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1. INTRODUCTION
In recent decades, corporations have come to deal with a number 

of changes that have driven the development of different approaches 
in management, such as corporate social responsibility, sustainability, 
corporate ethics, corporate governance and environmental manage-
ment. These approaches are related to the stakeholder theory, which is 
based on the work by Freeman (1984), Strategic Management: a stake-
holder approach. The stakeholder theory presents concepts and models 
that consider the interests and demands of the various stakeholders of 
the organization in the formulation and strategic implementation.

Although the stakeholder theory has aroused interest in both the 
academic and managerial spheres, nonconsensual points in theory still 
remain, which lack theoretical evolution and empirical application. In 
this sense, Phillips (2003, p.160) states that an issue that historically 
haunts the stakeholder theory refers to how managers allocate time, 
attention, capacity and other scarce resources among stakeholders, that 
is, the issue of stakeholder prioritization.

Stakeholder prioritization is discussed in the literature from two dif-
ferent perspectives. The first is related to the manager’s perception of 
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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to describe the stakeholder prioritization in Brazilian 
companies and their relationship with the industry. In this research, 
prioritization is operationally defined as the preferential treatment to the 
interests of one stakeholder over another. The sample is composed of 90 
companies with sustainability reporting adopting the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) framework. We used the Mann-Whitney test to compare 
the level of treatment with the interests of internal and external stakeholders. 
We confirmed the hypotheses that the internal stakeholder has a higher level 
of treatment and that the level of treatment is influenced by characteristics 
of the industries. This study presents as theoretical contribution the analysis 
of the industry factor in stakeholders prioritization. Understanding the 
mechanisms of stakeholders prioritization is important for the manager 
to encourage relevant stakeholders to the achievement of the company's 
goals in its sector.
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the importance of stakeholder, and the second is associated to the level of fulfillment of 
stakeholders interests.

In the first perspective, the prioritized stakeholders are those perceived by managers as 
more important. The stakeholder salience model proposed by Mitchell, Agle and Wood 
(1997) is the most adopted in this approach. The salience model suggests that stakehold-
ers can be classified from the presence or absence of three attributes: power, legitimacy 
and urgency, and the greater the number of attributes, the greater the degree of stakeholder 
prioritization. Many empirical studies have applied this model, such as Agle, Mitchell and 
Sonnenfeld (1999), Parent and Deephouse (2007), Boesso and Kumar (2009) and Weber 
and Marley (2010).

In the second perspective, the prioritized stakeholders are those who receive the highest 
level of treatment of their interests. There are some studies that contribute with empiri-
cal evidence of the level of meeting stakeholders’ interest, like those by Boaventura et al. 
(2009), Vazquez-Brust et al. (2010), Boaventura (2012) and Michelon, Boesso and Kumar 
(2013). 

Boaventura et al. (2009) analyzed whether stakeholders interests fulfillment was sub-
ordinated to shareholders interests fulfillment, and found in their results a non-subordi-
nation, since they verified that even if the shareholders did not have their interests met, 
the other stakeholders interest were met. Vazquez-Brust et al. (2010) found differences 
between the perception of the importance of the stakeholder and the way they are treated by 
management, i.e., that meeting stakeholder’s interest may not be related to their salience. 
Boaventura (2012) analyzed the dominance of stakeholders, defining it as the ability of a 
particular stakeholder to obtain resources from a company to meet their demands in a pref-
erential way relative to other stakeholders. The author did not find a relationship between 
stakeholder dominance and its contribution to social performance and did not obtain con-
clusive results for the association between dominance and stakeholder power. Michelon, 
Boesso and Kumar (2013) tested the relationship between resource allocation in seven areas 
of social responsibility and financial performance, finding that the allocation of resources to 
priority stakeholders is positively related to the company’s financial performance, although 
the relationship does not occur in all the seven surveyed areas.

Previous studies have tested relationships between the stakeholder prioritization and dif-
ferent variables, such as social and financial performance, power, stakeholder salience and 
shareholder primacy. The variables contemplated in previous studies are related to manag-
ers’ perceptions or to corporate performance. However, others factors could determining 
the level of stakeholder treatment that are not related to management, but to other charac-
teristics of the company, such as its sector of activity. In this way, it becomes relevant to 
investigate how the industry factor can be related to stakeholder prioritization. 

The objective of this research is to analyze stakeholder prioritization in Brazilian com-
panies and their relationship with the industry (economic sector). Stakeholder prioritization 
is operationally defined in this research as the preferential treatment of the interests of one 
stakeholder over another.  

To achieve the main objective of the research, the following specific objectives were 
established: (a) To identify the stakeholder prioritization of the companies; (b) Analyze the 
relationship between the stakeholder prioritization and the industry variable.

Empirical analysis will be conducted in annual reports of for-profit companies that adopt 
the structure of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) in Brazil. In this way, this research 
presents a method of measuring the fulfillment stakeholders interests from the disclosure of 
the stakeholders interest being met reported in the GRI reports.

The theoretical contribution of this research is in the analysis of the industry factor in 
stakeholder prioritization, considered by the level that their interests are met. Considering 
that the industry variable is important in performance and strategy studies, this study 
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contributes to the analysis of its influence on stakeholder prioritization. This research also 
seeks to offer an empirical contribution on the phenomenon of stakeholder prioritization in 
the Brazilian context.

This study presents a managerial contribution since meeting the interests of the stake-
holders affects the engagement of the stakeholder in the organization, being a positive rein-
forcement for those who cooperate more with the company. Understanding the mechanisms 
of the stakeholder prioritization is important for the manager to encourage stakeholders 
with greater strategic importance to carry out the activities of the company in their sector 
of activity. In addition, management undertakes a great deal of effort to measure socio-
environmental performance and to disclose it in reports, which are also tools for engaging 
stakeholders. This effort can be used by the company in the management of the perfor-
mance in its relationship with the stakeholders.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1. STAKEHOLDER PRIORITIZATION

In the stakeholder view, the objective function of the firm is to serve as a vehicle for 
coordination of stakeholder interests (BOAVENTURA et al., 2009). This objective func-
tion proposed in stakeholder theory is criticized by many authors, especially in defense of 
the theory of the firm. Phillips, Freeman and Wicks (2003) and Phillips (2003) defend the 
stakeholder theory from criticisms that suggest that the theory would not offer a clear cri-
teria for prioritization in decision making. Phillips (2003) argues that prioritization can be 
interpreted in different ways, but the stakeholder theory indicates ways in which managers 
can determine how to prioritize the interests of some stakeholders. For example, the crite-
rion of meritocracy, that is, meeting the stakeholders according to their relative contribution 
to the company (PHILLIPS, 2003; PHILLIPS; FREEMAN; WICKS, 2003).

We observe in the literature that the stakeholder prioritization is discussed under two di-
fferent perspectives. The first is related to the manager’s perception of the importance of the 
stakeholder. From this perspective, a form that hierarchizes the stakeholders by importance 
is the stakeholders’ salience model, defined by Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997, p.854) as 
the “the degree to which managers prioritize competing stakeholder claims”. In the salience 
model, stakeholders are classified and hierarchized according to whether or not they have 
the attributes of power, legitimacy and urgency. The second perspective is associated to 
meeting stakeholders’ interests.

2.2. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF STAKEHOLDER 
PRIORITIZATION

There are still few empirical studies that deal with the topic of stakeholder prioritization. 
Most of the research that focus on the perception of the importance of the stakeholders by 
managers used the stakeholder salience model. Boesso and Kumar (2009) investigated the 
considerations that can be made by managers when choosing between expectations of mu-
tually exclusive stakeholders. The authors also investigated engagement with stakeholders 
through disclosure of reports, conducting a comparative study between the USA and Italy. 
The research is based on the concept of salience, that is, they associate the prioritization to 
the managerial perception of three attributes: power, legitimacy and urgency. The authors 
verified that there are differences in the perception of attributes for each stakeholder, whi-
ch could be explained by the nature of the company’s relationship with the stakeholder. 
The results are not conclusive regarding the association between salience and stakeholder 
engagement. 
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Parent and Deephouse (2007) studied the identification and prioritization of stakehol-
ders based on the attributes of power, legitimacy and urgency. The authors conducted a case 
study, interviewing managers and found a positive relationship between the number of at-
tributes and perceived saliency, emphasizing that the attribute power is the most important. 
Weber and Marley (2010) researched whether the stakeholder salience is related to the na-
tionality of the company and the economic sector. The authors reviewed the sustainability 
reports released by the Fortune Global 100 companies. In the studied sample, the authors 
verified the relationship between the sector and the salience, confirming the hypothesis 
that the consumer stakeholder is more salient in sectors where there are sales and services 
directed to the final consumer, such as the retail, consumer products or financial services 
sectors. However, they do not confirm their second hypothesis, that industries that are more 
dependent on natural resources in their activities, such as energy, oil and gas, consider the 
environment as a more salient stakeholder than other industries. Neither did the authors find 
a relation between the nationality of the company and the prioritization of stakeholders. 

Agle, Mitchell and Sonnenfeld (1999) empirically tested the salient model of stakehol-
ders, emphasizing that the CEO’s characteristics influence their perception regarding their 
attributes. In their study, the authors confirmed that attributes defined and perceived by the 
manager are related to the priority given to the stakeholder in cases of conflicting interests.

The research that investigated prioritization considering the level of the stakeholders’ 
interests being met are scarcer. Michelon, Boesso and Kumar (2013) verified whether per-
formance in seven areas of corporate social responsibility (CSR) – environment, commu-
nity, corporate governance, diversity, labor relations, human rights and product quality – is 
associated with corporate performance and if the company prioritizes the most important 
CSR areas, allocating resources to these initiatives strategically. The results found by the 
authors pointed out that the allocation of resources to priority stakeholders is positively 
related to the company’s financial performance. However, they did not find this relation for 
all seven areas. 

Boaventura (2012) developed empirical research on stakeholder dominance, defined by 
the author as the ability of a particular stakeholder to obtain resources from a company 
to meet their demands in a preferential way in relation to other stakeholders. To empiri-
cally verify dominance, the author compared the meeting of demands of each group of 
stakeholders. In his empirical study, Boaventura (2012) found that the phenomenon of do-
minance occurs in Brazilian companies that were part of the sample, formed by publicly 
traded companies that answered the ISE questionnaire – Business Sustainability Index of 
BM&FBovespa. The author also obtained a hierarchy of stakeholders according to the level 
of treatment, with employees and shareholders being the first group of dominance; second, 
community, society, customers and the environment; third, diversity; and fourth, suppliers. 

Vazquez-Brust et al. (2010) studied the relationship between the perception of the 
stakeholders importance by the managers and the level stakeholders’ interests fulfillment. 
The focus of the study by Vazquez-Brust et al. (2010) was the relation between the pressure 
by the stakeholders and the actions to protect the environment in Argentine companies. The 
authors verified that the treatment to the stakeholders, i.e., the response of the company to 
the pressure that the stakeholder exerts is related to the stakeholder’s salience perceived by 
the managers. The authors verified that there are differences between the manager’s per-
ception of the importance of the stakeholder and the way in which the stakeholder is treated 
by the management. 

In this sense, it is emphasized that the pressure or influence of the stakeholder can affect 
the strategies of the companies. Empirical studies, such as by Freitas and Hoffman (2012), 
highlight that managers consider the influence of stakeholders in the elaboration of the stra-
tegy. This influence can also affect the level of service that the stakeholder receives from 
the management.
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2.3. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STAKEHOLDER 
PRIORITIZATION AND THE INDUSTRY

Previous studies have also addressed industry and stakeholder relationships or the me-
eting of social issues. When studying 192 corporations, considering the perception of the 
managers, Holmes (1977) verified that each industry aimed its focus on different social 
issues. In the results, the author found, for example, that the oil, gas and mining industries 
focused on the environment; the transport and communication industries, focused on phi-
lanthropy and diversity actions; and the retail, finance and insurance and real estate indus-
tries, focused on the community, and in assisting philanthropic institutions. Despite not 
obtaining significant statistical results in all the tests, the author concludes that managers 
are moving towards a specialization of social interests, this specialization could be explai-
ned by the search to take advantage of the specific skills of the industry in social activities.

Carroll (1979) emphasized that social issues change according to industry, emphasi-
zing that, for example, the banking sector suffers less environmental pressures than the 
manufacturing industry. Griffin and Mahon (1997) corroborate, emphasizing that different 
industries face different stakeholder configurations, with different degrees of activism in 
social issues. The authors then point to a limitation of the multi-industry studies, since the 
way CSP is measured may vary according to the industry under analysis. On this point, 
Waddock and Graves (1997) emphasize the importance of using industry as a control varia-
ble in the surveys that study the relationship between corporate social performance - CSP 
and corporate financial performance - CFP. Baird, Geylani and Roberts (2012) sought to 
analyze the CSP-CFP relationship with more robust methods and investigated the industry 
effect in this relation, finding significant results. The authors emphasize that each industry 
has unique characteristics that should be considered by managers when directing resources 
to stakeholders.

The relationship with the industry is also addressed in stakeholder salience studies. 
Weber and Marley (2010) investigated this relationship, proposing two hypotheses. The 
first asserts that industries that establish direct contact with the consumer, such as retail, fi-
nancial and consumer goods, consider customers as stakeholders more salient than the other 
industries. The second argues that industries that are more dependent on natural resources 
in their activities, such as energy, oil and gas and utilities, consider the environment to be 
a more prominent stakeholder than other industries. In their empirical test, they confirmed 
the first hypothesis, but did not confirm the second one. And, in the end, they emphasized 
the importance of empirical research developments that seek to analyze the relationship 
of the industry with the aspects related to stakeholder management and corporate social 
responsibility - CSR.

2.4. MEASUREMENT OF STAKEHOLDER INTERESTS 
FULFILLMENT

In this research, stakeholder prioritization is operationally defined as the preferential 
treatment of the interests of one stakeholder in relation to another. The measurement of 
stakeholders interest fulfillment is related to the literature on corporate social performance 
– CSP, since the variables that normally compose CSP measure the performance in meet-
ing the interests of stakeholders. According to Waddock (2004), CSP refers to practices 
and strategies for the relationship with stakeholders and the environment. Wood and Jones 
(1995) advocates the stakeholder theory as the basis for CSP, given its link with stakeholder 
expectations.

There are different ways of measuring CSP. Waddock and Graves (1997) cite the mea-
sures of perception, behavior and surveys; reputational indexes such as Fortune; case studies; 
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and the content analysis of social and environmental documents and reports. Similarly, 
Orlitzky, Schmidt and Rynes (2003) cite the disclosure; reputational assessments; the social 
audits, processes and observable results; and management principles and values as ways 
of measuring CSP. The measurement of CSP through social disclosure consists of content 
analysis of annual reports and other disclosures of corporate information.

The use of social disclosure as a measure of social performance is based on the assump-
tion that there is a relationship between disclosure and performance, which finds theoreti-
cal support in the voluntary disclosure theory. According to Guidry and Patten (2012), the 
literature on voluntary disclosure theory was initially based on the disclosure of financial 
information, and then extended to the dissemination of social and environmental infor-
mation. Guidry and Patten (2012) add that the main studies supporting the application of 
voluntary disclosure theory in the environmental area are those by Verrecchia (1983), Dye 
(1985), and Lang and Lundholm (1993). In addition to the theoretical discussion on vol-
untary disclosure, empirical studies on the subject in Brazil can be found both for financial 
disclosure (KLANN; BEUREN, 2011) and for social disclosure (OLIVEIRA et al., 2006).

From the perspective of social disclosure, Vurro and Perrini (2011) use the voluntary 
disclosure theory to treat the relationship between CSR (corporate social responsibility) 
disclosure and CSR performance. One of the arguments for the relationship between CSR 
disclosure and CSR performance is that companies with a superior socio-environmental 
performance have greater incentive to disclose their actions and commitments, an assump-
tion advocated by Verrecchia (1983) and corroborated by Lang and Lundholm (1993). Vurro 
and Perrini (2011) added that the greater the engagement with stakeholders, the greater the 
need for the organization to disclose its performance to them, positively impacting CSP.

Some studies that empirically analyzed the relationship between disclosure and per-
formance found a positive relation, as those by Clarkson et al. (2008); Dawkins and Fraas 
(2011); Silva-Gao (2012); and Gallego-Álvarez (2012). Other studies found a negative 
relation, such as those by Sutantoputra, Lindorff and Johnson (2012) and Cho et al. (2012). 
It should be emphasized that the empirical investigation of the relationship between disclo-
sure and performance is not consolidated (CLARKSON et al., 2008).

3. RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
Stakeholder prioritization, from the perspective of meeting interests, is still a field to 

be investigated in function of the theoretical discussion involving the normative and in-
strumental view of the theory, as well as the different variables that may interfere in the 
prioritization. Considering the large number of stakeholders that can affect an organization, 
it is relevant to group them to analyze their prioritization. A classification used in the lit-
erature is that of internal or external stakeholders, i.e., stakeholder prioritization may differ 
depending on their internal or external position to the organization.

According to Coff (1999), internal stakeholders have better information, critical skills 
for income generation and a high replacement cost. That is, internal stakeholders have 
greater bargaining power and capacity to appropriate income than other stakeholders. This 
greater power of internal stakeholders may cause them to exert more pressure on the orga-
nization to have their interests met.

For Hansen et al. (2011), although many studies focus on the impact of company ac-
tions on external stakeholders, such as customers, it is important to consider the impact 
of company actions on internal stakeholders, which are strictly related to the performance 
and success of the company. In her discussion, Brickson (2007) also groups the stakehold-
ers as internal and external and argues that although customers and society (external) are 
very close to the organization, they may not be engaged so that managers fully meet their 
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interests. In his empirical research, Boaventura (2012) shows that dominant stakeholders 
are the employee and shareholder, considered in the literature as internal stakeholders.

Therefore, internal stakeholders have greater proximity to management, which contrib-
utes to their interests being known by the company, and high bargaining power which can 
contribute to their better treatment. Therefore, we propose the hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Internal stakeholders have a higher level of attendance of their interests 
than external stakeholders.

Although there is a propensity for internal stakeholders to be better served, the industry 
in which the company is inserted may interfere with its prioritization. The influence of the 
industry can occur because the determinants of the bargaining power of internal stakehold-
ers change according to the industry. These determinants, according to Coff (1999), are the 
unified capacity for action, access to key information, high replacement cost for the firm 
and its low cost to migrate to another company.

The employee is an internal stakeholder with high power. In terms of unified capacity 
for action, stronger unions can empower the employee (MARTINEZ; FIORITO; FERRIS, 
2012), giving them joint action capacity. The other determinants of power also differ accord-
ing to the industries. Løwendahl and Revang (1998) say that the higher the level of technol-
ogy in the industry, in the communication and computing industries for example, the greater 
its internal complexity. This greater complexity makes the employees have more knowledge 
and skills and therefore more power. Another type of industry in which the employee can 
have greater power is that of services, which is highly dependent on human capital, presenting 
a high replacement cost (DALBEM; BASTIAN-PINTO; ANDRADE, 2014).

Thus, although the internal stakeholder is dominant, they can be prioritized in some 
types of industries and not prioritized in others. In order to analyze the influence of indus-
try, we propose the hypothesis below:

Hypothesis 2: Internal stakeholders have a higher level of attendance of their interests  
in industries that have strong unions and are more reliant on technology and specific skills 
than in other industries.

4. METHODOLOGY
This research uses descriptive approach, employing documentary research when analyz-

ing GRI reports for the study of stakeholder prioritization in Brazilian companies.

4.1. SAMPLE SELECTION AND DATA COLLECTION
The sample was constituted by companies that publish reports adopting the GRI struc-

ture. The data collection for this research was carried out in the GRI Database, selecting 
the criteria: (1) Year of publication: 2011; (2) Country: Brazil; (3) Report version: G3. The 
2010 year-base reports were chosen because they appeared in greater quantity in the GRI 
Database in the data collection phase, in March 2013. After searching the GRI Database, 
only for-profit companies were selected and sustainability reports were collected from 
the GRI Database or from the companies’ websites, when they were not available in the 
Database. At the end of the data collection, the final sample of this research was composed 
of 90 companies.

4.1.1. GRI REPORTING STRUCTURE
The GRI is an initiative created with the objective of increasing the practices of disclos-

ing of social and environmental information. According to Waddock, Bodwell and Graves 
(2002), the GRI is the socio-environmental disclosure initiative considered the most impor-
tant and widely accepted internationally.
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The GRI has developed a Framework for Sustainability Reporting (Sustainability 
Reporting Guidelines) which can be adopted by organizations of different sizes, sectors 
and localities (GLOBAL REPORTING INITIATIVE, 2006). The first version of the GRI 
framework was launched in 2000 and the second version in 2002. The third version (G3) 
was launched in 2006 and, in 2011, an update of the third version (G3.1). In 2013, version 
4 (G4) of the GRI framework was launched.

The basic content of the sustainability report in the GRI structure is made up of three parts: 
(1) Strategy and Profile: Information that provides the general context for understanding 
organizational performance, including strategy, profile and governance; (2) Management 
Approach: Data whose objective is to explain the context in which the performance of the 
organization in a specific area must be interpreted; (3) Performance Indicators: Expose in-
formation about the organization’s economic, environmental, and social performance that 
can be compared (GLOBAL REPORTING INITIATIVE, 2006).

We find in the literature of stakeholders, CSP, corporate social responsibility and envi-
ronmental management studies that use GRI reports as data sources, such as the research 
by Moseñe et al. (2013); Mio (2010); Moroney, Windsor and Aw (2012); Sutantoputra, 
Lindorff and Johnson (2012); Prado-Lorenzo et al. (2009); and Jones et al. (2007). 

4.2. DEFINITION OF RESEARCH VARIABLES
The variables of the research refer to the interests of stakeholders being met by the 

companies. In the structure of GRI indicators, we identified indicators that refer to meeting 
stakeholders’ interests by organizations. Version 3 (G3) of the GRI Report Structure has a 
total of 79 indicators. Each indicator was associated with the interest of a stakeholder, with 
it being possible to associate 64 indicators to four stakeholders: employees (internal stake-
holder), customers, the environment and society (external stakeholders). The four stake-
holders are considered since they have more than five indicators associated to them. The 
indicators for each stakeholder are presented briefly in Table 1.

Table 1. Research variables

Stakeholders Indicator code Number of 
indicators

Description of the aspects covered in the 
indicators

Employees EC3, EC5, EC7, LA1 a 
LA14 17 Turnover, wages, benefits, health and safety at 

work; training and education; diversity.

Customers PR1 to PR9 9

Consumer health and safety; Information 
about the product; consumer satisfaction; 
privacy breach and loss of customer data; 
compliance of marketing and advertising 

actions.

Environment EN1 to EN30 30

Aspects related to materials, energy, water, 
biodiversity, emission, effluents and waste, 

transportation, products and services, 
and penalties for non-compliance with 

environmental laws.

Society SO1 to SO8 8

Participation in the elaboration of public 
policies; measures taken in response to cases 
of corruption; lawsuits for unfair competition, 

trustee and monopoly practices.
Source: Adapted from the Global Reporting Initiative (2006)
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In this research, we adopt the assumption that GRI indicators reflect the interests of 
stakeholders that are associated with them. This assumption is based on the CSP literature, 
since the information required by the GRI indicators corresponds to the variables used in 
the CSP literature to measure the interests of stakeholders, given the CSP being linked to 
stakeholders’ expectations and interests (WOOD; JONES 1995; WADDOCK, 2004).

4.3. MEASUREMENT OF STAKEHOLDER INTERESTS 
FULFILLMENT

After defining the variables, we measured the level of stakeholders’ interests being 
met. The measurement conducted from the GRI indicators considers the premise suppor-
ted by the voluntary disclosure theory, that there is a relationship between disclosure and 
performance (VERRECCHIA, 1983; LANG; LUNDHOLM, 1993; VURRO; PERRINI, 
2011). Considering this premise, the company that reports a GRI performance indicator 
related to stakeholder interest, is disclosing the organization’s performance in meeting the 
stakeholder’s interest.

Studies that used GRI articles as a data source carried out content analyzes of different 
forms. Some research carried out content analysis by developing scales of 4 to 7 points 
that classify the indicator between not being met and fully met (MIO, 2010; MORONEY; 
WINDSOR; AW, 2012; SUTANTOPUTRA; LINDORFF; JOHNSON, 2012). Other stu-
dies used a binary variable, indicating whether the indicator was met or not (CLARKSON 
et al., 2008; JONES et al., 2007; PRADO-LORENZO et al., 2009). Studies also classify in-
dicators into three categories: whether it fully reports, partially reports or it does not report 
the indicator (MOSEÑE et al., 2013; MURGUÍA; BÖHLING, 2013).

In this research, three categories were defined: if the company fully reports, partially 
reports or it does not report the indicator. To verify that the GRI indicator has been reported, 
we analyzed the summaries disclosed by the companies that compose the GRI reporting 
framework. In the summary, the company indicates whether the indicator was fully or par-
tially reported, or to justify why it did not report to a certain indicator. The indicators were 
analyzed one by one, assigning the number 1 for fully reporting, the value 0.5 for partially 
reporting, and the number 0 (zero) for not reporting. 

After classifying each indicator, the frequency of indicators fully or partially reported 
in relation to the total indicators associated with each stakeholder. In case of the company 
informing in the report that the indicator does not apply, we excluded it from the count. The 
reporting frequency of the indicators was calculated for the four stakeholders individually, 
as well as for stakeholders grouped as internal and external. The measurement of the repor-
ting frequency of the indicators, therefore, is the score of the level for meeting stakeholders’ 
interests used for the statistical tests of this research.

4.4. HYPOTHESES TEST
To analyze the prioritization, it is necessary to compare the level of meeting stakehol-

ders’ interests. We performed this comparison using the non-parametric Mann-Whitney 
test. The Mann-Whitney test compares two groups of independent samples. 

To test the first hypothesis, the level of meeting internal stakeholders’ interests was com-
pared with the level of meeting external stakeholders’ interest of the total sample. For the 
second hypothesis test, the total sample was segmented into two types of industry: indus-
tries that have strong unions and are more dependent on technology and specific skills and 
industries with lower union strength and low dependence on technology and specific skills. 
After grouping the industries, the Mann-Whitney test was performed to compare the level 
of meeting internal and external stakeholders’ interests within each group of industries.
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5. RESULTS ANALYSIS
The results will be presented according to the two specific objectives of the research: 

to identify the stakeholder prioritization of the companies; and to analyze the relationship 
between stakeholder prioritization and the industry variable.

The descriptive statistics of the variables related to meeting stakeholder interest, mea-
sured by the  periodicity of reporting GRI indicators, are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics
Stakeholders Mean Standard Deviation Median Sum Minimum Maximum N
Employee 0.7808 0.22359 0.8235 70.27 0.12 1.00 90
Customer 0.6494 0.33214 0.7778 58.45 0.00 1.00 90
Environment 0.6889 0.31088 0.7500 62.00 0.00 1.00 90
Society 0.5985 0.31658 0.5592 53.87 0.03 1.00 90
Internal Stakeholder 0.7808 0.22359 0.8235 70.27 0.12 1.00 90
External Stakeholder 0.6248 0.29619 0.5886 56.24 0.09 1.00 90

Source: Research data.

Table 3. Stakeholder prioritization
Mean Rank Sum of Ranks

Internal Stakeholder 104.31 9388.50
External Stakeholder 76.69 6902.50

Mann-Whitney U: 2807.000
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed): 0.000

Source: Research data.

According to the statistics presented in Table 2, the employee stakeholder presents higher 
mean and median, and lower standard deviation. That is, the descriptive analysis already 
reveals a higher level of meeting interest of the employee stakeholder, the only internal 
stakeholder in the total sample analyzed. The environment stakeholder presents second 
highest average, followed by the buyer and by society. Grouping the external stakeholders, 
we observe that the mean and median are lower than the internal stakeholder. In the GRI 
structure, there is a greater number of indicators associated with external stakeholders, 
when the indicator did not apply to the type of organization, we withdrew the analysis 
indicator. Thus, in a descriptive way, a prioritization of the internal stakeholder is observed 
in comparison with the external stakeholders.

5.1. STAKEHOLDER PRIORITIZATION
The first specific objective of the research is to identify the stakeholder prioritization of 

the companies. For this purpose, the first research hypothesis was proposed: Internal stake-
holders have a higher level of meeting their interests than external stakeholders. Table 3 
presents the results of the Mann-Whitney test comparing the groups of internal and external 
stakeholders in the total sample.

The tests confirm Hypothesis 1 of the research, at the level of significance of 5%. That 
is, there is a difference in the level of meeting the internal stakeholders’ interests in relation 
to external stakeholders, because the mean for meeting interest of the internal stakeholder 
is greater than the mean for external stakeholders.  In this research, the internal stakeholder 
analyzed is the employee, considered as one of the most powerful stakeholders and able 
to appropriate the value generated in the companies (COFF, 1999). This paper confirms 
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the argument that employees have a high bargaining power in order for their interests to 
be met. Its proximity to management and importance to the company’s performance also 
contributes for them to be considered as priority stakeholders, when compared to external 
stakeholders. 

5.2. ASSOCIATION BETWEEN STAKEHOLDER 
PRIORITIZATION AND INDUSTRY

The second specific objective of the research is to analyze the relationship between  
stakeholder prioritization and the industry variable. For this purpose, we proposed the sec-
ond research hypothesis: Internal stakeholders have a higher level of their interests being 
met in industries that have strong unions and are more reliant on technology and specific 
skills than in other industries.

By considering the employee as an internal stakeholder, the determinants of their bar-
gaining power are the capacity for unified action, access to key information, the high cost 
of replacement for the firm and its low cost to migrate to another company (COFF, 1999).  
To analyze the power of the employee stakeholder in industries, it is necessary to analyze 
the determinants of their power.

In this research, the sectorial segmentation proposed by the GRI was used to analyze the 
power of the employee in each industry. Table 4 presents the evaluation of the power of the 
employee in each industry according to the determinants, with it being classified as high 
power or low power.

Table 4. Companies by industry

Industry N Unified 
Action

Key 
Information Replacement cost Migration to ano-

ther company
Agriculture 3 Low Low
Food & Beverage 2 Low Low
Automotive 1 High High
Aviation 1 High High
Durable consumer goods 1 Low Low
Computers 1 High High
Construction 6 Low Low
Water distribution 1 High High
Energy: Distribution 13 High High
Energy: Generation 13 High High
Finance 9 High High High
Chemical Industry 2 High High
Construction Materials 1 Low Low
Mechanical metal 2 High
Media 2 High High
Mining 4 High High
Paper And Pulp 6 High High
Household and personal products 2 Low Low
Business services 2 High High High
Health services 2 High High
Technology 3 High High
Telecommunications 1 High High
Retail 1 Low Low
Total 79

Source: Research data.
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Table 4 shows the evaluation of the determinants of the power of the employees in the 
industries. The capacity for unified action is related to the work of the unions, since stron-
ger unions can grant greater power to the employees (MARTINEZ; FIORITO; FERRIS, 
2012). Therefore, more active trade unions in Brazil, such as those of bankers, traders and 
metallurgists, can give employees in the financial, trade, and metalworking service indus-
tries greater unified action capability.

Access to key information and high replacement cost are characteristics of more spe-
cialized employees. More dynamic, high-tech and communication industries have more 
skilled and critical-skilled employees (LØWENDAHL; REVANG, 1998). Therefore, more 
dynamic and high technology industries (automotive, aviation, computers, media, techno-
logy and telecommunications) may have more specialized employees than in less dynamic 
industries (food and beverage, consumer goods, household goods and retail). 

Industries that present more specialized activities also demand professionals with criti-
cal skills, which have a high replacement cost and greater difficulty in migrating to other 
companies, such as in the energy, water, chemical, mining and paper and pulp industries. 
Service companies are also dependent on human capital, which have a high replacement 
cost (DALBEM; BASTIAN-PINTO; ANDRADE, 2014), as in the financial, trade and he-
alth services industries. On the other hand, professionals in agriculture have low schooling 
and perform a less sophisticated and dynamic activity (HOFFMAN; NEY, 2004). In the 
construction industry there are also low-skilled workers and a trend of high mobility of 
labor (ARAUJO JUNIOR; NOGUEIRA; SHIKIDA, 2012). In this sense, in the agriculture 
and construction industries the employees have low power.

In Table 4, two GRI sectoral segmentations were not classified: Others (with 7 compa-
nies) and Conglomerates (with 4 companies), due to the difficulty of jointly evaluating, 
characteristics of the companies in these segmentations. Therefore, the total sample for the 
analysis of the industry influence is composed of 79 companies.

To test the influence of the industry on prioritization, we grouped the industries with 
high-level employees in the first group and the industries with low-level employees in the 
second group. Group 1 - industries with high-power employees - is composed of 63 compa-
nies, and Group 2 - industries with low-power employees - is composed of 16 companies. 
We used the Mann-Whitney test to evaluate whether the level of meeting internal stake-
holders’ (employees) interests is higher in the companies of the first group, and if it is lower 
or neutral in the companies of the second group. The test results are presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Stakeholder Prioritization in industries
Mean Rank Sum of Ranks

Group 1: Industries with 
high-powered employees

Internal Stakeholder 73.09 4604.50
External Stakeholder 53.91 3396.50

Mann-Whitney U: 1380.50
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed): 0.003

Group 2: Industries with 
low-powered employees

Mean Rank Sum of Ranks
Internal Stakeholder 19.25 308.00
External Stakeholder 13.75 220.00

Mann-Whitney U: 84.000
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed): 0.096

Source: Research data.
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The results of  Table 5 confirm the hypothesis that internal stakeholders are better served 
in industries with strong unions, greater dependence on technology and specific skills, that 
is, they have more powerful employees. Internal stakeholder service, compared to external 
stakeholders, is higher in Group 1 at a significance level of 5%. In addition, there is no 
statistically significant difference (at the 5% level) between meeting internal and external 
stakeholders in Group 2. That is, the results reveal the prioritization of the employee in 
Group 1 and the non-prioritization of the employee in Group 2.

Many studies highlight the importance of the employee as an internal stakeholder. This 
study also confirms the importance of the employee stakeholder, finding a high level of me-
eting these stakeholders’ interest in the analyzed sample. We can also observe the influence 
of the industry on the prioritization of this stakeholder. Although the subsamples have un-
balanced sizes, we confirmed in the analyzed sample a greater prioritization of the internal 
stakeholders in the industries in which they have greater power.

6. CONCLUSION
This objective of this research is to analyze stakeholder prioritization in Brazilian com-

panies and its relation with industry (economic sector). Stakeholder prioritization was ope-
rationally defined as the preferential treatment of the interests of one stakeholder over ano-
ther. Meeting the interests of stakeholders was measured in the annual reports disclosed by 
Brazilian companies with the structure of the GRI.

This study contributes to the analysis of the industry factor in stakeholder  prioritization 
and compares the level of interest fulfillment of internal and external stakeholders to the 
organization. We confirmed the hypothesis that the internal stakeholder has a higher level 
of attendance of their interests and that this attendance is affected by characteristics of the 
industries. The results pointed out that in industries that have strong unions, and with gre-
ater dependence on technology and specific skills, the internal stakeholder employee has a 
higher level of attendance, which does not occur in other types of industry.

Managers deal with conflicting interests and scarce resources, so the factors that determine 
prioritization are important for management. The internal stakeholders of the company exert 
more pressure, due to their proximity to the management and influence on the performance 
of the company. Managers must meet them, however, avoiding that a super allocation for the 
employees compromises the allocation of resources to other stakeholders of the organiza-
tion. In some industries, external stakeholders can exert large influence on the organization’s 
competitiveness and a high potential for cooperation, which are not used by the organization 
because their interests are neglected by management because of their low commitment.

With this study, recommendations emerge of academic and practical nature. The 
recommendations of an academic nature are the study of possible trade-offs in stakeholder 
prioritization in Brazilian companies. Whereas the efficient allocation of resources is a challenge 
for the business administration, studies on the prioritization criteria for stakeholder treatment are 
relevant and have potential for future research. As recommendations of a practical nature, we 
reinforce the premise that managers should consider the contributions and influence of stakeholders 
in the company’s competitiveness within the industry that they operate in, to establish criteria for 
meeting stakeholder interests according to their contribution to the company’s competitiveness in 
the industry.
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