt, 2021; Hitt et al., 2007). Theory building 

through grounded research (from Essay 1) allows data to reveal theoretical insights. Exploring 

and integrating theories from outside disciplinary silos enables creative and innovative theory 

developments. Combinations of grounded and integrated theoretical approaches contributes to 

more rigorous and inclusive theorizing methodologies. Finally, the ways in which we theorize 

impacts managerial practices (Ghoshal, 2005). Developing theory surrounding topical contexts 

and phenomena offers deeply practical managerial implications. The common theme among 

these essays of stakeholder governance exploration contributes theoretical advancements for 

organizational strategies and structures that create value for all stakeholders. 
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2. ESSAY 1: DEVELOPING GROUNDED THEORY FOR  

STAKEHOLDER GOVERNANCE FROM CASE STUDIES OF  

ORGANIZATIONAL FOOD WASTE MANAGEMENT 

 

2.1. Introduction 

Approximately one-third of food produced globally for human consumption is wasted 

every year (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2017; Gustavsson et al., 

2013; US EPA, 2018). 25-50% of total food production is lost or wasted (Kummu et al., 2012; 

Lundqvist et al., 2008). Organic material (largely consisting of food residuals) also comprises 

one-third of global municipal solid waste (MSW), 15% in the United States, making it the largest 

single category (FAO, 2017; US EPA, 2018). This refuse consists of approximately 1.3 billion 

tons of food, which costs the world $940 billion USD annually (Gustavsson et al., 2011). Food 

and other types of waste overwhelmingly ends up in landfills and open dumps around the globe 

(Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata, 2012) despite it being “the worst available option for all foods” 

(Moult et al., 2018). Food waste has dire economic, environmental, and social costs when 

discarded improperly, yet have highly profitable prospects (Hanson & Mitchell, 2017). The 

United Nations Sustainability Development Goal (SDG) 12.3 seeks to halve per capita global 

food waste at the retail and consumer levels by 2030 (United Nations, 2015, p. 27).  

The environmental costs of greenhouse gas emissions, including carbon dioxide and 

methane, and social costs of 821 million undernourished people (FAO, 2011; Loboguerrero et 

al., 2018) reveals a critical and urgent global problem. While the concern over food waste is 

neither unique nor novel (Block et al., 2016; Brosius et al., 2013; Cooremans & Geuens, 2019; 

Gollnhofer, 2017b; Gruber et al., 2016; Parker et al., 2019; Press & Arnould, 2009; Scott & 
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Vallen, 2019), this issue is typically researched for government and consumer audiences, not 

corporations. This evasion of corporate responsibility for food waste is paradoxical; corporations 

play a substantial role in the production and management of food waste. Yet, the cost of waste is 

commonly viewed as a cost of doing business, with little attention to minimizing or optimizing 

business operations to reduce or valorize this resource. Food waste is an abundance, renewable, 

inevitable resource that we habitually disregard. 

Regardless of industry or geographic location, every firm deals with food waste, whether 

from consumers or employees, making it a universal organizational externality. We use the term 

organizational to encompass business corporations as well as entities such as non-profit 

institutions, hospitals, universities, etc. (Drucker, 1993) to provide more inclusive context for 

this phenomenon that is distinctly different from the municipal or individual emphasis that 

dominates this issue. Industrial, organizational, and residential sectors represent 39%, 37%, and 

24%, respectively (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2020). Food residuals are 

inevitable, natural, abundant, available, and renewable byproducts. Utilizing this material (e.g. 

recovering for human consumption, animal feed, compost, feedstock, energy) offers economic, 

environmental, and social opportunities that are currently widely overlooked in business research 

and practice (Confente et al., 2020; Hanson & Mitchell, 2017; Ravindran & Jaiswal, 2016). 

Optimizing resource efficiencies offer long-term, triple bottom line opportunities that deserves 

more attention, particularly in B2B contexts (Iyer & Reczek, 2017; Sheth & Apte, 2016). 

Food waste management encompasses multiple SDGs, such as responsible consumption 

and production, zero hunger, sustainable cities and communities, and climate action. Confronting 

these goals is difficult because they involve issues that are inherently complex and cannot be 

elegantly modeled (Ghoshal, 2005). They require holistic, interdisciplinary, pluralist, systems 



 

16 of 126 

collaborations; “important problems cannot be solved within the confines of traditional 

disciplines” (Horvath, 1972, p. 56). Citizens trust that the present system that extensively 

silences and hides waste can solve the consequences of this same system (de Coverly et al., 

2008). Disruptions, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, force us to rethink our existing systems 

and update them for contemporary and imminent realities. Therefore, we apply a broad, open-

minded approach to study the universal context of organizational food waste.  

In this research, we ask the following research questions: How and why do organizations 

manage food waste? Addressing these questions enable us to understand the theoretical and 

practical reasons for how and why this resource continues to be overlooked. Taking an 

exploratory, grounded theory approach allows us to study this phenomenon through empirical 

evidence instead of relying on assumptions that may or may not hold true in contemporary 

contexts.  

We first examine existing research in both natural and social sciences to gain a holistic 

overview of how scholarship currently frames and positions research on food waste. We 

investigate issues, contexts, and actors to identify priorities and uncover opportunities for 

theoretical and practical advancements. We employ a hermeneutic, exploratory methodological 

approach to study activities and behaviors related to organizational food waste. We develop 

grounded theory from case comparisons to grasp the interpretive and interdisciplinary nature of 

this worldwide phenomenon. Through this study, we contribute theoretical and practical 

developments to reflect modern realities for this universal organizational externality.  
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2.2. Theoretical Background 

We began this research by looking at existing scholarship from a holistic, 

multidisciplinary perspective. Some theoretical purists believe that grounded theory should not 

be biased or “contaminated” by previous review of the literature (Dick, 2007; Glaser, 1998; 

Locke, 2001). In contrast, we took a practical approach to gain a broad overview of scholarship 

surrounding food waste. This approach provides rationality; avoids replication; contextualizes, 

orients, and positions our research; develops sensitivity to conceptual and methodological 

challenges; and clarifies ways in which we can meaningfully contribute to existing scholarship 

(Dunne, 2011). We recognize the importance of learning the landscape of existing research on 

food waste in organizations to properly situate and effectively apply information to conduct 

useful research that can contribute to the field of business and academia in general. Rather than 

trying to ignore or hide existing biases and knowledge, we instead emphasize the need for self-

awareness and mindfulness to “appreciate other theories without imposing them on the data” 

(Urquhart, 2007, p. 351). Subsequently, we reach a depth into organizational food waste research 

that allows us to justify and focus our study to contribute inclusive, interpretive theory building 

of this extensive phenomenon that does not, to our knowledge, exist in current scholarship.  

 

2.2.1. Natural Science 

First, we looked at research from multiple disciplines to formulate foundational 

conceptualizations (Welch et al., 2011). Extant literature on food waste describes definitions 

(FAO, 2013b; Gosh et al., 2015), commonly measured by degrees of contamination, edibility, 

avoidability, and recoverability (Garrone et al., 2014; Nicholes et al., 2019; Parfitt et al., 2010; 

Teigiserova et al., 2020a). However, inconsistencies among these terms are widely 
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acknowledged and described (Chaboud & Daviron, 2017). A certain amount of food waste is 

inevitable and much of it is unsuitable to recover for human consumption (e.g., exposed buffet 

leftovers) or inedible (e.g., banana peels) yet still has value. Therefore, this research relies on the 

foundation that “the most robust and coherent treatment of food in defining food waste is to 

ignore edibility and account for whole plants and animals produced for food” (Bellemare et al., 

2017, p. 1156). This definition enables a systems-level approach that considers a broader 

perspective of how food waste interacts with society outside of isolated scenarios. 

Additional studies focus on ethnographic topics of food waste in terms of stages (Block et 

al., 2016; Gustavsson et al., 2013; Reynolds et al., 2019) and causes/drivers (Abdelaal et al., 

2019; Boschini et al., 2020; Canali et al., 2017; C. Mena et al., 2011; Thyberg & Tonjes, 2016). 

Other studies investigate the impacts and outcomes of food loss (pre-consumer) and food waste 

(post-consumer) in terms of human undernourishment, greenhouse gas emissions from landfill 

disposal and transport, land use, and water consumption (Eriksson et al., 2015; FAO, 2013a; 

Institution of Mechanical Engineers, 2015; Kouwenhoven et al., 2012; Kummu et al., 2012). 

Defining and distinguishing these terminologies can be crucial for certain measurements but can 

also distract from bigger issues that encompass these nuances. For example, if food residuals end 

up in landfills regardless of their contamination, edibility, stage of occurrence, etc., then scrutiny 

of these distinctions can divert attention away from the bigger issue of overall dismissal of the 

value of this resource for other applications.  

A common theme among existing research is the prioritization of prevention and 

reduction of food waste (Kim et al., 2019; Matzembacher et al., 2020). This emphasis is driven 

by food waste hierarchies described by both the United Nations Food and Agricultural 

Organization and United States Environmental Protection Agency as shown in Figure 1 (FAO, 
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2015; US EPA, 2015). These levels are broadly categorized into actions of [a] prevention and 

reduction, [b] recovery, [c] recycling, and [d] disposal. While prevention and reduction of food 

waste makes sense from a lean operations perspective, the current measurements do not taken 

into account the efficiency of resource use (Chaboud & Daviron, 2017). Despite this hierarchy, 

landfilling remains the most common management pathway for food waste in the United States 

(United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2020). 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

The disparity of approximately one-third of food produced wasted while 821 million 

people around the world are undernourished reveals a problem of logistics rather than 

production. However, the assumption that food waste reduction would improve food insecurity 

remains ambiguous (Rutten, 2013). On the contrary, food waste reduction for one stakeholder 

may lead to an increase in food waste for another (Chaboud & Daviron, 2017; Redlingshöfer et 

al., 2020). For example, if retailers reduce food purchases from suppliers to maximize lean 

inventory operations, farmers and distributors at earlier stages will experience food surpluses 

until production supply can adjust to changes in demand. This surplus would result in higher 

food wastage at earlier stages due to reduction efforts at later stages. Reduction activities that do 

not consider the entire system may merely shift around food waste instead of reducing the 

overall volume. Alternatively, if retailers discount food products that are aesthetically 

unsatisfactory (e.g., misshapen, bruised, dented packaging), they can leverage consumer 

segments that would recover these food products even when other consumers would not 

purchase them (Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2018). This activity represents a recovery activity 

because this food “waste” would be diverted to human consumption rather than being prevented 

or reduced. Food waste prevention is significantly challenging to achieve (Papargyropoulou et 
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al., 2014). While emphasis on prevention and reduction is important, it can distract from 

alternative strategies to valorize an abundant, renewable, inevitable resource for other 

applications than its originally intended destination. 

Recovery has limitations of safety in terms of edibility and contamination and requires 

substantial investments for transportation infrastructure (Kouwenhoven et al., 2012; ReFED, 

2016). To echo the earlier example, if “ugly”, bruised, misshapen, or damaged food is discounted 

and sold at the retail level, the food waste may still occur but at a later stage at the consumer 

level instead (Block et al., 2016; de Hooge et al., 2017; Kulikovskaja & Aschemann-Witzel, 

2017). In contrast, recycling / reusing food waste has the potential to reduce more greenhouse 

gas emissions, divert greater volumes away from landfills, and create more jobs than recovery 

efforts (ReFED, 2016). For purposes of this research, we use the term “recycling” to includes the 

application of food waste for animal feed, composting, industrial uses, energy sources, and 

feedstock for manufacturing, represented by the [c] levels on Figure 1. 

Instead of isolating attention to a single level or dimension (e.g., prevention or reduction), 

we promote efficiencies in resource utilization throughout the food supply chain to benefit the 

entire food system through circular design. Circular strategies reincorporate waste back into 

systems so that these materials are reused for joint value creation rather than discarded (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2013). Many of the definitions and actions of food waste rely on 

assumptions of linear stages (e.g., end-of-life disposal) and traditional agricultural production 

(e.g., mass amounts of arable land) that are fundamentally different from circular stages (e.g., 

waste reincorporated back into processes) and innovative production techniques (e.g., vertical 

farming, aquaponics). The importance of transforming and reusing food waste in ways that 

efficiently utilizes existing materials rather than relying on increased use of virgin (especially 
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nonrenewable) resources describes the specific need for circular systems (Stewart & Niero, 

2018; Zucchella & Previtali, 2019). Therefore, rather than trying to prevent, reduce, or eliminate 

this abundant material, we advocate 1) producing food sustainably and 2) reincorporating food 

waste back into the food supply chain through circular design. 

Unfortunately, circular systems are not standard practice in dominant business models, 

despite their significant potentials to improve economic, environmental, and social dimensions 

(Lieder & Rashid, 2016; Stewart & Niero, 2018). Traditional business theories have limited 

capacity to explain the organizational oversight of utilizing waste as an asset. As a result, many 

scholars recognize the limitations of siloed research and call for in-depth studies that examine all 

stakeholders, their interactions, their influences, and the end use surrounding food waste 

(Chaboud & Daviron, 2017; Girotto et al., 2015; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014) to understand 

mechanisms of management activities for theoretical and managerial advancements. 

 

2.2.2. Business 

While the topic of waste is not uncommon in business literature, it remains a largely 

neglected but vital area for research (de Coverly et al., 2008). Business research on food waste 

mainly addresses government, retail, and consumer levels of analysis and contexts. Despite this 

variety of stakeholders, the suggested actions and implications overwhelmingly emphasize 

public policy campaigns that target individual consumer behaviors. A visual representation of 

this landscape can be found in Table 1. This table intentionally excludes natural science and grey 

literature to showcase the research activity and positioning of food waste in business academia. 

We describe these contexts and actors in more detail below.  

 



 

22 of 126 

2.2.2.1. Governments / Public Policy 

Mesiranta et al. (2021) describe a framework of the responsibilization of stakeholders 

surrounding food waste in detail to stress the importance of broadening onus past consumers. 

However, despite this acknowledgement, public policies continue to target individual-level 

consumer changes for reduction and prevention (Bublitz et al., 2019; Gollnhofer, 2017b). 

Policies often assume tradeoffs between hierarchy levels from Figure 1 without incorporating 

circular designs. Since “recycling does not require significant changes in consumption choices 

and patterns” (Brosius et al., 2013), research suggests that recycling is an effective strategy for 

waste, contrasting behaviors that prevent, reduce, or discard waste. For example, Block et al. 

(2016) describe composting as a policy strategy but not as a corporate strategy, despite its 

positioning in a policy and marketing journal. This oversight motivated the current research to 

explore different approaches to tackling food waste.  

The tendency to blame the consumer conceptualizes food waste as a problem of 

individual consumer behavior (Evans, 2011). Evans suggests the alternative that policies and 

public health interventions might be useful strategies for food waste practices. Campaigns 

regularly target consumers and governments as the main actors to influence food waste practices. 

However, shifting focus on government is similarly inappropriate as it reinforces the 

responsibility to a single level rather than incorporating multiple stakeholders.  

 

2.2.2.2. Retailers 

Retailers include businesses that sell goods. In the context of food waste, retailers include 

supermarkets, grocery stores, restaurants, and foodservice providers (Buzby et al., 2014; ReFED, 

2018). Kor et al. (2017) offer suggestions for retailers to reduce food waste, such as upgrading 
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inventory systems, partnering with farmers in supply chains, reducing cosmetic standards, 

adjusting misleading labeling, and teaming up with consumers. Activities of changing internal 

operations or increasing awareness among employees are not explicitly described. Some research 

finds that retailers focus on expanding knowledge, awareness, and education for external 

stakeholders of consumers and the public (Cicatiello et al., 2016; Parker et al., 2019; Young et 

al., 2018). However, these calls to action ultimately place responsibility on consumers to change 

behaviors and overlook responsibilities and opportunities for stakeholders in organizations (e.g., 

managers, employees) to adjust internal strategies and operations to influence food waste 

directly. 

Filimonau and Gherbin (2017) find that consumer behavior, corporate policies, suppliers, 

employee attitudes, and business size are institutional barriers to food waste mitigation in 

grocery stores, highlighting internal barriers that could be addressed directly through 

organizational influence (e.g., policies, training, operations). Retail case studies frequently 

investigate countries that represent a very small proportion of global food waste (Filimonau & 

Gherbin, 2017; Kulikovskaja & Aschemann-Witzel, 2017). Studies exploring these (and other) 

institutional barriers for other types of organizations in countries that are high producers of food 

waste would help to verify the generalizability and scope of these findings, which motivated the 

current research. 

 “Marketers attempt to manage behavior by creating alternative choices” (Rothschild, 

1999, p. 30) through direct, free-market exchange, which offers a distinctly different landscape 

than education or law. Retail marketing strategies focus on consumers (Piercy & Lane, 2009) but 

rarely integrate campaigns to include employees for internal impact. Employees are often eager 

to help contribute to reducing, recovering, and recycling food waste (ReFED, 2018). Marketing, 
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to both internal and external stakeholders, is an important tool for influencing public health and 

social issue behaviors (Rothschild, 1999). Organizations that don’t leverage these intrinsic 

motivations squander opportunities to improve their organizational culture through economic, 

environmental, and social operations.  

 

2.2.2.3. Consumers 

Much of the business research on food waste solutions focuses on the consumer level 

(Finch et al., 2015; Lazell, 2016; Parker et al., 2019), which disregards the systemic intricacies of 

the food system (Mesiranta et al., 2021). Additionally, the complexities and heterogeneous 

profiles of consumers exacerbate activities of government and commercial actors (Aschemann-

Witzel et al., 2018). Holding consumers solely responsible for food waste presents a concerning 

and inappropriate emphasis (Chaboud & Daviron, 2017).  

Current measurements focus on volumes of food waste in the supply chain through 

categories of production, processing, distribution, retail, and consumption stages (FAO, 2013a). 

These stages represent the presence of food waste but do not necessarily encompass where food 

waste is discarded. Consider the following three scenarios. In scenario one, individuals eat at a 

restaurant, don’t finish their meal, and don’t take excess food home. Food waste in this scenario 

is discarded through the restaurant’s waste stream. In scenario two, individuals eat at a 

restaurant, don’t finish their meal, and take excess food home. In this scenario, food waste is 

discarded through the individuals’ household municipal solid waste stream. Lastly, individuals in 

scenario three eat at a restaurant, don’t finish their meal, take excess food home, and take these 

leftovers to work the next day. In this scenario, food waste is discarded through the workplace 

waste stream. Each of these scenarios are categorized in the consumption stage yet represent 
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clear distinctions in the locations of where food waste is discarded. These examples show that 

food waste at the consumption stage often occurs outside the boundaries of consumer residences, 

such as in restaurants, workplace cafeterias, break rooms, and even during commutes. Examining 

food waste at the locations in which it is discarded presents opportunities for business research 

and practice. 

Overall, extant research on food waste emphasizes government, retail, and consumer 

actors for prevention, reduction, and recovery activities. Our survey of both natural science and 

business literature provides a reflective overview that allows us to actively question and critically 

scrutinize established knowledge in academia, practice, and society (Alvesson & Sandberg, 

2011). This review of the literature reveals two significant gaps. First, business research on food 

waste at the organizational level remains absent. Second, the omission of business research on 

recycling food waste is prominent. These two areas not only represent significant gaps in 

academic scholarship, but also offer opportunities for business research to develop pragmatic, 

meaningful, and relevant advancements to theories, methodologies, and industry practices. 

 

2.3. Theoretical Framework 

Food waste imposes economic, environmental, and social challenges on businesses 

around the globe. Yet effective (and profitable) management of this resource remains an 

uncommon strategy (Azmat et al., 2015; Hanson & Mitchell, 2017). Dominant theories in 

business scholarship have limited capacity to explain this paradox. Transaction cost economics 

demonstrates that reducing transactions within and between organizational operations will result 

in opportunistic behaviors. However, this concept relies on efficiency assumptions that 

disregards any wasteful use of inputs and adopts least-cost factor combinations for each possible 
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level of output (Williamson, 1975). Resource-based view prescribes that resources must be rare, 

valuable, inimitable, and unsubstitutable to provide sustainable competitive advantage (J. 

Barney, 1991a). Stakeholder theory is commonly used for research involving SDGs, but is 

widely misunderstood as a specific theory rather than a genre (Freeman, 1994).  

Traditional business theories contribute valuable baselines and references for academic 

scholarship but rely on foundational assumptions that can be difficult to apply in modern 

landscapes. Waste is a culturally embedded societal problem that “requires a more robust 

theoretical frame than has been offered to date” (de Coverly et al., 2008, p. 300). These scholars 

go on to state that “under dominant social paradigm, waste, its social cultural significance, and 

the potential for reconceptualizing our relationship to it are undertheorized” (de Coverly et al., 

2008, p. 300). We seek to challenge assumptions in existing theories to develop interesting 

theory (M. S. Davis, 1971) that better explains organizational management of the universal 

phenomenon of food waste.  

 

2.3.1. Organizational Responsibility and Focus 

Strong emphasis on consumer and government actors amplifies a glaring deficiency of 

business research on and corporate strategies for organizational food waste (Aschemann-Witzel 

et al., 2017; Hanson & Mitchell, 2017; Teigiserova et al., 2020b). While “the growing volumes 

of food globally lost or wasted and implications for food security and sustainability have raised 

the concern of researchers, governments, international organizations and grass-root movements” 

(Canali et al., 2017, p. 1), corporate and organizational attention remains evasive. These authors 

also state that “it is highly probable that a considerable amount of [food waste] created along the 
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[food supply chain] could be avoided by management and organizational improvements operable 

at the level of the single business units” (Canali et al., 2017, pp. 9–10). 

Additionally, employees are negatively affected by having to waste food (Gruber et al., 

2016), which further contributes to the importance of organizational activities to combat this 

universal externality. Unfortunately, many business leaders are unaware of the profitable 

business opportunities of food waste (Hanson & Mitchell, 2017). Corporations have significant 

opportunities to lead through systemic, structural strategies and marketing rather than relying on 

slow policy legislation or marginal individual behavioral changes (Mourad, 2016). 

Even if food is not being sold (i.e., through retail institutions), food waste occurs in every 

organization because every employee eats. This organizational externality is unavoidable 

regardless of institutional type, industry, or geographic location. Therefore, framing food waste 

as a consumer, public policy, or retail issue overlooks an overarching opportunity of broader 

organizational actions and implications. Holistic, systems-level action from multiple, macro-

level stakeholders is necessary to frame food waste (Mesiranta et al., 2021). Opportunities to 

stimulate behavioral change do not exist exclusively for consumers but can also influence 

managers and employees through organizational structures and strategies. 

The American Heart Association conducted a survey that found that 79% of employees 

who typically eat lunch during work hours whose workplace has on-site cafeteria, food service, 

or vending machines get food there at least some of the time (American Heart Association & 

Aramark, 2019). 86% of these employees prepare work lunches at home at least some of the time 

(American Heart Association & Aramark, 2019) and 62% of American workers eat lunch at their 

desks (Tulshyan, 2021). Employees eating lunch (offered at low prices or for free by firms) in 

workplace canteens, eating at desks, ordering delivery, and picking up takeaway meals are strong 
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trends around the world (Lin et al., 2017). These lunch habits (that also apply to breakfast and 

dinner habits in various sectors) result in significant food waste discarded by consumers that falls 

outside of the retail and household locations of current measurements. This universal 

phenomenon of workplace food waste represents organizational food waste that transcends 

institutional type, industry, and geographic boundaries. 

 

2.4. Recycling Organizational Food Waste 

Research overwhelmingly focuses on prevention (Beretta & Hellweg, 2019; Interreg 

Central Europe, 2016; Lomax et al., 2014), reduction (Food Waste Reduction Alliance, 2014; 

Garrone et al., 2014; ReFED, 2016), and recovery (Kouwenhoven et al., 2012) strategies as 

optimal solutions for food waste. This widespread emphasis implies superiority and distracts 

attention away from value creation opportunities through recycling for animal feed, composting, 

energy, and manufacturing as shown in the hierarchy in Figure 1. When a product (e.g., food) 

cannot achieve its intended use (e.g., consumed by humans), its value and potential for other 

applications is not destroyed. Sectors and markets to create products from waste through circular 

designs are vast (Confente et al., 2020; Matzembacher et al., 2020; York et al., 2018; Zucchella 

& Previtali, 2019). If produced sustainably and responsibly through innovative agricultural 

techniques (e.g., vertical farming, aquaponics), the production of food and its subsequent waste 

has many prospects as animal feed, energy sources, feedstock commodity for manufacturing, soil 

amendment, and fertilizer (Confente et al., 2020; Hanson & Mitchell, 2017; Ravindran & 

Jaiswal, 2016). 

When corporate actions have been identified, they include adjustments to packaging and 

pricing, marketing campaigns, and cooperative partnerships (Kulikovskaja & Aschemann-
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Witzel, 2017) to prevent and reduce food waste. However, commoditization and marketization of 

food waste remain underutilized but resourceful strategies, especially within the sharing 

economy (Batat et al., 2019; Finch et al., 2015; York et al., 2018). Organizations have high 

potentials to increase prosperity and reduce dependencies on non-renewable resources using 

circular design principles and business actions (Brosius et al., 2013; McKinsey Center for 

Business and Environment, 2016; Mesiranta et al., 2021). Food waste can contribute to circular 

systems by being sold to other firms as raw material (i.e., outsourced) or can be reincorporated 

through internal operations on-site (i.e., vertical integration). This value is achieved by reducing 

the number of transactions, which reduces transaction costs and increases efficiencies into the 

value chain that translate to additional value by increasing prices for end-consumers (Coase, 

1937; Williamson, 1991). Reimagining conventional business models to incorporate sustainable 

circular systems present opportunities for economic, environmental, and social advancements 

that are necessary in a contemporary world (Murray et al., 2017). Recurring, abundant, and 

unavoidable externalities, such as food waste, represent valuable resources with many 

opportunities for use. 

Organizations that are used to following linear practices argue that “it is less costly to 

throw away food than to invest in staff (training and number) to tackle the food waste issue” 

(Gruber et al., 2016, p. 15). However, recycling waste through circular economies confronts 

underemployment and economic stagnation by generating 20 times more job opportunities than 

in linear economies (Esposito et al., 2017). In a time when climate change and resource depletion 

threaten businesses, the natural environment, and populations around the world, circular systems 

are existentially essential for business and society. This statement is not intended to be dramatic 
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or incite sensationalism, but rather to reinforce the need for practical solutions in the realities that 

society faces. 

The overwhelming nature of food waste and other SDGs can paralyze action, but circular 

systems are not limited to country-, government, or individual-level actions. On the contrary, the 

“sustainable management of food waste involves business-to-business marketing” (Finch et al., 

2015, p. 185), requiring concentrated organizational attention and tangible activities. This 

marketing is not limited to only inter-organizational B2B targeting but can also manifest as intra-

organizational messaging to improve efficiencies within operational systems and structures on-

site. While research on the circular economy continues to rise, attention from the business 

perspective remains deficient (Lazell et al., 2018). Organizations have opportunities to 

commoditize and market its food waste but is subject to be governed by other logics (Finch et al., 

2015). Identification of foundational theoretical mechanisms and logics provide the basis for 

theoretical development for how and why organization manage food waste. Therefore, we first 

developed a conceptual framework (Figure 2) to position organizational food waste in the current 

landscape of food waste research. This figure offers a visual representation of the contexts that 

are prioritized in existing literature and the show opportunities for theoretical development in 

organizational research. 

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

 

2.5. Methodology 

We use an abductive, hermeneutic approach to develop grounded theory through 

iterative, interpretive, and critical data collection, processing, and analysis of multiple case 

studies. We chose this approach to examine the phenomenon of organizational food waste in its 
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naturalistic context to confront and build theory (Piekkari et al., 2009). Since subjective 

perceptions frequently conflict with objective potentials of waste materials, we lean into this 

reality by applying an interpretive research design (Hatch & Yanow, 2003) based on 

phenomenology (Sandberg, 2005) rather than positivism. Food waste has inherent properties 

(e.g., calories, nutrients, cellulose material) with value but also receives conflicting emic 

interpretation of its inherent value (Gollnhofer, 2017a). Discarding the inherent properties of 

food as waste because it does not fulfill its intended use in the food life cycle is both inefficient 

and irrational. Food waste represents a boundary object that has flexible, context-dependent 

meanings (Mesiranta et al., 2021) and therefore led us to employ an interpretive approach to 

examine this phenomenon. This research design allows us to continually question pre-existing 

biases and understandings to remain open to unexpected findings from our data.  

We use this approach to generate our research question through problematization, which 

involves challenging the assumptions underlying existing theories (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). 

As a result, we use the phenomenon of corporate food waste to challenge underlying 

assumptions of existing dominant business theories to probe why this externality is not utilized 

as an asset or resource. Instead of asking “why don’t corporations manage their food waste 

sustainably?”, we ask “why do corporations manage food waste?” to explore ideology 

assumptions (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). We also explore in-house assumptions (Alvesson & 

Sandberg, 2011) that share and accept corporate food waste as unproblematic. We interrogate 

these assumptions to identify, articulate, and challenge central assumptions underlying existing 

literature and theories. To execute this interpretive research design, our study involves four 

detailed case studies to provide variations for comparison while still allowing us to explore each 

case in depth. Applying an interpretive approach enables us to uphold the importance of context 
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to understand the lived experiences, interactions, and meaning behind this phenomenon (Piekkari 

et al., 2020).  

 

2.5.1. Research Design 

The ability and opportunity to look deeply into specific contexts make the case study 

approach ideal for exploring phenomena, uncovering mechanisms, and developing theory 

(Welch et al., 2011).  A substantial benefit of the case study approach is the integration of both 

qualitative and quantitative data for a mixed methods approach (L. D. Cook & Kamalodeen, 

2019). We use a combination of qualitative in-depth interviews and quantitative secondary data 

to triangulate information (Creswell, 2017). This approach enables us to uncover nuances and 

insights that are difficult to discover through static, objective reports or solitary contexts.  

We take a grounded theory approach to allow the data to explain the phenomenon under 

scrutiny rather than examining it through a limited theoretical perspective. We chose a design 

that does not report data through procedural, inductive categorization despite this popularized 

methodology (Gioia et al., 2013). Given the inherently subjective nature of the participants and 

researchers in this study, we confronted this reality rather than assume that procedural rigor 

could sufficiently produce traceable and transparent theory. Instead, we apply Van Maanen’s 

strategy of constant suspicion and doubt to critically evaluate our data and actively search for 

theoretical plausibility (Mees-Buss et al., 2020; Van Maanen, 1979).   

 

2.5.2. Data Sources 

We narrowed our context to local subsidiaries of a large organization located in the state 

of Georgia in the United States of America. We purposively selected this sampling context to 
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employ a nested case study method to provide similar institutional boundaries within a shared 

parent organizational system that also receive comparable statutory regulations (Gibbert et al., 

2008). These boundaries control for institutional norms (e.g., corporate policies), legislative 

variability (e.g., disposal and permitting regulations), and geographic economic inflation (e.g., 

landfill tipping fees) related to organizational food waste.  

We chose organizations in the United States because it is the country with the most total 

volume of food waste globally (The Economist & Intelligence Unit, 2017). Despite a single-

country focus, the subsidiaries within this organization comprise high levels of international 

stakeholders (e.g., employees, consumers, managers, suppliers). This level of global and cultural 

variety was a key determinant for this sampling selection due to the importance of multiple and 

diverse stakeholder perspectives surrounding a common pool resource such as food waste (Diaz-

Ruiz et al., 2019). The sharing of international knowledge and ideas incorporates international 

business even in the presence of country-level boundaries.  

We chose a of the United States due to the low price of landfill tipping fees and relatively 

minimal legislation surrounding food waste. We intentionally did not focus on a corporation or 

region with “best practices” because we wanted to investigate corporate sceneries that face 

barriers to food waste management to explore their challenges in depth. Studying organizational 

settings in a specific region enables us to identify influencing factors in a more controlled 

landscape. Organizational food waste falls into the consumption stages of the food life cycle, 

which comprises the majority of food waste in developed countries such as the United States 

(FAO, 2013b). Additionally, the principal investigator is an employee in the one of the 

subsidiaries and active affiliate member of the other subsidiaries, which enabled data collection 

from a variety of sources. 
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Guided by the literature, initial data collection focused heavily on corporate food waste 

logistics of knowledge, capabilities, infrastructure, positions, and regulations (Gruber et al., 

2016; Ribeiro et al., 2018). We began by collecting data from each subsidiary to assemble a 

baseline for the first part of our research question: how do corporations manage food waste? We 

needed to first determine the status of food waste management within corporate settings before 

we could evaluate why these activities were occurring. Therefore, we initially gathered 

information from participant observations, direct observations, documentation, archival records, 

interviews, and physical artifacts (Yin, 2013) for comprehensive data collection, as shown in 

Table 1. Since the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted food waste management activities, we limit 

our data collection evaluation to measurements and activities in the time period before the 

pandemic. 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

 

2.5.2.1. Observations 

 The researcher is an employee and consumer of Subsidiary B, a member of the 

sustainability committee of Subsidiary B, a member of an affiliate organization involving 

Subsidiaries B and C, a volunteer for a local community organization for food recovery 

activities, and an active community member who had previous relationships with some of the 

participants before this research began. These established relationships enabled the researcher to 

gain candid information that she may not have received otherwise. Immersed in the field, the 

researcher observed and engaged with multiple stakeholders to gather holistic contextual primary 

data through audio recordings, photographs, and extensive field notes as well as secondary data 

through archival sources.  
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2.5.2.2. Archival Sources 

The mixed nature of our sources allowed us to triangulate information on food waste 

management statistics (e.g., volumes, costs, number of cafeterias, financial support of activities, 

proximity of disposal facilities) and practices (e.g., disposal activities, governance structures, 

policies) via the websites of the subsidiaries and parent organization, primary interviews, and 

relevant third-party sources. We also gathered baseline data for general case comparisons such as 

geographic location and size of each subsidiary, proximity to disposal facilities, 

employee/consumer populations, municipal regulations, and existence of formal sustainability 

positions/departments. Detailed descriptions of these data can be found in Table 2. This 

compilation provided contextual foundations for comparisons for our research questions.  

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

 

2.5.2.3. Interviews 

Initial interviews involved short, unobtrusive dialogues to gain preliminary information 

and build rapport with stakeholders. These interviews did not follow a strict script or format and 

took place through email, phone, or video platforms. These early interviews were not recorded to 

preserve an informal atmosphere. However, the researcher recorded notes immediately after the 

conversations. We used these initial conversations to help formulate our interview guide that is 

provided below in the Appendix. We also used snowball sampling to direct us to the individuals 

that would be the most related and useful in answering the research questions we had.  

Next, follow-up conversations involving more in-depth questions and discussions took 

place to uncover more details about the food waste management operations and activities that 
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take place within the organization. The researcher obtained informed consent forms, reminded 

participants that their conversations would remain anonymous, and used a semi-structured format 

to enable participants to reveal candid thoughts and attitudes (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005). 

Existing studies helped guide our initial research and interview questions (Cicatiello et al., 2016; 

Filimonau & Gherbin, 2017; Young et al., 2018). We conducted these more in-depth interviews 

to tackle our second research question: Why do organizations manage food waste? This primary 

data collection allowed us to explore the decisions, assumptions, levels of awareness, obstacles, 

and advancements of organizational food waste management. These in-depth interviews included 

16 hours of audio recordings. Each audio recording was transcribed using NVivo software and 

then reviewed, edited, and coded by the principal investigator. Additionally, detailed field notes 

were taken during interviews that were not recorded by audio or video.  

Our participants involved a variety of stakeholders, including employees, managers, 

consumers, and community members related to food waste management activities within the 

subsidiaries and parent organization, organized in Table 2. We employed a systems-level 

approach to include intra- and inter-organizational stakeholders to capture more holistic and 

comprehensive representations of the activities, behaviors, and stakeholder relationship 

dynamics related to the management of corporate food waste. The number of cases and 

interviews were decided by the degree of theoretical and thematic saturation to the point that 

gathering more data from the field no longer revealed anything new (Guest et al., 2006; Saunders 

et al., 2018).  

Given the nature of qualitative interpretive research, we allowed iterative data collection 

and analysis to continually hone and adjust our evaluations. We regularly and actively question 

how, why, and where the data were produced to ensure appropriate and equitable evaluations 
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(Silverman, 1989). Throughout the execution of this research, we adjusted our interview 

questions and focus to adapt to the evolution of the themes we uncovered. This iterative 

adaptation allowed us to probe these themes further and discover plausible explanations and 

reach thematic saturation.  

 

2.6. Analysis 

Observations were captured through detailed field notes and images. Images and 

documentation of physical artifacts and archival sources were saved as portable document format 

(PDF) files with optical character recognition (OCR) to facilitate text coding. Most interviews 

were audio recorded and then transcribed; some interviews were recorded through detailed notes. 

All data were uploaded to NVivo 12 software for organization and coding. Collectively, these 

data were analyzed through multiple rounds of testing and verification to examine how we 

interpret subjective field data, confront our own subjectivity in the theorizing process, and 

establish plausibility of theoretical conclusions (Mees-Buss et al., 2020). We first organized 

primary data through observations and interviews and secondary data through physical artifacts 

and archival sources. Next, we read and coded data to formulate themes from recurring patterns 

both within and between subsidiaries. We interrogated preliminary themes by exploring 

alternative explanations in our data, literature, etc. This iterative process continued until themes 

were exhausted to reveal consistent patterns and distinguish outliers.  

We used NVivo 12 software to code primary and secondary data with first-order concepts 

revealed by the participants that were inferred by the researcher (Van Maanen, 1979). These 

first-order concepts differ from the popularized Gioia methodology that claims that these 

concepts are direct and faithful representations of the thoughts and actions of the participants 
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(Gioia et al., 2013). Unlike in “naïve inductive” research, we did not remove the data gathered 

from its original context as this procedure would reduce its depth and explanatory power (Mees-

Buss et al., 2020). Since the perception and value of food waste is vulnerable to social 

interpretations, we leaned into this reality rather than try to isolate effects away from subjective 

context. We actively and constantly interrogated our data to reveal holistic understanding of 

phenomena in their unfiltered settings.  

 Our second-order concepts again drew from Van Maanen’s hermeneutic orientation 

rather than Gioia’s naturalist orientation. Gioia’s categorization of second-order concepts seek 

generalizable patterns to develop inductive, linear reasoning (Gioia et al., 2013). We instead 

follow Van Maanen’s description of second-order concepts, which are the researcher’s 

interpretations of the data (Van Maanen, 1979). We scrutinize the outliers and exceptions within 

the data to generate understandings of underlying social structures to develop insights that 

dominant theories have been unable to explain. These explanatory concepts “cannot be induced 

from the data: they are generated by the researcher” (Mees-Buss et al., 2020, p. 14). To reduce 

risks of misinterpretation, we repeatedly revisited contradictions and inconsistencies through 

multiple, diverse participants to probe inferences and meanings. 

Subsidiaries B, C, and D have sustainability departments that are responsible for food 

waste management operations. Because Subsidiary A does not have a sustainability department 

dedicated to food waste management activities, our data collection and interview inquiries 

regularly overlapped with recycling activities. The language around food waste management 

regularly paralleled recycling because it involves similar behaviors and activities in terms of 

separating materials from general waste streams. Therefore, the insights we gathered from 
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Subsidiary A relied on the organizational behaviors and activities involving recycling as a proxy 

for aspirational food waste management. 

 

2.7. Findings 

We initially framed our study to investigate and analyze logistic variables (e.g., 

knowledge, capabilities, infrastructure, employee positions, regulations) based on previous 

literature (Gruber et al., 2016; Ribeiro et al., 2018). The literature’s focus on these logistical 

aspects comprises superficial descriptive data of what is happening rather than explain how and 

why things are happening. Concepts of power (Gruber et al., 2016) are described in previous 

research. However, these dynamics were limited to manager-employee relations. As a result, 

these researchers specifically call for research to delve further into decision-making autonomy. 

Governance (Ribeiro et al., 2018) is also discussed in previous research yet is limited to a 

descriptive concept rather than one that is explored. Our data confirmed these main themes of 

logistics and power/governance, but we explored these themes through much deeper examination 

to develop grounded theory led by the data. This abductive process of theorizing led us to 

iteratively interpret our data to comprehensively evaluate this phenomenon for plausible 

explanations.  

 

2.7.1. How Do Organizations Manage Food Waste? 

 We examined four subsidiaries of the same parent organization in the state of Georgia in 

the United States of America. All subsidiaries participate in food recovery and donation 

programs when possible. These subsidiaries exhibited three different activities for food waste 

management: off-site composting, on-site composting, and landfilling. All four subsidiaries are 
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located in Georgia, and therefore have relatively low tipping fees associated with municipal solid 

waste disposal in landfills. The average landfill tipping fee for Georgia, in which all subsidiaries 

are located, is approximately $49 per ton compared to the national average of approximately $55 

per ton (Environmental Research & Education Foundation, 2019).  

Subsidiary A, located in a rural setting, manages food waste through its municipal solid 

waste stream resulting in landfilling, exhibiting a linear waste management model. Subsidiaries 

B and C are located in urban settings and transport their food waste through third-party haulers to 

off-cite, centralized compost facilities located in rural areas surrounding them. Their partnerships 

with centralized compost facilities allow them to recycle large volumes of food waste. These 

compost partners turn food waste into fertilizer and soil amendment that can then be used for 

landscaping; however, neither subsidiary B nor C reclaim this end product for use at their 

facilities. Subsidiary D recycles its food waste into compost on-site to be used for its own 

landscaping.  

 

2.7.2. Why Do Organizations Manage Food Waste? 

Our data reveals two main themes contributing to why food waste is managed through 

these particular activities in organizations. These major themes include logistics and stakeholder 

governance. These findings reveal basic foundational aspects of logistics resources and 

capabilities with a bottleneck of organizational power that significantly determines how and why 

food waste is managed within organizations. Our data suggests that if the stakeholders do not 

have decision-making power over food waste management, logistics resources and capabilities 

are necessary but not sufficient to dictate food waste management activities. The parent 

organization does not have any policies or structures dictating strategies, operations, 
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departments, or funding dedicated to food waste management standardization among its 

subsidiaries. Additionally, no federal, statutory, and municipal policies mandate any food waste 

management, separation, recycling, or disposal activities. We describe these two main themes of 

logistics and stakeholder governance below.  

 

2.7.3. Logistics of Organizational Food Waste Management 

 We uncover several logistics categories that dictate how and why organizations manage 

food waste: organizational structure, organizational culture, resources (financial, human, and 

other), and legal constraints. The average landfill tipping fee for Georgia, in which all 

subsidiaries are located, has been steadily increasing over the years from $42 in 2017, to $44 in 

2018, to $49 in 2019 (Environmental Research & Education Foundation, 2019). Food waste 

comprises approximately 24% of total municipal solid waste that is landfilled in the United 

States (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2018), representing the largest single 

category. Our data reveal patterns in these categories across all subsidiaries as important 

components for organizational food waste management. We discuss each of these in detail 

below.  

 

2.7.3.1. Organizational structure 

Subsidiary A encompasses multiple stakeholders who are committed to sustainable 

development, as evidenced by the formulation of “The Green Team”. Subsidiary A’s website 

describes The Green Team as a group that “encompasses a diverse range of stakeholders and 

perspectives to ensure that sustainable principles and practices optimize resource allocations and 

achieve the sustainability objectives established by The Green Team” (see also Table 3: A1). The 
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Green Team does not represent a formal sustainability department with paid, full-time positions. 

Rather, it comprises managers, employees, and consumers who voluntarily come together to 

coordinate collaborations dedicated to sustainable development within the subsidiary. The 

website for Subsidiary A displays an active presence of The Green Team through formal 

governance structures, members, committees, events, meetings, initiatives, and resources (Table 

3: A1, A2). However, interviews revealed that The Green Team has been defunct for years. The 

website information appears to have been created in 2013 and has not been updated since. Food 

waste management activities fall under the responsibility of the third-party organization that 

Subsidiary A contracts for its organizational food services. A manager of this third-party 

organization shared that they have “had waste programs and systems in the past. […] It's 

awareness-- it's really about awareness, making people aware of the waste” (Interview with 

contracted employee of food services of Subsidiary A, March 3, 2021). These programs describe 

efforts for lean operations to prevent and reduce food waste within their own operations (back-

of-house) but do not reflect activities for management of food waste that inevitably occurs. Food 

waste from Subsidiary A is disposed through municipal solid waste streams for landfill 

destinations. Since the third-party organization has independent employees, food waste 

prevention and reduction activities does not extend past the third-party to the subsidiary.  

 Subsidiary B has a formal sustainability department currently consisting of one paid, full-

time director and one paid, part-time horticulture project manager. The department used to have 

a general manager; this position became vacant in January 2020 and has yet to be filled. The 

department employs paid interns and regularly engages volunteers. Consumers incur a 

mandatory fee of $5 per subscription period for sustainability activities but the specific activities 

vary each year. A Sustainability Fee Council solicits project proposals from its stakeholders to 
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determine how these fees will be spent. The Sustainability Fee Council has guidelines for 

governance and voting to determine what projects receive funding each year (Table 3: A3).  

 Subsidiary C has a formal sustainability department that comprises three paid, full-time 

employees. The sustainability department works closely with affiliate organizations whose 

missions involve advancing sustainable development. The sustainability department collaborates 

with the auxiliary services department to manage organizational food waste, which remains 

back-of-house. Subsidiary C has hopes of expanding food waste management activities to front-

of-house stakeholders but were disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Similar to Subsidiary B, 

Subsidiary C has a Sustainability Advisory Council; comprised of 10-15 consumers who advise 

on organization-wide sustainability initiatives, advance programming, and meet with leadership. 

 Subsidiary D has a formal sustainability department that employs one paid, full-time 

director and one paid, full-time coordinator. The department hires approximately 25-60 interns 

per year, 3-6 of whom are dedicated to food waste composting for the subsidiary. The compost 

interns are responsible for transporting food waste from departments and organizational 

residential buildings to the subsidiary’s on-site bioconversion center. Facilities employees are 

responsible for transporting food waste from cafeterias to the bioconversion center. Additionally, 

the subsidiary has a consumer-run garden that accepts smaller volumes of food waste for 

compost. The sustainability department also regularly engages volunteers. The sustainability 

department regularly hosts competitions to stimulate food waste management collection within 

the subsidiary.  
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2.7.3.2. Organizational culture 

Food waste at Subsidiary A is not separated from municipal solid waste and is not 

generally viewed as problematic. Some stakeholders in Subsidiary A have personal investment 

in, commitment to, and established concern for sustainability issues in general, but these values 

are not prominent in Subsidiary A’s organizational culture (Table 3: B1). As described by a 

current employee, “I wish [Subsidiary A] composted its food waste, but I’m sure that’s not 

happening. I’ve asked about it and been told it’s impossible, nobody in town could handle all of 

the waste, etc.” (Email from employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021). The Green Team 

stakeholders in Subsidiary A feel that recycling must become a standard activity before food 

waste management can be tackled at an organizational level.  

Some stakeholders in Subsidiary B are very involved in food waste management 

activities of this organization. Food waste management mostly occurs in back-of-house 

operations, which relies on employee participation to implement these activities as opposed to 

consumers being responsible in front-of-house operations. A mandatory consumer-requested fee 

of $5 per subscription period for sustainability activities suggests a prioritization of sustainability 

in the organizational culture but is not necessarily specific to food waste management. Signage 

that describes food waste management activities are not common; many stakeholders are 

unaware of various activities and programs conducted by the sustainability department. 

Subsidiary B hosts events throughout the year to increase awareness and education surrounding 

food waste in its cafeterias, but many of its stakeholders do not dine in these locations and do not 

receive this information. Therefore, the organizational culture surrounding food waste 

management remains inconsistent and scattered. 
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Subsidiary C has a program that promotes food waste separation for composting in 

organizational residential buildings. Another program, called “AWARE”, stands for “Actively 

Working to Achieve Resource Efficiency.” Subsidiary C’s website states that this program “aims 

to make [stakeholders] aware of the critical role they play in waste minimization and encourages 

members of the campus community to make environmentally responsible choices regarding the 

waste they generate.” These programs are supported with physical, labeled bins in which 

stakeholders can separate materials into various categories (e.g., mixed paper, plastic, aluminum 

cans, landfill). The option of material separation for compost is currently limited to specific 

buildings in Subsidiary C and therefore not as widespread for the organizational culture. While 

consumers in Subsidiary C do not pay a mandatory fee for sustainability activities as in 

Subsidiaries B and D, many of the waste management activities are stimulated by consumers 

(Table 3: B2). One employee stated that the subsidiary is “developing a little bit more of a 

[consumer] culture of activism. It really didn't have much along those lines as sustainability was 

advanced. The only effort I saw that was [consumer] led at [Subsidiary C] in terms of advancing 

sustainability in the 20-year period I was looking at was that [consumers] had demanded 

recycling” (Interview with employee of Subsidiary C, Mar. 5, 2021). Subsidiary C receives high 

levels of financial and promotional support from affiliate organizations. As a result, the 

organizational culture shows a heightened concern for efforts surrounding waste management. 

However, food waste management is limited to specific buildings within the subsidiary, which 

generates organizational culture with varying levels of awareness, concern, and action.  

Subsidiary D has a prominent focus on the agriculture sector compared to the other 

subsidiaries and is positioned in a rural town with extensive agricultural activities surrounding it. 

Compost programs for food waste encompass cafeterias, department break rooms, catered 
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events, and organizational residential buildings. Additionally, Subsidiary D replaced all non-

compostable items from cafeterias with compostable products so that more materials could be 

processed by its on-site bioconversion center. The responsibility of waste separation falls on both 

employees (back-of-house) and consumers (front-of-house) in contrast to only cafeteria 

employees and custodial staff (back-of-house) in Subsidiaries B and C. The prevalence of 

physical bins, multi-stakeholder programs, and vertically integrated operations stimulate 

widespread participation within Subsidiary D’s organizational culture.   

 

2.7.3.3. Financial resources 

 The principal investigator tried to get specific numbers for the volumes and costs of food 

waste from the manager of Subsidiary A’s food services. Unfortunately, despite multiple follow 

ups and investigation through alternative sources, this information was not obtained. Because 

Subsidiary A contracts its food services to a third-party organization, Subsidiary A has no direct 

budget dedicated to expand recycling (Table, C1). Since we rely on recycling as a proxy for food 

waste management activities, the lack of funding for recycling also reflects a lack of funding for 

food waste management. Since we were unable to collect the volume of food waste from 

Subsidiary A, we are unable to estimate the financial costs of food waste management. 

Subsidiary B implements a mandatory consumer sustainability fee of $5 per subscription 

period. This mandatory fee was requested by consumers. Previously, the fee was $3 per 

subscription period (before 2018) and changed to $5 per subscription period (beginning in 2019). 

Consumers were willing to pay $14 per subscription period, but the parent-organization has 

systemic limitations that prevented the fee from being raised to this amount. Subsidiary B 

composts approximately 302 tons of food waste per year (Internal document titled “[Subsidiary 
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B] Food Waste Diverted 2018-2019” from Subsidiary B, emailed Jan. 28, 2020). They have a 

contract with a third-party organization to haul and compost its food waste for a flat rate of 

$2,200 per month, totaling $26,400 per year for compost services (Email from director of 

Subsidiary B, Jan. 28, 2020). This cost translates to approximately $87 per ton, contrasting with 

$49 per ton for landfilling (Environmental Research & Education Foundation, 2019). This 

significant cost difference suggests that financial costs are not a preventative barrier for food 

waste management activities in Subsidiary B.   

Subsidiary C spends approximately $76,000 to process 206 tons of food waste (Internal 

document titled “Annual Composting Costs” from Subsidiary C, emailed Feb. 16, 2021). The 

third-party organization that collects and processes Subsidiary C’s food waste also collects and 

processes the organization’s leaves and animal bedding that contributes to the composting 

process of organic materials. The total amount of material represents 698 tons at a cost of 

$95,458, representing $137 per ton, contrasting with $49 per ton for landfilling (Environmental 

Research & Education Foundation, 2019). This cost difference is even higher than Subsidiary 

B’s cost for composting services, but also represents a wider variety of material instead of just 

food waste. Subsidiary C’s managers express a strong desire to support local business and 

commit to sustainable development to justify these high costs (Joint interview with manager and 

senior manager of Subsidiary C, Feb. 16, 2021). Compared to the other subsidiaries, Subsidiary 

C pays the highest costs for food waste management. However, one employee feels that the 

budget for the sustainability department have never been significant (Table 3: C2), perhaps 

compared to budgets for other operational activities. Regardless, these findings suggests that 

financial costs are not a preventative barrier for food waste management activities for this 

subsidiary.  
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Similar to Subsidiary B, Subsidiary D enforces a mandatory consumer sustainability fee, 

which is $3 per subscription period. Subsidiary D invested in their own bioconversion facility to 

process compost on-site. The subsidiary eliminated non-compostable items from their cafeterias 

in 2014, which enables a single stream for all cafeteria waste to be composted at the 

bioconversion facility. The subsidiary’s cafeterias produce approximately five tons of food waste 

per week that is processed through their bioconversion center (Public press release article from 

2016, downloaded Feb. 7, 2021). The bioconversion center also processes the subsidiary’s leaf 

and limb debris, compostable items (e.g., plates, utensils, straws), and animal bedding producing 

approximately 78 tons per month of material (Internal document titled “2015 SACUBO Best 

Practices Entry: Becoming 100% Compostable: Turning Food Waste into a Valuable Compost 

Resource for [Subsidiary D]”, downloaded from Subsidiary D’s website on Jan. 25, 2021). These 

other materials provide carbon-rich material that is necessary to balance the biological process of 

nitrogen-rich food waste. This volume translates to approximately 936 tons per year that are 

diverted from landfills, saving the subsidiary $45,864 per year in tipping fees based on $49 per 

ton for landfilling (Environmental Research & Education Foundation, 2019). The subsidiary 

utilizes the compost it creates as soil amendment and fertilizer for its landscaping and consumer-

run garden to grow food for community members. The total cost of the bioconversion center is 

unknown. Subsidiary D recognizes that they must be mindful of the financial impacts of 

employee compensation when managing food waste (Table 3: C3). This theme overlaps with the 

human resources theme described next.  

 



 

49 of 126 

2.7.3.4. Human resources 

 Subsidiary A contracts positions that manage food waste to a third-party organization. 

This organization provides food services for the subsidiary. The Green Team consisted of many 

stakeholders (e.g., employees, managers, consumers) but was a voluntary group that received no 

funding for human resources, projects, programs, or activities. They were hopeful that the 

subsidiary would support a dedicated human resource position for sustainability but were 

disappointed when this was not prioritized (Table 3: D1). 

Subsidiary B, C, and D employee positions (e.g., full-time, part-time, interns) dedicating 

human resources to food waste management. They also have partnerships with other departments 

(e.g., facilities, food services) and regularly engage volunteers to manage their organizational 

food waste. The investment costs of paid employees and interns suggest that these subsidiaries 

place value in investing in human resources for food waste management. However, stakeholders 

of these subsidiaries also express concern that there should be more positions dedicated to 

sustainability activities such as food waste management (Table 3: D2).  

 

2.7.3.5. Other resources 

 Other resources described that facilitate food waste management include processing 

equipment, transport vehicles (e.g., trucks, bikes, carts), and documents to help guide operational 

procedures. Stakeholders of Subsidiary A appear envious of the resources (financial, human, and 

other) that Subsidiary D has for food waste management (Table 3: E1). Manuals and/or standard 

operating procedures would be helpful to provide direction and assistance for food waste 

management (Table 3: E2). These quotations imply a desire for the parent organization to 
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provide resources to help facilitate and guide subsidiaries for more standardized and equitable 

attention, resources, and support for food waste management.  

 

2.7.3.6. Legal constraints 

 Since Subsidiary A relies on a third-party organization for food waste management 

activities, they must adhere to that contractual relationship. Subsidiaries B, C, and D expressed 

specific limitations due to legal constraints. Subsidiary B had issues with getting a funding 

program dedicated to sustainable development (Table 3: F1). Subsidiary C wanted to donate 

more food for recovery but were nervous about liability possibilities. Despite The Bill Emerson 

Good Samaritan Act of 1996 that absolves civil and criminal liability of any individual or 

organization that donates food in good faith (Public Law 104-210 - Oct. 1, 1996 [H.R. 2428], 

1996), Subsidiary C’s legal department is very risk averse (Table 3: F2).  Subsidiary D 

experienced permitting concerns surrounding their bioconversion center and have temporarily 

suspended on-site food waste processing (Table 3: F3). They currently contract their local county 

composting services to manage their food waste until permitting concerns are resolved.  

 

2.7.4. Stakeholder Governance of Organizational Food Waste Management  

The influence of decision-making power was not initially considered when preliminary 

interviews were conducted. We originally aimed to probe the logistics components of food waste 

management further due to the assumption of bottlenecks in resources and capabilities that 

dictate how and why organizations manage food waste. The data quickly revealed that while 

logistics resources and capabilities are important components for organizational food waste 

management, decision-making power heavily influences the ability the execute activities 
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regardless of logistics or stakeholder support. We adjusted our interview questions to probe this 

concept further. However, we also wanted to be mindful to not dominate interviews with this 

theme to allow for alternative explanations and concepts to surface.  

 

2.7.4.1. Stakeholder inclusion 

The Green Team was a highly self-motivated group of a variety of stakeholders, 

including employees, consumers, managers, and third-party organizations with shared goals for 

sustainable development. They opened their meetings and events to the subsidiary as well as the 

community to expand their reach and inclusivity. The third-party organization is independently 

dedicated to food waste prevention and reduction and believes that employee inclusion and 

ownership helps to stimulate these efforts (Table 3: G1).  

Subsidiary B’s Sustainability Fee Council comprises multiple stakeholders, with a voting 

structure that ensures consumer majority (Internal document titled “Sustainability Fee Council 

Guidelines” from Subsidiary B, emailed May 14, 2021). These guidelines also outline specific 

criteria for project proposals and recuses council members from voting on their own proposals to 

foster fairness and objectivity. This council votes on projects proposed by consumers, 

employees, and managers throughout the subsidiary. The formal guidelines and existence of this 

committee are intended to prevent a single decision-maker from pursuing self-interests at the 

detriment of other stakeholders to foster inclusivity and equity.  

Members of Subsidiary B’s sustainability department actively seek creative ideas for 

sustainable development. They are interested in exploring innovative food waste management 

solutions, such as in-vessel systems and black soldier fly larvae compost solutions (Field notes 

from interview with manager of Subsidiary B, Oct. 7, 2019). The Sustainability Fee Council 
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voted to fund a project to build a compost system on-site to pilot a small-scale solution for 

organizational food waste that is not included in the contracted composting services. These 

activities suggest that Subsidiary B makes active efforts to include a wide range of stakeholders 

to collaborate on food waste management.  

Subsidiary C has several partnerships that support food waste management. One affiliate 

organization is a foundation created to extend the lifelong passions of a local leader in 

sustainability through research and funding. Another affiliate organization leads in sustainable 

design through innovative building construction. These partnerships suggest high levels of 

inclusivity with both internal and external stakeholders.  

  The sustainability department in Subsidiary D was historically hesitant to implement 

food waste activities within the organization. The director explained that managers initially 

didn’t want to burden their staff or consumers with having to sort food waste. After piloting a 

program with the employees, they got really into it and were interested to do it. It was an illusion 

of a barrier because nobody wants to waste food (Table 3: G2). This anecdote reveals significant 

differences between perceived and actual barriers. The sustainability department realized that if 

they provide support and training to separate food waste for composting through their 

bioconversion center, employees were happy to participate and appreciated being included.  

 

2.7.4.2. Stakeholder exclusion 

 Despite stakeholder inclusion in each of these subsidiaries, stakeholder exclusion also 

occurs. Stakeholder exclusion manifests through a lack of diversity in decision makers, by 

ignoring or dismissing stakeholders, and actively suppressing stakeholders. One stakeholder in 

Subsidiary A shared that members of The Green Team were told to stop participating in their 
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initiatives “because their bosses told them that they couldn’t do it anymore” (Interview with 

employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021). He expressed that The Green Team did not have 

decision-making power to execute efforts and were actively suppressed by the subsidiary’s 

executives (Table 3: H1). However, this sentiment was contradicted by a consumer who stated “I 

think that [Subsidiary A’s president] was interested in [recycling]. He was peripherally 

supportive of it. But there are so many other changes that he was prioritizing in the first few 

years of him being president that recycling was not at the top of it. It was on his list, but it wasn’t 

at the top” (Interview with former consumer of Subsidiary A, Mar. 20, 2021). The principal 

investigator tried to contact other individuals of The Green Team to confirm or deny these 

conflicting perspectives. Unfortunately, after numerous attempts the principal investigator was 

unable to get in touch with these individuals. 

 A lack of diversity of stakeholders in decision-making positions revealed further 

frustrations (Table 3: H2). Until 2019, the presidents of all four subsidiaries were white men. Of 

the 18 members of the board governing the parent organization, 14 (78%) are men, 4 are women 

(22%). In terms of racial composition, 14 are white (78%); 12 are white men (67%) and 2 are 

white women (11%). The skew in gender and racial demographics in positions of power in these 

subsidiaries and parent organization reflect concern among the exclusion of stakeholder 

representation in decision-making positions over these subsidiaries.  

 

2.7.4.3. Stakeholder conflicts 

Food waste in Subsidiary A would likely have been eventually address by The Green 

Team, but a change in the subsidiary’s executive management shifted the subsidiary’s culture 

and priorities. According to a former Green Team member who is currently employed by the 
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subsidiary, described the subsidiary’s facilities director as a “bête noire” who made it difficult 

for The Green Team to get things done (Interview with employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021). 

The asymmetrical power dynamics between The Green Team members and executive 

management allowed dismissal and abolition of The Green Team’s cooperative organization, 

engagements, and collaborations (Table 3: I1). As a result, stakeholders who were formerly 

members of The Green Team feel frustrated, pessimistic, and burned out. 

The former manager of the sustainability department of Subsidiary B felt very powerless. 

She stated: 

As you can tell, I'm still very, very passionate about sustainability. And that was 

probably one of the hardest decisions I've ever made, to be honest, to leave. But, it 

was kind of like, I love my job, but I've been here for 6 years, and I'm still trying 

to convince the [subsidiary] and administration that sustainability is worth 

pursuing. And I just don't know if I can do that anymore. It was so upsetting 

because, YOU know, our [consumers] and our [employees] really care about it. 

And so they were supportive. But it was so disappointing to have to keep going 

back to them and saying, we can't do this. We can't do this. With the only reason 

being administration doesn't support it. (Interview with former manager of 

sustainability department in Subsidiary B, Dec. 8, 2020) 

Even though she was in a managerial position and had support from her director, she felt 

unsupported by the subsidiary and helpless in the bureaucracies of the organization.  

 Concerns of performance and optics, or “greenwashing”, also represent concerns from 

stakeholders. An employee of Subsidiary C shares that “The first sustainability director was not 

effective at [Subsidiary C]. And so there was sort of a feeling that that person was kind of parked 
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there for optics, but that there wasn't a top level commitment to really put resources there” 

(Interview with employee of Subsidiary C, Mar. 5, 2021). Similarly, the seemingly active Green 

Team on Subsidiary A’s website gives the impression of a current and ongoing presence, despite 

it being defunct for several years. 

 When stakeholder interests don’t align, mutually beneficial activities can be hard to 

implement. For example, Subsidiary D knows that some of their stakeholders (i.e., employees) 

do not prioritize food waste management due to financial, generational, and cultural challenges 

(Table 3: C3, I2). Yet, some of their stakeholders (i.e., consumers) have tremendous interest 

(Table 3: J2). Aligning these conflicting interests between various stakeholder groups represents 

a foundational challenge for food waste management.  

 

2.7.4.4. Stakeholder-driven initiatives 

 Across all subsidiaries, stakeholders demonstrate intrinsic motivation for food waste 

management. Initiatives are driven by various stakeholders, but execution appears to heavily 

depends on decision-making power, bureaucracy, and administrative processes (Table 3: J1). 

Playing the colloquial game seems necessary for food waste management that strays from the 

standard practice of disposal through municipal solid waste streams into landfills.  

When asked who the contact person would be to discuss landfill alternatives for food 

waste management at Subsidiary A, the manager of the contracted third-party organization 

responded, 

I think they would come to me and ask me would I participate, and sure I would. 

That's a no brainer for me. Yes, so we would participate. If there was an initiative 

done here to do that, yes we will participate. I mean, it's just like recycling of 
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bottles, we do that. We still do that. We recycle boxes. We're trying to reduce the 

waste of food waste by, number one, making more awareness of it. We've got 

initiatives there and if we have more resources to do it, sure, you're gonna go do 

it. (Interview with contracted employee of Subsidiary A – March 3, 2021) 

This language suggests a willingness from this contracted organization to participate in 

alternative food waste management strategies but also reveals a lack of initiatives from 

Subsidiary A. Evidence of active interest from the subsidiary’s Green Team stakeholders 

in waste management (i.e., recycling) suggests that connecting these stakeholders would 

result in collaborative initiatives and solutions for food waste management at Subsidiary 

A. However, the disbandment of the Green Team years ago implies a lack of 

prioritization of Subsidiary A’s executives despite interest from internal and external 

stakeholders.  

Similarly, an interview with a manager of Subsidiary B reveal top-level oversight of 

organizational activities and efforts. As shared by this manager,  

I feel like an invisible person sometimes, to be honest. I think that the people 

actually in charge of the department are awesome and they care deeply about the 

work. […] It’s not a matter of passion for them or level of work because they all 

do a great job. And the stuff above them is invisible to me at the level I'm at. I 

don't know what happens above. But I get the distinct impression that there could 

be more interest in this department and it's ongoing, obviously. I mean, it's 

beyond obvious. So, when I say I feel like an invisible person, it's like I'm a small 

part of a department that's a small part of [Subsidiary B / parent organization]. 
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And it should be way bigger. Like way, way bigger. (Interview with manager of 

Subsidiary B, Feb. 2, 2021) 

These sentiments were echoed across all subsidiaries that the existing activities were not enough 

and wished more could be done. These patterns suggest stakeholder willingness, participation, 

and commitment, but reveals that significant barriers prevent these initiatives from expanding. 

Subsidiary D engages stakeholders within its organization through competitions to 

increase awareness, education, and participation. One consumer shared: 

There's a green cup challenge every fall. Different [organizational housing 

buildings] can compete to see who's the most green for a month and then they win 

a prize. So, there's fun activities that they do that kind of get more people 

involved in sustainability and just aware of the different types of impacts that 

energy waste has on our environment. (Interview with consumer of Subsidiary D, 

Feb. 12, 2021) 

This active engagement indicates high cohesion and collaborations between stakeholder interests 

surrounding waste in Subsidiary D. Stakeholders in this subsidiary describe a particular “magic” 

that contributes to the active participation and persistent dedication for food waste management 

(Table 3: J2). Harnessing this intangible concept represents an opportunity for this organization 

to leverage stakeholder interests to maintain and expand these strategies. This “magic” appears to 

be consistently felt among some stakeholders in all subsidiaries, but not all have the same 

capabilities to fulfill these interests.   
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2.8. Discussion 

Analysis of multiple case study data demonstrate many consistent patterns as well as 

outliers. Logistics themes of organizational structure, organizational culture, resources, and legal 

constraints represent important drivers of organizational food waste management. Our findings 

reveal that even when these drivers are conducive for joint value creation in food waste 

management, they are not sufficient for implementation. We find that themes of stakeholder 

governance represent conceptual mediators between logistics constructs and organizational food 

waste management. While we do not seek to contribute generalizability from this case study 

research, we offer contextualized explanations that may or may not apply to other organizational 

contexts. While inductive, positivist approaches strive for generalizability, the critical realist 

approach recognizes that “Social knowledge is inherently context-bound, so the scope for 

generalities about the social world is inherently limited” (Piekkari & Welch, 2018, p. 14). We 

contribute grounded theory from empirical case study data of a universal organizational 

phenomenon through contextualized explanations.  

Stakeholder literature regularly describes concepts such as dialogue (Spitzeck & Hansen, 

2010), trust (Short & Winter, 1999), participation (T. Donaldson & Preston, 1995), and inclusion 

(Harrison et al., 2015). These concepts represent components of stakeholder involvement but are 

very different from stakeholder governance. Stakeholder governance requires decision-making 

power that differs significantly from dialogue, trust, participation, and inclusion. Our findings of 

stakeholder interactions and decision-making dynamics confirm issues of power found in 

previous studies (Gollnhofer, 2017b; Gruber et al., 2016).  

The dissolve of Subsidiary A’s Green Team due to executive management directives 

contradicts research that claims that stakeholder cooperations and collaborations are effective in 
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creating joint/shared value (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020; Porter & Kramer, 2011). While 

cooperations and collaborations maybe necessary components for joint value creation, we 

provide empirical evidence to demonstrate that they are not sufficient. Stakeholder engagement 

mechanisms represent critical perceived impact on corporate decision-making (Burchell & Cook, 

2006). Some researchers find that the “majority of stakeholder governance mechanisms remain 

in the category of 'Dialogue and issues advisory’ where stakeholders have a very limited 

influence in decision making” (Spitzeck & Hansen, 2010). Similar recognition from the political 

science field describes how "participation without redistribution of power is an empty and 

frustrating process for the powerless. It allows the power-holders to claim that all sides were 

considered, but makes it possible only for some of those sides to benefit. It maintains the status 

quo" (Arnstein, 1969, p. 216). Our findings confirm that dialogue and participation are 

insufficient mechanisms for stakeholder governance in the context of organizational food waste 

as evidenced by Subsidiary A. Since “the causal link between stakeholder input and corporate 

decision-making usually remains vague” (Spitzeck et al., 2011, p. 561), our findings contribute 

clarity to this ambiguity. We provide specific cases in which stakeholder input and corporate 

decision-making both aligns and diverges. These findings offer empirical insights for theoretical 

development of causal links for stakeholder governance.  

Subsidiary B and C’s implementation of centralized composting activities is superior to 

landfilling (Moult et al., 2018) yet the carbon footprint of transportation reveals concerning 

economic (e.g., fuel costs), environmental (e.g., greenhouse gas emissions), and social impacts 

(e.g., exploitation of rural communities). The environmental benefits of composting are not 

automatic but rather require good maintenance and holistic approaches (Bernstad & la Cour 

Jansen, 2011). Subsidiary D’s investment into its own bioconversion facility to compost multiple 
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types of organic material (e.g., food waste, landscaping debris) represents a decentralized option 

that reduces transport costs, provides soil amendment to its organizational garden and 

landscaping, provides additional jobs, and improves food security for organizational and 

community stakeholders through its garden operations.   

Bridoux and Stoelhorst (2020) describe different structural forms of stakeholder 

governance in detail. These forms include hub-and-spoke, lead role, and shared governance 

structures. Subsidiaries A, C, and D loosely correspond to the hub-and-spoke form, given the 

centralized decision-making power structure (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020). Based on our 

empirical evidence and interpretations, we find that hub-and-spoke forms reflect stakeholder 

participation but do not actually represent stakeholder governance given the agentic, centralized 

structure. Subsidiary B appears to follow a more shared form, which we interpret as a more 

accurate representation of stakeholder governance given the collective, decentralized structure of 

decision-making power. These structures are visually represented in Figure 3.  

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 

The subsidiaries operate with high levels of autonomy surrounding their organizational 

food waste with no guidance or restrictions from the parent organization. The parent organization 

could potentially enforce standardization among these subsidiaries. However, since the parent 

organization does not have positions dedicated to sustainability efforts such as food waste 

management or strategies that prioritize these operations, it appears unlikely that this 

organization will proactively lead these initiatives. Public policies may be able to incentivize or 

mandate organizational activities surrounding food waste in similar ways that recycling is 

mandated in various regions. Policies that consider and incorporate organizational structures and 
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power dynamics may be able to extend food waste reduction campaigns past individual- and 

government-level approaches to organizational audiences for increased impact. 

 

2.9. Contributions 

Our findings reveal that dialogue, participation, and engagement of stakeholders are 

insufficient to tackle complex issues such as food waste without stakeholder governance that 

includes decision-making power. Through this data, we offer contributions for theoretical, 

managerial, and policy advancements. 

 

2.9.1. Theoretical Contributions 

 We contribute contextualized explanations for how and why organizations manage food 

waste. Our research provides empirical plausibility for theoretical developments of food waste 

externalities in organizational settings. We contribute themes of logistics and stakeholder 

governance as theoretical foundations for organizational food waste management. The 

interaction of these themes in these contexts demonstrates a bottleneck that constrains and 

dictates activities. Few would dispute the importance of power in corporate decision making, yet 

dominant business theories lack an essential foundation that includes the power relations within 

and between stakeholder groups (Banerjee, 2003). Disparities in power, interests, and ethics are 

largely ignored in business practice and research (Benn et al., 2009). We contribute theoretical 

explanations for how and why organizations manage food waste. These empirical explanations 

and themes offer foundational constructs for theoretical development for organizational food 

waste as well as stakeholder governance. 
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Business theories regularly emphasize organizational performance. A lack of focus on 

organizational externalities creates a void of theoretical developments for these universal and 

abundant resources. Dominant business tenets (e.g., transaction cost economics, resource-based 

view, agency theory, stakeholder theory, economies of scale) have limited capacity to explain 

why organizational externalities remain underleveraged. The magnitude of economic, 

environmental, and societal impacts of organizational externalities presents opportunities to 

research this phenomenon with significant theoretical and practical implications.  

 

2.9.2. Managerial Contributions 

Scholars recognize the power disparities that managers face in retail settings to act 

proactively when it comes to food waste management (Gruber et al., 2016) and that power 

relations between stakeholders surrounding food waste demands attention (Mesiranta et al., 

2021). Gruber et al. (2016) stress the vast and largely untapped influence that managers and 

employees have on alleviating food waste through their own leadership, behaviors, and 

commitments. Managers lead by example, even with simple actions like visibly taking lunch 

breaks to signal organizational culture, norms, and expectations (Tulshyan, 2021). Organizations 

have opportunities to lead food waste management strategies and operations that support and 

empower stakeholders to promote joint value creation. Transformational leadership can disrupt 

and challenge conventional norms and practices (Zucchella & Previtali, 2019). We strengthen 

these findings by contributing empirical evidence that demonstrate the importance and impact of 

stakeholder governance on the management of food waste. 

 These contributions allow researchers and practitioners to better understand barriers and 

opportunities of food waste in organizational settings. Strategic management and marketing can 
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help stimulate the normalization process of food waste management through non-landfill 

strategies and operations (Gollnhofer, 2017a). Our findings contribute empirical evidence to 

support these managerial implications. The context of organizational food waste presents a 

universally relevant and accessible opportunity in which to conduct further studies. Additionally, 

this collective scenario provides robust opportunities to improve strategic operational efficiencies 

for competitive advantages. 

 

2.9.3. Policy Contributions 

Public policy has opportunities to stimulate activities for food waste management. 

Examples include incentives, mandates, organizational regulations, etc. Public policies may 

benefit from examining organization-level waste management practices to complement existing 

individual- and government-level campaigns that target food waste prevention, reduction, and 

recovery activities. Further research to examine policies surrounding organizational-level waste 

management would shed light on the effectiveness of public policies on food waste. It is 

important to note that the generational priority gaps surrounding sustainability are significant. 

For example, almost half of all Generation Z students highly prioritize becoming involved in 

programs to clean up the environment (44.8%) and influencing social values (48.3%) 

(Stolzenberg et al., 2020). Further, 80% want to help others who are in difficulty (Stolzenberg et 

al., 2020). Organizational food waste management offers opportunities for younger generations 

to contribute to cleaning up the environment, influence social values, and help others in need. 

Policies that leverage interests from various stakeholders may provoke deviations from previous 

policy strategies due to these generational shifts in environmental and social prioritization. 
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2.10. Limitations and Future Research 

 The purpose of this research is to develop theory for organizational food waste 

management and subsequently for stakeholder governance. Even though organizational food 

waste is a universal phenomenon, contextualized explanations are necessary to appreciate the 

complexities and cultural differences associated with this global issue. Western cultural and 

scientific disciplines sustain significant theoretical oversight by amplifying western theorists and 

research while suppressing non-western perspectives (E. Said, 2012). Dominant business 

theories “have only a limited capability to address issues of redistribution, inclusion, and equity 

in the management of risk” (Benn et al., 2009, p. 1568). These theories favor economic 

development and growth, individual gains, and technocratic innovation (Crane, 2000); aspects 

that have particularly Western, colonialism connotations. Since research in general tends to be 

western-centric, additional research from eastern perspectives also deserves attention (Banerjee, 

2003; Gleckman, 2018a). 

We originally intended to compare these case studies in the United States with additional 

case studies in China as these countries represent the largest producers of food waste in the 

world. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we were unable to collect sufficient data from 

China. We examined organizational food waste through an exploratory approach to uncover 

mechanisms and develop theory. Subsequently, our research design provides limited insights into 

outcomes that extend past specific food waste management activities (e.g., on-site composting, 

off-site composting, landfilling). Additional empirical studies that investigate concepts and 

specific outcomes in further detail would contribute valuable development of theoretical, 

methodological, managerial, and policy advancements of this area in business research. Further, 

studies that examine organizational food waste from a variety of international perspectives may 
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enhance generalizability to extend this contextualized explanation. We acknowledge and 

understand the limitations of our Western perspectives but hope that this research stimulates 

further studies and conversations surrounding strategic utilization of common pool resources in 

international organizational settings.  

Future research that explores foundational theories and mechanisms for stakeholder 

governance would provide valuable and meaningful contributes to the field of management 

(Amis et al., 2020) and business scholarship in general. Descriptive, instrumental, and normative 

stakeholder theory developments describe what is happening, how it happens, and what should 

happen, respectively, yet do not focus on the governance of stakeholders, which involves their 

participation in the decisions that affect their welfare (T. Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Our 

findings suggest that expanding decision-making power through equitable stakeholder 

governance may relieve tension that suppresses stakeholder cooperation and collaboration 

surrounding food waste externalities in organizational settings. 

Additionally, research that distinguishes between shareholder needs (Friedman, 1970; 

Monks & Minow, 1995), stakeholder needs (Freeman, 1984; Harrison et al., 2015; Mitchell & 

Wood, 1997), and societal needs (Bansal & DesJardine, 2014; Porter & Kramer, 2006) 

perpetuates a misleading assumption that actors’ needs command tradeoffs and are mutually 

exclusive. Isolated thinking perpetuates zero-sum frameworks in both research and practice. 

Future research should examine under what conditions, how, and why shareholder, stakeholder, 

and societal interests align when corporate business models are designed in ways that unite 

actors through sustainable, equitable strategies. 

We also note that interviews and data were collected between 2019 and 2022, much of 

which was during the COVID-19 pandemic. While we aimed to capture the activities and 



 

66 of 126 

behaviors surrounding organizational food waste before the pandemic, we acknowledge and 

understand that the influence of the pandemic may have altered some of the information shared 

due to the recollection of current/existing events that likely overwhelmed memories of previous 

time periods that were less salient. We were conscious of this potential for misrepresentation and 

made active efforts to remind participants to share their experiences about times before the 

pandemic. We recognize that this global disruption may have influenced our data, but we 

attempted to mitigate this interference through mindful data gathering.  

 

2.11. Conclusion 

This research originated from concerns over theoretical inconsistencies that waste 

externalities pose on business models and operations. Waste represents an organizational 

externality that receives disproportionate attention from business strategy, management, 

operations, and marketing. Waste is commonly viewed as a cost of doing business that cannot be 

optimized. However, this overlooked resource has significant value in a world that needs 

resource maximization. We examine multiple organizations to explore how and why they 

manage food waste to ground theoretical development in data to identify barriers and 

opportunities of this universal organizational externality. We contribute empirical evidence and 

theoretical development for theoretical and managerial implications for business research and 

practice. Ultimately, food waste is a business problem that has many opportunities through 

organizational strategies.  
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3. ESSAY 2: STAKEHOLDER GOVERNANCE: INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW, 

THEORETICAL TENSIONS, HOLISTIC SYNTHESIS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

“It is hard to imagine a more stupid or more dangerous way of making decisions than by putting 

those decisions in the hands of people who pay no price for being wrong.” 

– Thomas Sowell (2000) 

 

3.1. Introduction 

While the quotation above originated from a context of teachers making decisions in 

school systems, these words illustrate hazards of governance structures that rely on stakeholders 

making decisions on behalf of other stakeholders. Ironically, Sowell, an American economist, 

conforms to Friedman’s philosophy that prioritizes maximizing shareholder wealth as the 

purpose of business. In organizations, CEOs, board members, and managers who typically have 

power and control in decision making can diversify their risk by leaving a firm (J. B. Barney, 

2018), whereas other stakeholders, such as the natural environment, communities, and 

sometimes employees, do not have this luxury. The impacts of a firm can persist long after 

turnover in ownership and management. While corporations naturally prioritize their own 

internal stakeholders and strategies, shifts in prioritizing the welfare of all stakeholders (Business 

Roundtable, 2019; Fink, 2018; Freeman, 1984) drive the need for theoretical frameworks that 

support this mission. To branch this concept out past corporate boundaries, the ways in which 

stakeholders are engaged, managed, and governed deserves attention through pluralist, multi-

objective approaches. 
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Extant literature describes many definitions, terminologies, theories, orientations, 

mechanisms, and conceptualizations of stakeholder governance (Scholte, 2020). Collective 

tensions reveal barriers that obstruct theoretical advancements across scholarship. Combined 

with multiple levels of analysis, extensive contexts, conflicting needs, and divergence on desired 

outcomes, the complexities of stakeholder governance are overwhelming. The limited 

capabilities of isolated knowledge structures demand innovative approaches to tackle this 

relevant phenomenon. While fragmented, granular, reductionist models maintain conventional 

approaches (Bammer, 2013), these strategies fail to properly incorporate the interconnectedness 

of stakeholders, their needs, and their interactions in a modern world (Mitchell et al., 1997). 

Multidimensional topics, such as stakeholder governance, require collaborations across 

disciplines (Hitt et al., 2007).  

Stakeholder governance represents a complex phenomenon that remains difficult to study 

due to inconsistent language, negligence of fundamental dynamics, isolated and sometimes 

inappropriate theoretical foundations, narrow framing, and generally fragmented knowledge. 

While integrated knowledge synthesis is highly practical and valuable, current academic 

structures hinder these efforts (V. Z. Chen & Hitt, 2021). We reach across disciplinary 

boundaries to provide an integrated review and synthesis of stakeholder governance to bridge 

knowledge gaps and provide clarity. This task is ambitious, as it reaches broadly in scope 

compared to the narrow focus of conventional scholarship. However, overcoming dominant 

paradigms requires unconventional, and consequently risky, approaches (Ghoshal, 2005). The 

purpose of this research is to contribute a pluralist, multi-objective approach that integrates 

knowledge across disciplines to advance the complex, societal need to satisfy multiple 

stakeholder values simultaneously. 
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We combine interdisciplinary insights to develop integrated and novel conceptual meta-

frameworks surrounding stakeholder governance that span past disciplinary boundaries. This 

pluralist synthesis offers perspectives and explanations to contrast dominant theories to provide 

alternative viewpoints that may contribute to more diverse, inclusive, and equitable theorizing. 

This research comprises five main contributions. First, we identify and compile varying 

definitions and terminologies of stakeholder governance. Second, we then illustrate the evolution 

of stakeholder governance theories and orientations. Third, we organize mechanisms and 

conceptualizations to provide a holistic conceptual framework. Fourth, we synthesize key 

theoretical tensions that were recurrent across disciplines and outlets examining stakeholder 

governance. Finally, we offer suggestions for future research to continue theoretical development 

of this phenomenon.  

 To begin, we examine the concept of stakeholder governance across multiple disciplines 

in academic literature as well as in non-academic knowledge sources. We investigate definitions 

and identify a plethora of terminologies associated with stakeholder governance. Next, we 

organize theories and orientations along a timeline to capture evolutionary trends. We then 

describe mechanisms of stakeholder governance and offer a conceptual framework to clarify 

their positioning. In the next section, we synthesize prominent, recurrent patterns to highlight key 

theoretical tensions that hinder advancements in theory development of stakeholder governance 

and suggest specific research questions to confront them. Lastly, we suggest areas for future 

research to stimulate further interdisciplinary explorations. In no way is this compilation meant 

to capture the entirety of stakeholder governance research. An endeavor of that magnitude would 

be vast, unwieldy, and would likely lose sight of the value added. Rather, our aim is to share a 
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general but organized overview of the complexities of stakeholder governance to support 

interdisciplinary knowledge accumulation.  

 

3.2. Interdisciplinary Review 

We began this research by first searching the term “stakeholder governance” in several 

databases to gain a broad overview of this concept in academia. Web of Science yielded 187 

results; ScienceDirect yielded 342 results; Scopus yielded 1,165 results; and GoogleScholar 

yielded 9,740 results. According to Web of Science, the main (top ten) academic disciplines for 

this term include business, environmental studies, management, environmental sciences, ethics, 

economics, green sustainable science, business finance, international relations, and law. The vast 

disciplinary span of stakeholder governance led us to resist a formal, systematic literature review 

and instead examine this concept through immersion and interpretive exploration to stretch 

beyond siloed positioning. This interdisciplinary review quickly revealed myriad definitions, 

terminologies, mechanisms, theoretical foundations, conceptualizations, and outcomes.  

Fragmentation of knowledge contributes to challenges in developing theory for complex 

social phenomena (V. Z. Chen & Hitt, 2021), such as stakeholder governance. In addition to the 

spread of knowledge in academic research, stakeholder governance receives considerable 

attention from non-academic perspectives as well (e.g., United Nations, World Economic Forum, 

business roundtables, gray literature) (Dellmuth, 2019; Gleckman, 2018b; Scholte, 2020). Both 

academic and non-academic examination strives to extend Elinor Ostrom’s Nobel Prize research 

on how to best govern common resources (Ostrom, 1990). Due to the scope and magnitude of 

fragmentation across these arenas, we first explore definitions and terminologies of stakeholder 

governance. We then share various theories and orientations to capture a holistic overview of the 
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evolution of stakeholder governance through historic discourse. Finally, we describe mechanisms 

and propose a pluralist conceptual framework with which to ground stakeholder governance 

research. The purpose of this interdisciplinary review is to interpret, synthesize, and share 

different perspectives of knowledge to increase holistic representation of a concept with multiple 

perspectives and applications. However, given the author’s background and aims and scope of 

this outlet, we admittedly amplify managerial references, tensions, contexts, and agendas. We 

hope readers receive this synthesis as a stimulus rather than a prescription for interdisciplinary 

research. This review does not address normative aspects of how, whether, or why stakeholder 

governance should be used but instead offers descriptive and instrumental tools to frame how 

stakeholder governance components are used in existing settings to better inform future research.  

 

3.2.1. Definitions and terminologies 

Stakeholder governance encompasses a variety of definitions and terminologies across 

multiple disciplines (Scholte, 2020). Business researchers define stakeholder governance as “the 

system of how stakeholders influence corporate decision making and help align the worldviews 

of those inside and outside the firm” (Spitzeck et al., 2011). Stakeholder governance stems from 

“demanding normative stakeholder theory”, in which all stakeholders participate in corporate 

decision processes (Freeman & Evan, 1990; Hendry, 2001). Economics describes “the design of 

institutions that induce or force management to internalize the welfare of stakeholders” (Tirole, 

2001, p. 4) to expand corporate governance. From finance perspectives, stakeholder governance 

includes a combination of “good corporate governance (protecting shareholders' interests), sound 

stakeholder relations (protecting the interests of other stakeholders, including those of employees 

and local communities), and environmental care (protecting the environment)” (Renneboog et 
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al., 2008). Another financial perspective, stakeholder governance is “the stakeholder orientation 

of corporate governance pertaining system of checks and balances that trade off benefits and 

costs of firm decisions and that provide various incentives, controls, and regulations to minimize 

conflicts of interest between firms and stakeholders, to maintain financial stability, and to 

prevent potential corruption and fraud” (Jo et al., 2016, p. 43). The law discipline defines 

stakeholder governance as a model that “encourages and relies on corporate leaders to serve the 

interests of stakeholders and not only those of shareholders” (Bebchuk & Tallarita, 2020, p. 91). 

While commonalities include corporate decisions, stakeholder welfare, and formal systems, 

definitions of stakeholder governance remain fragmented, inconsistent, and disparate. For 

example, influence and participation in decision making does not necessarily equal control over 

decision making. It is also important to note that stakeholder governance can embody a type of 

corporate governance, but corporate governance does not always reflect stakeholder governance. 

We explain these concepts in further detail in the next section. These definitions represent 

variances from selected documents to demonstrate the spread of interpretations of stakeholder 

governance across disciplines.  

Furthermore, numerous terms are used synonymously with stakeholder governance. The 

following list (which is neither exhaustive nor exclusive) illustrates the multitude of 

terminologies: stakeholder engagement, stakeholder management, (multi-) stakeholder 

initiatives, (multi-) stakeholder networks, (multi-) stakeholder partnerships, (multi-) stakeholder 

cooperatives, (multi-) stakeholderism, stakeholder democracy, corporate democracy, democratic 

governance, organizational governance, stakeholder enfranchisement, collective governance, 

multi-lateral governance, joint governance, network governance, relational governance, alliance 

governance, global governance, polycentric governance, co-operative governance, community 
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governance, private governance, transnational governance, societal governance, sustainability 

governance, and roundtables. Despite interchangeable treatment of these terminologies, many 

encompass crucial distinctions with significantly different concepts. Stakeholder governance 

consists of multiple levels of analysis (e.g., individual, firm, community, regional, country, 

society, government, environment) and can be applied in a variety of contexts. The wide range 

and complexities of these terminologies make a systematic review arduous and complicated, 

which is why we take a broad, interpretive, holistic approach in synthesizing this concept. For 

brevity purposes, we will continue to use the term “stakeholder governance” throughout this text 

and describe specific mechanisms and conceptualization to provide integrated clarity to this 

concept.  

 

3.2.2. Theories and orientations 

Formal positionings of stakeholder governance (and its related terminologies) appear in a 

wide range of disciplines, including but not limited to economics, business, law, political 

science, environmental sciences, ethics, sustainability, finance, and international relations. 

Similar to the magnitude of definitions and terminologies, extensive theoretical and orientational 

placement further disseminates cohesion in stakeholder governance. The theories described in 

this review are neither exhaustive nor exclusive representations in stakeholder governance 

literature. Other researchers also compile governance theories through alternative parameters and 

interpretations (e.g., Clarke, 2004; Derakhshan et al., 2019; Turnbull, 1997). We seek to 

complement existing scholarship by extrapolating theories and orientations that are prevalent and 

recurrent across disciplines to show the historic evolution of stakeholder governance.  
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Conversations in the 1960s and 70s mainly discussed governance through an 

organizational lens. Economics, business, and law disciplines focus on firm structures that 

prioritize shareholders and profit maximization, placing the firm as the central nexus (Coase, 

1937; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Agency theory provided the theoretical foundation for this 

structuring to explain shareholders acting on behalf of other stakeholders, (Friedman, 1962; 

Jensen & Meckling, 1976), launching a framework for governance structures that remains 

dominant. Economic research surrounding property rights described how to govern, or have 

control over, resources, typically in the form of ownership (Demsetz, 1967). Research on 

democratic governance structures that stress the importance of participation of the governed in 

their governments also emerged (Arnstein, 1969), but remained largely limited to political 

discourse. Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) seminal research on resource dependence theory 

contribute how external resources of organizations affect the behavior of an organization, 

maintaining the centrality of firms in orientations for resource governance. In 1978, Business 

Roundtable, a nonprofit lobbyist association of CEOs of leading companies in the United States, 

began publishing Principles of Corporate Governance. Towards the end of the decade, 

Williamson introduced the concept of transaction cost economics, which organizes transactions 

through various governance structures (Williamson, 1979). These theories demonstrate initial 

foundations of agentic, economic, democratic, utility, standardization, and efficiency orientations 

in governance research and practice.  

The 1980s began shifting attention from shareholders to a broader range of stakeholders. 

While agency theory and transaction cost economics remain central in governance theorizing and 

structures, business scholars recognize that non-shareholding stakeholders of firms represent 

sources for strategic competitive advantages. Power and influence often come from stakeholders 
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outside of the organization’s control (e.g., customers, suppliers) and therefore deserves attention 

(Porter, 1980). While the term stakeholder and its theory were developed at Stanford Research 

Institute in the 1960s, Freeman’s book on strategic management propelled this theory into 

widespread use in stakeholder governance research and applications. Stakeholder theory 

describes an approach of understanding and incorporating the needs of stakeholders (e.g., 

employees, customers, suppliers, lenders, society) for long-term success (Freeman, 1984). 

Discussions of stewardship theory begin in the late eighties but don’t start gaining traction until 

the nineties (J. H. Davis et al., 1997; L. Donaldson & Davis, 1991). 

In the 1990s, more theories cultivated the foundations of stakeholder governance. 

Resource based view identifies resources that are rare, valuable, inimitable, and unsubstitutable 

as sources of sustained competitive advantage (J. Barney, 1991b). This concept translates to 

stakeholder governance theorizing when stakeholders possess these characteristics (e.g., an 

employee with expert knowledge, a firm with intellectual property, rainforests). Some resist 

consideration of stakeholders, claiming that they are incompatible and even detrimental to 

corporate governance (Sternberg, 1996). Contrasting research in economics highlights offers a 

formal approach to addressing stakeholder welfare (Persson et al., 1996). Mitchell et al. (1997) 

describes specific ways to identify stakeholders and their salience through dimensions of 

urgency, power, and legitimacy, providing valuable theoretical and language tools for 

stakeholder governance. Lack of consensus and consistencies in theoretical frameworks of 

corporate governance reveal the explicit need for a comprehensive, interdisciplinary holistic 

approach (Demb & Neubauer, 1992; Turnbull, 1997). Network theory organizes stakeholders in 

a network to broaden dyadic relationship assumptions (Rowley, 1997), which progresses 
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theoretical and practical development. Outside of academia, Business Roundtable endorses 

principles of shareholder.  

As the millennium turned, the 2000s generate waves of criticisms throughout stakeholder 

governance research as economic, institutional, and normative theorizing simultaneously 

continue to magnify firm and cost primacy across disciplines (L. W. Fransen & Kolk, 2007; 

Madhok, 2002; Renneboog et al., 2008). Ghoshal (2005) claims that bad theories and the 

inability to elegantly model such complexity prevents the fundamental restructuring of 

governance. Gomez and Korine (2005) heavily condemn agency theory for corporate governance 

and insists instead on democratic theory to serve as an alternative. They also state that “corporate 

governance depends upon consent by the governed” (Gomez & Korine, 2005, p. 747), which 

reveals social dimensions of permission and authorization that accumulated surprisingly little 

traction. A business law scholar vehemently opposes stakeholder and democratic theories in 

corporate governance (Dent, 2008). In his critique, he exposes concerning oversights in 

assuming that stakeholders have the privilege and ability to exit (e.g., employees quitting, 

customers taking their business elsewhere) and fails to consider stakeholders, such as the natural 

environment and communities, that rely on human decisions to protect their welfare. 

Environmental management continues to critique stakeholder theory recognizing its “limited 

capacity to inform governance systems that would guarantee the equitable management of risk” 

(Benn et al., 2009, p. 1568). During this decade, pluralist systems thinking that emphasizes 

holistic approaches (e.g., the whole is greater than the sum of its parts) begins to trend in 

governance theory development (Benner et al., 2004; Meadows, 2008). 

The 2010s endure economic, property rights, agency, stakeholder, institutional, 

normative, and democratic theories as theoretical frameworks for stakeholder governance (L. 
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Fransen, 2012; Gleckman, 2018b; Jo et al., 2016; Klein et al., 2019; Marx, 2013; Schleifer, 

2019). Researchers study how stakeholders strategize around shared issues while managing 

inertia that favors shareholder primacy and continue calls for meta-theories and frameworks 

rather than assuming one could suitably contain the complexities of stakeholder governance 

(Klein et al., 2012; Sachs et al., 2010). Grounded theory, an approach that allows data to reveal 

theory, emerges as researchers explore empirical interactions of power and participation 

(Spitzeck & Hansen, 2010) and marginalization and inclusion (Grosser, 2016) as voluntary 

stakeholder engagement mechanisms. Researchers also focus intensely on contexts of palm oil to 

empirically investigate stakeholder governance, highlighting social dimensions that echo 

ingroup-outgroup treatment differentials such as access and club theories (Hospes, 2014; Köhne, 

2014; Nesadurai, 2019; Schouten et al., 2012). The United Nations announces global 

Sustainability Development Goals in 2015 that permeates academic and non-academic 

discussions surrounding stakeholder governance. At the end of this decade, industry leaders 

Business Roundtable and BlackRock explicitly state commitments to all stakeholders through 

public announcements (Business Roundtable, 2019; Fink, 2018), yet remain vague about tangible 

actions to ensure these claims.  

 As we cautiously drift through the 2020s, still navigating a global pandemic and 

considerable disruptions in global supply chains, calls for research on stakeholder governance 

are so prominent that developing this theory “could be among the most important theoretical–and 

deeply practical–contributions to the field of management in the 21st century” (Amis et al., 2020, 

p. 501). Bridoux and Stoelhorst (2020) initiate theoretical developments by illustrating three 

specific forms of stakeholder governance structures, maintaining firms as focal. Candid critiques 

of the illusory promise of stakeholder governance in the legal field (Bebchuk & Tallarita, 2020) 
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reveal the pressing need to articulate clarity on confusions and tensions that remain prominent. 

Insistence of combined theoretical and practical approaches (Amis et al., 2020; Sauer & Hiete, 

2020; Scholte, 2020) swells across disciplines as climate change, resource depletion, and social 

injustice begs for equitable stakeholder representation in decision making. Both the existence 

and need for theoretical pluralism summarizes the evolution of theories and orientations of 

stakeholder governance, as shown in Figure 4.  

[Insert Figure 4 about here] 

 

3.2.3. Mechanisms and conceptualizations 

Mechanisms of stakeholder governance remain scattered due to ambiguous applications 

and conceptualizations. To organize these mechanisms, we scrutinize the recurring exchangeable 

use of stakeholder “engagement”, “management”, and “governance” to uncover critical ways in 

which these constructs vary. First, extant literature commonly utilizes dialogue (Ferraro & 

Beunza, 2019; Innes & Booher, 2003; Kuhn, 2008), participation (Bäckstrand, 2006; Harrison & 

Freeman, 2004; Spitzeck & Hansen, 2010), and cooperation (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2016; 

Ostrom, 1990) as mechanisms of stakeholder governance. While these constructs can increase 

stakeholder interactions, they do not necessarily indicate governance. Rather, they embody types 

of stakeholder engagement. Heller, Drenth, Koopman, and Rus studied stakeholder influence in 

decision making in the context of trade unions to emphasize that “the introduction of 

‘participation’ may be manipulative and that, far from leading to a sharing of power, it is 

intended to consolidate those already in control” (Wilson et al., 2017). For example, stakeholder 

advisory boards have high engagement between stakeholders but have indirect impact on 

corporate management (AccountAbility & Utopies, 2007). Engagement is an important 
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mechanism for governance but requires power. However, the majority of stakeholder governance 

mechanisms include dialogue and issues advisory, which represent engagement but have very 

limited influence in decision making (Spitzeck & Hansen, 2010). Similar recognition from the 

politic science field describes how “participation without redistribution of power is an empty and 

frustrating process for the powerless. It allows the power-holders to claim that all sides were 

considered, but makes it possible only for some of those sides to benefit. It maintains the status 

quo” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 216). Stakeholder engagement reflects a concept that, while related to 

stakeholder governance, is distinctly different.  

 Second, management of stakeholders also strays from governance as it implies 

hierarchies in power and control over decisions and activities. Stakeholder management follows 

agentic structures that rely on stakeholders with power to act on behalf of stakeholders without 

power (Friedman, 1962; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Mitchell et al., 1997). Max Weber’s (1978) 

sociology definition of power is the ability to exercise one’s will over others. However, we 

choose instead to use a more neutral and basic definition of power as “the capacity or ability to 

direct or influence the behavior of others or the course of events” (Oxford Languages, 2022). 

The nuanced difference between these definitions is important as the sociological definition 

stresses the ability to impose one’s will compared to the dictionary definition that describes the 

ability to direct or influence. Engagement mechanisms of dialogue, participation, and 

cooperation can facilitate management, but managing stakeholders can also be done without 

these interactions. Managing stakeholders often direct or influence decisions that affect other 

stakeholders without engaging them. Therefore, the effectiveness of management depends on 

who is evaluating, as managing stakeholders does not automatically mean that stakeholders are 
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satisfied or that their needs are met. Knowledge, will, dialogue, participation, and cooperation 

remain useless without the power to act (Turnbull, 1997). 

Lastly, governance depends on control and authority over decisions (Gleckman, 2018a; 

Klein et al., 2019; Turnbull, 1997). Typical measurements of governance include voting (e.g., 

through boards of directors, international organizational membership). Some corporate 

governance structures have “stakeholders as representatives on the board of directors although 

their appointment depends on the willingness of the CEO to have them included” (Jansson, 2005, 

p. 10). Control requires stakeholders to both engage and have power in decision making. The 

terms power and control are often used interchangeably, but the former describes the ability to 

influence while the latter describes the authority to execute that influence. Without both power 

and control, stakeholder engagement presents an illusion of stakeholder governance (Bebchuk & 

Tallarita, 2020). Therefore, while power and control are both necessary conditions for 

governance, the distinction between these terms and concepts is critical as stakeholders can have 

power to influence without control over decisions and actions. 

Figure 5 serves as a conceptual meta-framework that incorporates these overlapping 

mechanisms and categories from multiple perspectives. This conceptual synthesis is meant to be 

simultaneously neutral and generalizable to encompass the variety of academic and non-

academic perspectives. Some mechanisms described in the literature are specific to disciplinary 

contexts, such as ownership in a firm, property, patent, or resource. However, we intentionally 

omit this construct from Figure 5 because it relies on firm and legal orientations (Jansson, 2005) 

instead of issue orientation, which we describe in further detail in the subsequent section. 

Additional mechanisms, such as trust (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020) and voluntary compliance (S. 

Mena & Palazzo, 2012), impose substantial influence on each of these mechanisms and therefore 



 

81 of 126 

fall outside the scope of our conceptual framing. The nested categories of engagement, 

management, and governance are not meant to represent static or restrictive boundaries. We 

originally included bi-direction arrows between these mechanisms to share specific examples of 

various combinations of these relationships but determined that these descriptions deserve 

extensive attention that falls outside the scope of a broad, interdisciplinary review. Theoretical 

and empirical examination that supports or rejects causal relationships between these variables 

would further advance our understandings of stakeholder governance. Ultimately, Figure 5 is 

meant to illustrate that stakeholder governance cannot occur without stakeholders being engaged, 

having power, and having control in decision making and that these dimensions embody distinct 

differences that cannot be used interchangeably. We welcome and invite others to critique, 

modify, extend, and revamp this framework to strengthen its relevance, generalizability, and 

inclusivity. 

[Insert Figure 5 about here] 

 

3.3. Key Theoretical Tensions 

 Despite immense dispersion throughout examinations of stakeholder governance, several 

themes transpire. We identify three consistent tensions that overlap across this landscape. 

Stakeholder governance represents a complex phenomenon involving complicated interactions, 

relationships, activities, and behaviors. The challenges we compile result from disjointed and 

often conflicting theoretical bases. These prominent and recurrent theoretical patterns manifest 

across stakeholder governance research. We organize these tensions to provide a dynamic 

framework that seeks to reconcile contradictions and provide some clarity for stakeholder 

governance developments.  
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First, power is a critical but underexplored element in stakeholder governance research, 

particularly from a business perspective (Banerjee, 2003; Benn et al., 2009). Without power, 

stakeholders cannot control decisions that affect them. Powerful stakeholders voluntarily serving 

the needs of powerless stakeholders relies on strategic morality, which only applies until these 

activities threaten the interests of those in power (Jones et al., 2007). Power influences 

stakeholder governance at a fundamental level and thus requires significant attention when 

developing theory.  

 Second, theories applied inappropriately and in isolation perpetuates considerable 

confusion in stakeholder governance. Tensions between presumed opposing theories in business 

reinforce the need for updates to the foundational frameworks on which we rely. Maintaining 

disciplinary and contextual boundaries when theorizing further segregates knowledge. We must 

also combat Western-centric theory building to produce more diverse and inclusive theories.  

 Third, the ways in which we frame stakeholder governance deserves reflection. Across 

disciplines, firms and stakeholder in power receive priority in orientation surrounding 

stakeholder governance. While this positioning is suitable for certain research questions, 

scholarship dedicated more equitable stakeholder representation would strengthen 

conceptualization. Several scholars already lead in this effort, but tensions between firm and 

issue orientation persist.  

These three key tensions expose challenges that intersect a variety of disciplines and 

perspectives. We do not claim that these are the only tensions in stakeholder governance; 

different perspectives, cultures, and worldviews naturally produce different interpretations, 

which need amplification. We aim to encourage future research to further develop stakeholder 

governance theory through incorporating interdisciplinary integration and also applying this 
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technique to empirical research designs, methodologies, and analyses. In the following sections, 

we explain each tension’s theoretical foundations from various disciplinary perspectives, identify 

similarities, reduce redundancies, contrast differences, and reconcile conflicts. Table 4 organizes 

each tension by highlighting key challenges, describing core insights of past studies, and offering 

potential future research questions. 

[Insert Table 4 about here] 

 

3.3.1. Power 

Licht (2004, p. 653) astutely observes that “every theory of corporate governance is, at 

heart, a theory of power”. However, current scholarship in corporate governance 

overwhelmingly lacks theoretical foundations of power (Banerjee, 2003; Benn et al., 2009). 

Markets have a tendency toward equilibrium, but efficiencies do not necessarily, automatically, 

or eventually drive out inefficiencies because power differentials complicate this equilibrium 

(Jones, 1995). These sentiments, while from organizational disciplines, apply to governance in 

general, not just in corporate settings. The evolutionary shift away from giving primacy to the 

needs of stakeholders with power (e.g., shareholders) aggravates this tension. Despite the 

fundamental role of power in governance, the oversight of power manifests in the scarcity of 

representative, inclusive, and equitable stakeholder dynamics in descriptive, instrumental, and 

normative governance structures.    

A key challenge in incorporating power into theories of stakeholder governance is due to 

many different types of power (e.g., disciplinary, institutional, economic, scientific, political, 

discursive), strategies to confront each type, and splintered normative interpretations. We rely on 

a relatively neutral, non-discipline-specific definition in our interpretations and applications of 
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power in stakeholder governance to represent the ability to direct or influence (Oxford 

Languages, 2022). The threat of power redistributions also presents significant barriers to 

academic and non-academic advancements in this space.  

Critical and Marxist theories describe the importance of social norms and structures to 

influence power (Clegg, 2013; Pfeffer, 1992). Empirical research on power in governance 

structures expose its critical role in various capacities (Greenfield, 2008; Spitzeck & Hansen, 

2010). Mitchell et al. (1997) describes power, legitimacy, and urgency as relational attributes of 

stakeholder identification and salience. Even if stakeholders have legitimate and urgent needs, if 

they lack power (i.e., dependent), they must rely on stakeholders with power (i.e., dominant) to 

act on behalf of their needs, which is risky if these needs conflict. Spitzeck and Hansen (2010) 

use a grounded theory approach to uncover “strategic collaboration”, a cluster of mechanisms 

that manifest when stakeholder power and scope of participation are high. This matrix 

incorporates direct decision-making power (e.g., voting mechanisms) to highlight the political 

view of the corporation (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). These studies exemplify valuable 

contributions to theorizing around power. More research is needed to continue building this 

foundation to reinforce its extensive and fundamental role in stakeholder governance. Increases 

in technological advancements and globalization simultaneously help and hurt coordination of 

strategies (both market and non-market) to shift power in ways that previously did not exist. On 

one hand, increased social connectedness through social media, tele-communication, and travel 

facilitate collaborations with less physical restrictions. On the other hand, technologies, outlets, 

and incentives of business and management scholarship limit the unification of stakeholder 

research (V. Z. Chen & Hitt, 2021).  
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First, research that explores ways in which stakeholders gain, lose, and transfer power 

(e.g., bargaining, cooperation, relinquishment, takeover) in governance structures has the 

potential to improve the way we conceptualize and manage stakeholders through more equitable 

representation in distributive power. Because bargaining power is mechanism rather than a 

consequence of governance (Coff, 1999), clarifying ways in which bargaining power alters 

control over decision making may elucidate the impact of power in stakeholder governance. 

Specifically, identifying ways in which dependent stakeholders gain power, either through 

dominant stakeholders or other means, would provide valuable insights on how to safeguard 

legitimate and urgent needs that lack the power to govern for their own welfare. 

 Second, identifying descriptive, instrumental, and normative (T. Donaldson & Preston, 

1995) aspects of who does, who can, and who should have power, respectively, serves to 

advance fundamental theoretical frameworks for stakeholder governance. Since powerful 

stakeholders (e.g., advisory boards, committees, political leaders, social influencers, terrorists) 

have varying levels of control, rigorous examination comparing heterogeneities (and 

homogeneities) among these groups will likely reveal opportunities for diversity, equity, and 

inclusion in governance structures. Exploring the influence of power in governance structures 

offers opportunities to rethink assumptions and theoretical foundations through this fundamental 

lens to address economic, environmental, and social dimensions of stakeholder governance.  

 

3.3.2. Theory 

As described previously, theoretical foundations for stakeholder governance remain vast 

and fragmented. Dominant theories were developed in the twentieth century and reflect 

limitations (e.g., societal, technological, market, manufacturing) that have either changed 
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substantially or no longer apply (De Jong & Van Witteloostuijn, 2004; Palazzo & Scherer, 

2008). Theoretical tensions manifest across disciplines due to underlying assumptions that 

stakeholder needs are part of a fixed pie that demand zero-sum tradeoffs (George et al., 2012; 

Jensen & Meckling, 1976). The evolution of stakeholder governance theories and orientations 

shows clear culminating prioritizations for stakeholder well-being in both academia and industry. 

As a result, we need theories that reflect and integrate these prioritizations. While separating 

shareholder needs (Friedman, 1962; Monks & Minow, 1995), stakeholder needs (Freeman, 1984; 

Mitchell et al., 1997), and societal needs (Stahl et al., 2020) may be useful for certain 

classification purposes and research questions, these categorizations also contribute to 

perpetuating false discourse that these needs are independent and mutually exclusive. These 

assumptions, along with theories that rely on these assumptions, impede advancements of 

stakeholder governance. As a result, agency and stakeholder theories prevail in stakeholder 

governance literature, despite significant tensions in their assumptions and applications.  

Historically, governing entities have chosen whether or not they include stakeholder 

needs in governance structures. As the landscape of contemporary markets evolve, this inclusion 

is no longer elective but an undeniable requirement for survival (Allen et al., 2015; Sheth & 

Apte, 2016). However, operationalization in the governance of the decisions surrounding these 

needs has not kept pace. Extant theorizing relies heavily on two theories that have limited 

capacity to serve as appropriate foundations for governance structures in modern landscapes: 

agency and stakeholder. 

First, agency theory dominates governance literature (Daily et al., 2003). Agency theory 

relies on “restrictive assumptions that were originally imposed by neoclassical economists for the 

purpose of identifying a simple base case” (Klein et al., 2012, p. 310). Asymmetric power 
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differentials present untenable scenarios for agentic relationships to manage and govern 

stakeholder needs as consequences for those managing are often trivial compared those whose 

needs suffer (Moro Visconti, 2019). Employing agency theory in theorizing is understandable, 

given the substantial challenges of navigating the complexities of stakeholder governance; the 

sheer logistics of agentic alternatives are not minor, notwithstanding conflict management. While 

agency theory reflects precision of governance in previous contexts, its foundations provide 

limited accuracy in advancing theoretical development for stakeholder governance in 

contemporary settings.  

Second, scholars regularly apply stakeholder theory as a contrasting, but equally 

dominating, theoretical base. Yet, “stakeholder theory does not sufficiently reflect what happens 

in multi-stakeholder networks” (Roloff, 2008, p. 234). Stakeholder theory describes an extensive 

area that encompasses many phenomena with different theoretical bases. Freeman, often cited as 

the primary scholar who popularized the concept of stakeholder theory, acknowledges the 

limitations of the broad scope of stakeholder theory and describes it as a genre instead of a 

theory (Freeman, 1994). Creating value for all stakeholders comprises a variety of theories and 

concepts. Execution in stakeholder engagement, management, and governance represent only a 

few variations of applying this concept. Benn et al. (2009, p. 1569) stress that “where there are 

multiple and diverse stakeholders and disparities of power, stakeholder theory offers no 

constructive guidelines for the creation of effective governance systems that will produce 

equitable outcomes.” The use of stakeholder theory as theoretical foundation for stakeholder 

governance is problematic due to its “distortions and friendly misinterpretations” (Phillips, 

Freeman, and Wicks 2003, pg. 481). As a result, pleas for the development of additional theories 

persist (Amis et al., 2020; Gersel & Johnsen, 2020; Ghoshal, 2005).  
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 Stakeholder governance embodies knowledge, language, concepts, and contexts that are 

simultaneously fragmented and intertwined. The quest to develop a single, comprehensive theory 

for such a complex phenomenon is an impractical endeavor (K. S. Cook, 1977). “No one theory 

or model of society is likely to be sufficient for understanding, evaluating or designing 

governance structures” (Turnbull, 1997, p. 200) and would deliver little value for academic 

research and practical applications. Alternatively, pluralist integration of multidisciplinary 

perspectives represents opportunities for critical and meaningful theoretical contributions for 

stakeholder governance (Bexell & Jönsson, 2017; Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992; Licht, 2004; 

Rowley, 1997). Theorizing in ways that resist the temptation to separate and isolate 

interdependent interactions offer potentials for progressions that currently remain 

underleveraged. In conjunction with the previous key tension of power, theories surrounding 

stakeholder governance also amplify Western perspectives, which consequently (and sometimes 

intentionally) suppresses non-Western perspectives (E. W. Said, 1993). Expanding our theories 

and discussions past western viewpoints would serve to enrich stakeholder governance to reduce 

colonial, imperial, ethnocentric configurations. 

To follow discourse theory, clarifying language in stakeholder governance (e.g., 

surrounding definitions, terminologies, mechanisms, conceptualizations, theories, orientations) 

presents prospective movement in the direction towards inclusive theoretical integration. Agency 

and stakeholder theory are ethnocentric in terms of their “perceptions and expectations of the 

respective roles of individual, enterprise and the state and of the relationships between them” 

(Tricker, 1996, p. 31). Therefore, it is important to reach outside of Western theories to explore 

alternative perspectives and approaches to strengthen scholarship. Cooperative theories and 

concepts common in non-Western cultures have particular relevance and deserve heightened 
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attention. African philosophies of ubuntu (emphasizing spirituality, consensus building, and 

dialogue) and sankofa (emphasizing communalism and cooperative teamwork) contrast 

philosophies of capitalist competition (Prieto & Phipps, 2019). Collectivist cultures promote 

societal wellbeing over individual or corporate actors (Beeson & Bell, 2009). Our language, 

theories, research, and actions can establish, reinforce, or combat systemic societal structures. 

We have the choice to decide how we contribute to these structures. Additional research on 

causal relationships between mechanisms, mediating and moderating variables, outcomes, and 

monitoring and enforcement dimensions demonstrate valuable opportunities for future theory 

developments. 

 

3.3.3. Orientation 

Corporations play an integral role in economic, environmental, and social well-being. 

Multinational enterprises are responsible for approximately one-third of global production, half 

of global exports, one-third of world GDP, and one-fourth of global employment (OECD, 2018). 

Corporate powers and operations infiltrate society, politics, and the natural environment, directly 

and indirectly. As a result, governance research favors private governance of resources as its 

dominant focus even in non-business disciplines (Flak & Rose, 2005; Gleckman, 2016; Hassan 

& O’Boyle, 2017). While non-market global international-level contexts are also common 

settings for stakeholder governance (e.g., World Economic Forum, United Nations) (Boehling, 

2011; Dellmuth, 2019; Gleckman, 2018b; Scholte, 2020), these contexts still regularly place 

firms at the nexus of stakeholder interactions.  

When we frame theories, research, and practice in ways that distinguish stakeholders as 

internal and external to firms (Moro Visconti, 2019), we perpetuate three signals: 1) firms should 
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receive prioritization in stakeholder interactions (e.g., internal stakeholder needs are more 

important than external stakeholder needs); 2) stakeholder needs are independent, isolated, and 

mutually exclusive; 3) stakeholder needs exist through trade-offs. Stakeholder governance 

researchers must be mindful of the stakeholder(s) that receive focal priority and take conscious, 

intentional steps to actively incorporate stakeholders who are not equitably represented in 

governance, regardless of whether they are engaged or have power. While organizations can 

serve as conduits that facilitate stakeholder engagement, management, and governance, they 

reside in interconnected networks with other stakeholders.  

 We do not suggest that firms cannot or should not tackle collective action issues. On the 

contrary, firms play an integral role as they participate in creating problems that require 

stakeholder governance (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018). We do, however, suggest that if we 

hope to apply stakeholder governance in tackling collective action problems to create joint 

shared value for all stakeholders, we must reflect upon the ways in which we currently govern 

decisions surrounding these issues and evaluate their appropriateness in contexts that are 

significantly different from the ones in which they were designed. Tensions between short-term 

(i.e., isolated) and long-term (i.e., collective) interests regularly assume that value creation 

involves mutually exclusive trade-offs and cannot be satisfied simultaneously (Bridoux & 

Stoelhorst, 2016; Klein et al., 2019). But tensions embody critical and interesting problems for 

value creation (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020). The language, design, and practice of governance 

structures that amplify firm-centrism perpetuates these tensions in our theories and practice 

surrounding stakeholder governance.  

Typical conceptualizations and structures of stakeholder governance involves a focal 

organization (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020). Roloff (2008) emphasizes the need for stakeholder 
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management strategies to focus on issues instead of the organization to collaborate around a 

mutual problem or challenge. Stakeholder governance research repeatedly uses contexts of 

“wicked issues”, which involve many stakeholders with different values and priorities and 

cannot be solved or even dominated by one institution or sector alone (Camillus, 2008; Sachs et 

al., 2010). Examples of wicked issues include the climate change, the COVID-19 pandemic, 

wealth disparities, biodiversity loss, global financial crises, and the United Nations Sustainability 

Development Goals (Fyke & Buzzanell, 2013; Grewatsch et al., 2021; Sachs et al., 2010), as 

they affect many stakeholders at a macro scale, albeit with discriminating impacts. Since no 

single entity can, or should, bear the exclusive weight of responsibility in solving these complex 

problems, our theorizing must also reflect this reality. Similarly, isolating interdependent 

concepts, such as economic, environmental, and social dimensions, hurts theory development 

and practice. Shifting prioritization to a shared issue or goal enables alignment of stakeholder 

and shareholder interests to stimulate cooperation and fruitful collaborations (Matzembacher et 

al., 2021). These issues also represent collective action problems in joint value creation, which 

provide particularly rich contexts for stakeholder governance (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020). 

A specific organization often represents a focal nexus within networks of interactions 

(Gatignon & Capron, 2020). However, if we zoom out, these clusters represents nodes in 

constellations within much larger systems. Contexts of digital platform demonstrate how 

expanding theoretical boundaries past organizations to larger platforms reconfigure our 

approaches to governance (L. Chen et al., 2022; Moro Visconti, 2019). Integrated 

interdisciplinary theories, such as network theory (Rowley, 1997), network game theory (Moro 

Visconti, 2019), systems theory (Benner et al., 2004; Meadows, 2008) provide valuable 

foundations to transform governance theorizing away from focal firms. Due to our 
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encouragement of non-firm-centric orientations (e.g., systems, normative, macro/societal, 

network, issue), we reiterate the intentional omission of ownership from our conceptualization 

framework in Figure 4. While firm-centric conceptualization emphasizes ownership control (e.g., 

over property, patents, resources), “wicked issues” evade possession. Stakeholders cannot own 

these issues but can instead collectively work together to create joint value surrounding them 

through greater awareness, acceptance, and adaptation (Allen et al., 2015; Head & Xiang, 2016).  

Theory development is best achieved through engagement with problems in the world 

(Kilduff, 2006). We agree that “the more that companies can get stakeholders involved in the 

processes of value creation, and the more they own the governance mechanisms of the 

transactions among stakeholders and firms, the better off will be both society and corporations” 

(Harrison & Freeman, 2004, p. 53). However, we argue that when approached through the 

orientation of firm supremacy, the full potential of these efforts cannot be realized. Asking 

research questions that intentionally frame stakeholder governance through holistic, integrated 

networks may serve as strategies to tackle wicked issues more effectively. Expanding our 

orientations past corporations facilitates the identification and inclusions of stakeholders who are 

affected and missing from governance structures to increasingly match intentions with outcomes.  

 

3.4. Synthesis and Future Research 

Stakeholder governance has promising theoretical and practical implications, yet its 

challenges are also vast (Sachs et al., 2010). Fortunately, challenges and conflicts can highlight 

opportunities for joint creation activities to improve outcomes (Powell et al., 2018). Decades 

ago, Turnbull stated that “a synthesis of all models may be required to efficiently develop, 

construct, test and implement new approaches” (1997, p. 193) for corporate governance and that 
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“an interdisciplinary, holistic approach is required” (1997, p. 200). This call for a synthesis of 

knowledge models and concepts resonates today, as evidenced by editor pleas and special issues 

from top-ranked journals (Amis et al., 2020; V. Z. Chen & Hitt, 2021). These invitations inspired 

this review and synthesis to contribute interdisciplinary, holistic meta-frameworks to ground and 

stimulate research surrounding stakeholder governance.  

We summarize three key theoretical tensions of power, theory, and orientation that 

restrict progressions in theoretical developments of stakeholder governance. First, underlying 

dynamics of power in stakeholder governance reflects the fundamental need to incorporate 

power into our theoretical foundations. Second, reliance on outdated, inappropriate, and 

fragmented theories reveals the need to leverage and integrate diverse perspectives to develop 

more inclusive and comprehensive theories for complex phenomena. Lastly, our orientations of 

governance structures guide the ways in which we measure, evaluate, research, and implement 

them. We offer a framework that synthesizes descriptions, key challenges, and core insights of 

these tensions and suggest questions to provoke future research. This review and synthesis 

contribute preliminary frameworks to complement an already extensive and rich research stream 

of stakeholder governance. In addition to the research questions recommended in Table 4, many 

additional areas in this landscape reveal valuable opportunities to continue developing theory for 

stakeholder governance. We encourage deeper dives into equitable representation, transparency, 

accountability, enforcement, monitoring, methodologies, and modeling to strengthen theoretical 

rigor and application.  

One major challenge of stakeholder governance involves overcoming the assumption that 

stakeholders have equal access to the governance arena. Many legitimate stakeholders (e.g., 

populations in poverty, endangered animals, natural environments) do not have abilities or 
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opportunities to engage, manage, or govern decisions that affect them. In the case of non-human 

stakeholders (e.g., land, water, animals), individual and group stakeholders must serve as their 

representatives. Even if we address key theoretical tensions in how we frame and design our 

research, executing stakeholder governance is daunting. Stakeholder governance is not the ideal 

structure for all situations. In some cases, making fast, unilateral decisions with a small cohort of 

decision makers may be best. However, regardless of whether or not governing stakeholders act 

altruistically on behalf of others, the ability and control to govern one’s own interests remains 

strikingly absent from wicked issues in modern life. The structures that frame our lives, no 

matter the discipline or context, signal what we as society allow and prioritize. Dominant social 

paradigms overwhelmingly fail to produce representative, inclusive, or equitable governance 

structures.  

Challenges of logistics to coordinate deliberations (e.g., scheduling, time zones), access 

to meetings (e.g., transportation, internet), conflict management (e.g., emotions, philosophies) 

are not insignificant to facilitate stakeholder governance. Governance through selective 

representation can certainly yield quicker decisions. Yet, as the saying goes, if you want to go 

fast, go alone; if you want to go far, go together. The same philosophy applies in governance. 

Stakeholders who are (or at least have the option to be) in control of decisions that influence 

them may not be the fastest or easiest endeavor, but it will generate more equitable 

representation. Equality and equity represent additional terminologies that are used 

synonymously despite important distinctions (K. S. Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983; Espinoza, 2007; 

Kabanoff, 1991; Van Hootegem et al., 2020). Not every stakeholder should be treated uniformly 

in decision making, as different needs require different attention, involvement, and strategies. 

Stakeholder needs and governance of those needs must be incorporated through structures of 
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justice and fairness instead of homogeneity. We hope that the challenge of determining who 

decides, how to decide, and who enforces these structures stimulates mindful, inclusive 

interdisciplinary research in the future. 

Additionally, exploring creative strategies and formulations for governance structures 

may help facilitate more diverse, inclusive, and equitable representation. Random selection (i.e., 

sortition, selection by lottery, demarchy) offers unconventional forms of governance structures 

that contribute to more equitable stakeholder representation in decision making (Pek, 2019; 

Zeitoun et al., 2014). Transparency and accountability in governance also exemplify crucial 

areas to establish legitimacy and trust (Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2020; De Filippi et al., 2020; Flak 

& Rose, 2005; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006). Since we cannot rely solely on policy to drive 

stakeholder governance (Luo & Kaul, 2019; Randall, 1974), the spectrum of voluntary to forced 

participation in governance structures opens even more opportunities surrounding enforcement 

and monitoring (Dentoni et al., 2018; Tuczek et al., 2018). More research that explores how to 

implement stakeholder governance would be invaluable to advancing joint value creation for all 

stakeholders. 

More empirical research is needed to compliment theory development for rigorous 

research. Attention to measurements, designs, and analyses the incorporate holistic theoretical 

perspectives would strengthen methodological research for stakeholder governance. 

Arrangement of governance structures through network and game theory perspectives may 

enable sophisticated modeling in which to measure stakeholder engagement, management, and 

governance (Moro Visconti, 2019). Of course, degrees of mindfulness and bias recognition must 

be incorporated in the design of these models to reduce prejudice. Analyzing isolated nodes and 

clusters may be easier and more feasible, but we cannot ignore the network in which they are 
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situated. Interdependencies, nested relationships, intersectionalities, and cumulative effects 

deserve attention in these areas to develop methodological strategies and approaches.  

 

3.5. Conclusion 

Our interdisciplinary review and synthesis span conventional siloed boundaries to 

develop theoretical frameworks for stakeholder governance. This research identifies similarities, 

reduces redundancies, contrasts differences, and reconciles conflicts to offer a holistic overview 

of the existing landscape of this phenomenon to bring pluralist clarity on how to move forward. 

We identify definitions and terminologies, review the evolution of theories and orientations, 

organize mechanisms and conceptualizations, synthesize key theoretical tensions, and offer 

suggestions for future research to contribute theoretical developments for stakeholder 

governance. Through these integrated frameworks, we present further justifications and 

strategies to organize and leverage fragmented knowledge across multiple disciplines and fields. 

We do not presume that our contributions are exhaustive, exclusive, or static. Instead, we hope 

that this research will stimulate and inspire others to venture outside of traditional knowledge 

boundaries to search for theoretical explanations that reflect modern phenomenon instead of the 

other way around.  
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5. FIGURES 
 
 
5.1. Figure 1: Food waste and recovery hierarchies 
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5.2. Figure 2: Conceptual framework of the positioning of organizational food waste in the 
current landscape of food waste research 
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5.3. Figure 3: Stakeholder interactions and decision-making dynamics 
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5.4. Figure 4: Evolution of theoretical orientations in stakeholder governance literature 
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5.5. Figure 5: Conceptualization of stakeholder governance 
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6. TABLES 

6.1. Table 1: Theoretical framework of food waste contexts and responsible actors in 
business research 
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6.2. Table 2: Sources and types of data collection 
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6.3. Table 3: Quotations from the data 

Theme Thematic 
components Quotations 

LOGISTICS 

A. Organizational 
structure 

Formal 
documentation 
and language 
outlining rules, 
roles, and 
responsibilities  

A1: “The role of The Green Team is to bring together the perspectives of 
various stakeholders to ensure that sustainable principles and practices 
reflect the resources and mission of [Subsidiary A]. The Green Team is not 
an oversight, or rulemaking body, and thus is expected to arrive at 
decisions by consensus rather than by vote.” 
Website from Subsidiary A, accessed April 23, 2021 
A2: Detailed meeting minutes in PDF format from eight Green Team 
meetings in 2013 
Website from Subsidiary A, downloaded October 22, 2021 
A3: “Programs and services supported by the [Consumer] Activity Fee are 
[consumer] centered with [consumers] as the primary beneficiaries. The 
Sustainability Fee Council, made up of [consumers and employees] then 
accepts and votes on funding proposals submitted by [Subsidiary B] 
members and allocates the funding as they see appropriate.” 
Internal document titled “Sustainability Fee Council Guidelines” from 
Subsidiary B, emailed May 14, 2021 

B. Organizational 
culture 
 

Shift norms, 
behaviors, and 
expectations; 
leadership 
signaling 

B1: “We need to change the culture, as most people don’t care about 
[recycling].” 
Email from employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021 
B2: “[Consumers] do seem to care about waste more than our other issues” 
Joint interview with manager and senior manager of Subsidiary C, Feb. 
16, 2021 

C. Financial 
resources 

Funding / capital C1: “We developed a detailed plan [for recycling], but the administration 
wouldn’t provide the capital to get it going.” 
Email from employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021 
C2: “The budget for the sustainability office at [Subsidiary C] has never 
been significant.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary C, Mar. 5, 2021 
C3: “[Custodial workers] are the lowest paid, least supported employees in 
the county. […] So we're trying not to just say like, ‘Well why don't you 
just do this?’ That's something that I think ten years ago a sustainability 
office would have probably done or suggested and had to learn not to 
suggest things in that way.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary D, Feb. 1, 2021 

D. Human resources 
 

Dedicated 
positions, 
motivation 

D1: “I don't think there's much support. [The president] brought in this new 
facilities guy and I think [The Green Team] talked to him at some point 
and he suggested that maybe he would hire somebody to do sustainability. 
But that was not a priority and he had lots of other things going on and it 
just never happened.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021 
D2: “As far as I know, there's nobody anymore that's really championing, 
or whose role it is to even look at sustainability [in the parent 
organization], which is sad” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary B, Dec. 8, 2020 

Table 3 (continued) 
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Theme Thematic 
components Quotations 

E. Other resources Processing 
equipment, 
transport vehicles, 
standard operating 
procedures 

E1: “I have visited [Subsidiary D’s] facility and they recycle food. They 
create mulch and recycle their material [onsite]. They have a true 
composting program. It is impressive. They are fortunate enough to have 
funding, equipment, and labor to devote to their facility.” 
Email from manager of Subsidiary A, Feb. 8, 2021 
E2: “I think if somebody had kind of standard operating procedures for 
composting and suggestions for models, that makes sense from an internal 
perspective-- that stuff is always helpful.” 
Joint interview with manager and senior manager of Subsidiary C, Feb. 
16, 2021 

F. Legal constraints Risk aversion, 
liability concerns, 
regulatory 
compliance 

F1: “[An employee of the parent organization] was trying to start what's 
called a green revolving fund, which I tried to push so many times at 
[Subsidiary B], but legal told me no.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary B, Dec. 8, 2020 
F2: “Our legal team is remarkably risk averse. We have tried to come up 
with different initiatives to donate food or to transfer food between places 
and eventually we'll find them getting shut down. And it does go back to 
this risk aversion and us not having clear kinds of guidelines that we can 
point to or procedures that we could follow. […] I think they're very 
supportive. But at the same time, we're just not going to take unnecessary 
risk.” 
Joint interview with manager and senior manager of Subsidiary C, Feb. 
16, 2021 
E3: “My understanding of the situation is that [Subsidiary D’s on-site 
composting facility was] operating as though the permit that they had 
allowed food waste to be incorporated into it. Because why wouldn't you? 
It's all just organic stuff and it's beneficial to the process so why would this 
be an issue? But my understanding is that in closer inspection of the permit 
that they had, it did not allow for food waste collection. And this is just 
what I've been told. I've never laid eyes on any of this officially. So just to 
be safe, they reapplied. I think they've asked for a revision to the permit, I 
think it's in process. But to be safe and kind of play by the rules, we have 
stopped sending food waste to [the on-site composting facility] and rather 
are taking it to the county facility, which is easy enough for our crew to do. 
They're just going to a different place. And it's not that much farther away.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary D, Feb. 1, 2021 

STAKEHOLDER GOVERNANCE 

G. Stakeholder 
inclusion 

Dialogue, 
communication, 
participation, 
engagement, 
ownership, equity 

G1: “When you challenge [employees] and give them ownership, I think 
that's when they get to buy into it, you know?” 
Interview with contracted manager of Subsidiary A, March 3, 2021 
G2: Managers initially didn’t want to burden their staff or consumers with 
having to sort food waste. However, we piloted a program with the 
employees, and they got really into it and were interested to do it. It 
became a barrier that wasn’t really real; it was an illusion of a barrier.  
Field notes from interview with director of Subsidiary D, Jan. 28, 2021 

 
Table 3 (continued) 
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Theme Thematic 
components Quotations 

H. Stakeholder 
exclusion 

Lack of diversity 
in decision 
makers, ignoring 
or dismissing 
stakeholders, 
actively 
suppressing 
stakeholders 

H1: “A former Facilities manager was part of the Green Team, and he did 
lots of great things like the LEED certifications. [Subsidiary A’s president] 
got rid of him, unfortunately.” 
Email from employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021 
H2: “At the end of the day, we're in Georgia and it's a good ol' boys club.” 
Joint interview with two directors Subsidiary B, March 3, 2021 

I. Stakeholder 
conflicts 

Conflicting or 
misaligned 
interests 
 
 

I1: “You just have kind of the feeling that [higher ups at Subsidiary A] 
don't really care. But they purposely leave [the Green Team] out of a lot of 
these decisions that we'd like to be involved in. So, it's that kind of thing, 
and it'd be nice to overcome that feeling.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary A, Feb. 2, 2021 
I2: “We have the internal goal of making [food waste separation] an 
institutional operation just like recycling is. And that was a hard sell 
initially too. [Food waste separation] is a harder sell because it's gross and 
you can't just go out to the dumpster. It needs to be handled in a different 
way and the bags are weird and expensive. And it's smelly and has goo and 
all of the things that go along with that that [consumers] are willing to put 
up with because they're saving the planet, for better or worse. I think you 
could custodial workers and saving the planet is not their highest priority. 
We know that there are some who are like super into this kind of thing, but 
they're the small minority.  
Interview with employee of Subsidiary D, Feb. 1, 2021 

J. Stakeholder-
driven initiatives 

Leverage intrinsic 
motivations of 
employees, 
consumers, 
communities, etc.  

J1: “I think people get very frustrated because people don't want to change 
things. I do feel that we're moving in a better direction. […] Let's get the 
low-hanging fruit. Let's show that we've got some stamina behind this. 
Let's show some of these things instead of always shooting for the stars and 
the moon. We can't always do that because we don't have that type of 
support yet.” 
Joint interview with two directors Subsidiary B, March 3, 2021 
J2: “Magically, we have managed to have really high retention for 
[compost interns]. I don’t know why because it’s like, I look at the weather 
coming up this week and it’s cold and rainy. They’re like yeah, it’s great! 
Alright! And you have to haul garbage, like, you know, it’s stinky. The 
worst part of garbage. They’re really into it! They’re very proud of what 
they do and it’s infectious and they make puns like there’s this kind of 
tradition of making puns about composting. It’s really funny. So, if we 
could harness that magic fairy dust that has infected them somehow, that 
would be really beneficial.” 
Interview with employee of Subsidiary D, Feb. 1, 2021 

Table format adapted from (Ritvala et al., 2021)  
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6.4. Table 4: Key theoretical tensions in stakeholder governance literature 
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7. APPENDICES 
  

7.1. Appendix A: Interview protocol for Essay 1 
 
This interview protocol was approved by the Georgia State University Institutional Review 
Board on July 8, 2020 (IRB Number: H20568).  
 
The interview guide initially focused on organizational logistics of food waste management, 
guided by information found in the literature. Not all of these questions were asked of each 
participant as they were adapted to fit relevance and appropriateness based on their position, 
knowledge, and involvement regarding the food waste management activities of the subsidiary / 
organization. The questions posed were general and open ended to facilitate exploration and 
flexibility. The interview guide is provided below: 
 
 
Establish Interviewee Criteria 

• Can you please tell me your name? 
• Where do you work and what is your job title? 
• Could you tell me about how your position interacts with food waste activities? 
• Could you please describe the decisions you make that surround these activities?  

 
Establish Activities / Awareness 

• What happens to food waste in your organization? 
• How are these activities going? 
• Can you tell me about the considerations (both internal and external) that surround these 

activities? 
• Can you tell me about the economic considerations (both internal and external) that 

surround these activities? For example, what are the costs and opportunity costs of these 
activities? 

• Can you tell me about the environmental considerations (both internal and external) that 
surround these activities? For example, what are the regulations that limit or support 
these activities? 

• Can you tell me about the social considerations (both internal and external) that surround 
these activities? For example, what are the tasks and jobs associated with these activities? 

• What are all the different ways in which an organization could deal with food waste? 
• What are the differences between these activities and the ones utilized by the 

organization? 
• What do you know about [specific food waste management activity]? 
• What additional considerations would be involved with these other activities? 

 
Uncover Barriers 

• What difficulties, if any, do you experience with your existing food waste activities? 
• Can you share some examples, if any, of any negative experiences you’ve had with these 

activities? 
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• Can you please talk about what (internal and/or external) specifically, if anything, 
prevents you from doing your existing activities? 

• Can you please talk about what (internal and/or external) specifically, if anything, might 
prevent you from doing other activities? 

• Can you please share some examples / reasons why you do your existing activities? 
• Can you please share some examples / reasons why you don’t do other activities? 
• Do you feel supported in the food waste management activities you conduct within your 

organization? Can you tell me more about that? 
• Do you feel supported by other stakeholders within your organization? Outside your 

organization? Can you tell me more about that? 
 
Uncover Opportunities 

• What opportunities, if any, do you experience with your existing food waste activities? 
• Can you share some examples, if any, of any positive experiences you’ve had with these 

activities? 
• Can you please talk about what (internal and/or external) specifically, if anything, 

supports you from doing your existing or other activities? 
• Can you please talk about what (internal and/or external) specifically, if anything, might 

supports you from doing other activities? 
• Can you please share some examples / reasons why you do your existing activities? 
• Can you please share some examples / reasons why you don’t do other activities? 

 
Future Directions 

• What are your highest personal priorities when making decisions surrounding food waste 
activities? 

• What are the highest organizational priorities when making decisions surrounding these 
activities? 

 
 


	Stakeholder Governance: Empirical and Theoretical Developments
	Recommended Citation

	Microsoft Word - 2022-04-16_SK-dissertation.docx

