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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the collaborative development of corporate responsibility (CR) 

standards from the perspective of organisational learning theory. The author proposes 

that standards development projects can be understood as Network Learning episodes 

where learning is reflected in changes in structures, interpretations and practices 

accompanied by learning processes. Network Learning alone is seen as insufficient to 

reflect the diverse contributions and outcomes in the special case of CR standards. 

Concepts from multi-stakeholder learning like the role of dissensus in learning and the 

empowerment of weaker stakeholders are therefore used to create a synthesis of the 

two theories in a single conceptual framework. This framework is then tested against 

a pilot case and three case studies of corporate social responsibility (CSR) standards 

including the development of the new ISO international standard on social 

responsibility (SR). The data validates and extended this framework to yield a Multi-

Stakeholder Network Learning theory capable of describing the how participants and 

non-participant stakeholders learn in this context. New concepts are generated from 

the data, like dislocated learning, which demonstrate how participants in the process 

and those they represent can experience quite different learning outcomes. 

Stakeholders whose learning is aligned with the learning of their participant 

representatives truly have a stake in these influential standards. However, where 

representatives fail to learn from those represented, the latter‟s stake is diminished. By 

shedding light on the mechanisms of effective collaborative learning this work 

contributes to learning theory, the practice of standardization and the normative 

stakeholder empowerment agenda.  

Keywords: Barriers to Learning, Co-Design, Corporate Responsibility, Multi-

Stakeholder Learning, Organisational Learning, Network Learning, Standardization, 

Network Responsibility. 
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“…a lot of the people that I talked with when you asked them: What is the main 

benefit of this process? The main thing that they say is: Not the standard that is going 

to come out of it but the process itself and the opportunity to talk with people and 

discuss and learn and share perspectives. That really is an underlying benefit that a 

lot of people were seeing from this process is that learning.” 

 

Participant NGO Stakeholder from the ISO 26000 case study  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Context and study rationale 

 

Over the last few decades a there has been a heightened sense of expectation about the 

role of business in society which suggests that, in addition to creating profits and 

employment, companies should play a role in addressing the social and environmental 

challenges of the age such as global warming and the defense of human rights (for 

example: Carroll, 1979; Carroll, 1991; Bansal and Roth, 2000; Cogan, 2006; Sahlin-

Andersson, 2006; Basu and Plazzo, 2008; Matten and Moon, 2008). This role is often 

referred to as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Oury, 2007) although some are 

highly skeptical that it is a real phenomenon (Devinney, 2009). Some authors date its 

origins to the 1950‟s (Marens, 2008) with Bowen‟s (1953) seminal text Social 

Responsibility of the Businessman, and its review in the 70s (Bowen, 1978). Others 

have traced origins in the very early days of the modern corporation in the 1920s 

(Hoffman, 2007). The latter view is grounded in institutional theory which says that 

institutionalisation occurs when members of a society take on common values, norms 

and behaviours (Mayhew, 1982). This interpretation suggests that, right from the 

moment when the modern corporation emerged as a new institution, it had to conform 

to the rules and beliefs of their broader societal and institutional environment to gain 

legitimacy (Scott, 1995). Some have suggested (Aldrich and Fiol, 1994) that this 

legitimisation happens partly when new institutional actors grow in number and partly 

when they adopt structures and processes that are consistent with those of the 

prevailing actors in the existing institutions. 

 Elkington (2004) explained the public‟s growth in awareness of these issues 
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from 1960 to the present day by identifying three waves of public opinion that have 

raised the importance of the environmental, sustainability and CSR agendas. He 

predicted further waves in the future. In contrast, Smith and Langford (2009) have 

critically reviewed the extent to which CSR actually impacts consumer outcomes 

while providing a wide ranging review of literature in the field. 

Varied underlying motives for business engaging with this agenda have been 

studied and proposed (Bansal and Roth, 2000): some businesses see it as an issue of 

compliance or earning a “license to operate” within society; some claim to pursue it 

solely because it is “the right thing to do”; while others focus on the opportunity to 

protect or enhance their brands and gain competitive advantage (indeed some 

commentators have said that the green agenda presents the greatest opportunity for 

innovation and business success of the current era) (Niumolu et. al, 2009). 

In line with this new conception of the role of business there have been calls to 

raise management awareness of a broader stakeholder orientation (Sachs and Ruhli, 

2005). However, this stakeholder perspective is not without its critics, notably 

Friedman (1998), who has said that the only responsibility of the manager is to serve 

the interests of shareholders and increase their wealth by pursuing greater profits. In 

contrast in the ethical business literature, Branco and Rodrigues (2007) have placed 

stakeholder theory at the centre of what they call the CSR debate suggesting that the 

two fields are inextricably bound.  Authors such as Matten et al. (2003) see 

stakeholder theory as “a necessary process in the operationalisation of CSR”. 

However, identifying and engaging all stakeholder groups (Capron, 2003) and 

resolving their differing needs and demands (Wood and Jones, 1995) is a classic 

complex and messy problem (Ackoff, 1999). Understanding how stakeholders interact 

and learn together may be even more challenging, as research into multi-stakeholder 
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learning processes is relatively new and its broad research agenda has only recently 

been set out  (Payne and Calton, 2004). 

Efforts have been made to integrate this new understanding with existing 

business functions, with each function taking its own slant on the new discipline. In 

keeping with the long tradition of annual corporate reporting many companies have 

produced CR reports which has been said to generate significant learning in itself 

(Gond and Herrbach, 2006). Quality management experts have sought to understand 

how CR relates to existing quality process approaches (Castka and Balzarova, 2007). 

Those concerned with reputational risk have integrated CR issues into board risk 

management committees (Adam and Shavit, 2009), which is partly based on the 

theory that this will protect against potential crises (Shrivastava, 1995). Many 

companies have addressed the specific issues of responsible supply chains working 

with their procurement departments to develop and implement supplier codes of 

conduct (Harwood and Humby, 2008). More recently strategists have sought to 

integrate CR into classical strategic thinking (Zadek, 2004) in order for businesses to 

answer the apparent underlying question – how can this new discipline help us gain a 

competitive advantage?  

In parallel to this wider awareness, some companies have learned that the scale 

of these challenges often makes individual corporate action both risky and potentially 

ineffective even for large multi-nationals.  A notable example is the toy maker Mattel, 

whose experience showed how a company with a genuine and substantial investment 

in addressing complex issues related to health and safety of its products can still be 

exposed to strong criticism and scrutiny when issues arise in its supply chain (New 

and Brown, 2008). In similar fashion, Nike was held up as the poster boy for poor 

practice in its supply chains and had to make massive investment in monitoring its 
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suppliers within its global supply chain (Locke et.al., 2007), but this model alone may 

be insufficient to solve these complex issues (Locke, et. al. 2007). To mitigate the risk 

of acting alone and to increase the impact and leverage of their actions some 

companies have chosen a collaborative approach: for example, in the ICT industry 

companies are pooling their efforts to ensure the respect of human rights and 

environmental and labour standards by the creation and implementation of a common 

code which many thousands of suppliers are expected to comply with Kruse (2005). 

These approaches are preferred for their ability to create efficiencies classic to the use 

of common standards. Take for example the process of customers gathering self 

assessment questionnaire from their suppliers where they request information on the 

suppliers‟ health and safety, environmental and labour and ethics practices. Without a 

common industry supply chain standard multiple customers subject their suppliers to 

multiple instances of essentially the same but subtly different questionnaire and audits 

thus burdening their suppliers with “questionnaire fatigue”. By adopting a standard 

industry supply chain code of conduct individual suppliers can complete a standard 

questionnaire (and often a standard follow up audit) once and share their standardized 

data multiple times with multiple customers, thus conserving scare resources to focus 

on improving their CR capabilities. These standards are made even more efficient by 

the use of online databases which enable data sharing globally at the click of a button 

(BSI, 2009). Similarly in the realm of climate change, organisations that are often 

daunted by the scale of the task are collaborating through the agency of third parties 

such as the Global E-Sustainability Initiative (Climate Group and GeSI, 2008). These 

independent entities have the ability to aggregate and guide collaborative efforts 

efficiently in a way that promises significant scale of impact as well as valuable 

opportunities to share insights, best practices and lessons learned. This newly 
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discovered power of collective action suggests that companies may increasingly need 

to collaborate together, in industry groups and with stakeholders to make a significant 

impact on CR issues in an efficient and effective way.  

Although most companies are designed to compete there are some examples of 

environments where companies have experience in collaboration for example: 

communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991); joint ventures (Berrell et al., 

2002); industry recipes (Spender, 1989) and working and learning in networks 

(Knight and Pye, 2004). However, few of these collaborative forms have been 

considered specifically as organisational options to address CR challenges. This thesis 

considers the specific case of companies and multiple stakeholders collaborating and 

learning together to create common CR standards.  

Standardization is a well established but little studied form of collaboration 

which, although typically considered a niche activity undertaken by national 

institutions, is undergoing something of a renaissance (for example: Uzumeri (1997); 

Temple and Williams (2002)). That revival of interest was sparked in part by a UK 

government sponsored program to promote and understand standardization (DTI, 

2005) leading to new research including studies of the macro-economic contribution 

of standardization (Temple, Witt et al. 2004). This is also a strong tradition of 

standardization research in Germany (Blind and Jungmittag, 2008). In addition there 

has been consistent interest and support for research into standards by the electronics 

industry (Bolin, 2005) and some recent innovative work on the dynamics of standards 

by Egyedi and Blind (2008) in the Netherlands. Recently there have been hints at 

standardizations potential to address the complex challenges of CR (Castka and 

Balzarova, 2007). 

This renewed interest in the standardization process comes at a time when the 
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business and society literature is calling for a focus on designing new multi-

stakeholder processes to support CR (Kelly, 2002), thus opening up some exciting 

potentials at the intersection of the two fields. This thesis casts standardization in the 

role of a multi-stakeholder collaboration process which when analysed from the 

learning perspective can provide great insight into how companies can effectively 

create, participate in and learn from collaborations to ensure they result in effective 

and productive CR initiatives.  

Although standards development has prospered as an institution for over a 

century (Woodward, 1972), for most of this time it has focused on technical standards 

and relied on technical experts, industry representatives and government 

representatives for most of its development. Product standards create value by 

creating efficiencies for producers and inter-operability between complementary 

products, like electronic devices and their interface plugs and cables, for users. 

Network effects mean that the value of a network – such as the network of users of the 

standard - increases exponentially with the number of users (Lee and Mendelson, 

2007). Once the network reaches a critical mass or tipping point the probability that a 

new user will choose the dominant standard starts to increase exponentially leading to 

an almost monopolistic position for the dominant standard.  

Who captures the majority of the value created depends on who owns the 

dominant standard. Proprietary standards are wholly owned by companies who can 

thereby appropriate the returns. If a proprietary standard dominates the market it can 

confer virtually monopoly rights leading to one of the most powerful and high margin 

business strategies of modern times. Becoming the dominant standard can be 

influenced by direct competition, by collaborative industry consortia standards or 

public standards making policy.  



 12 

The fierce competitions to become the dominant standard typified by the 

classic battle for video formats between VHS and Betamax are known as standards 

wars, and they persist today (Seifert and Vare, 2008). Because of the need for many 

complementary assets, such as the video players, the retail outlets and so on there 

could be only one dominant winner. Pursuing standards strategies can underpin 

powerful business models (Hawkins and Ballon, 2007) but also sometimes attract 

anti-trust legal action if a monopoly is suspected (Grand Chamber of Court, 2008). 

Industry consortia offer a way of taking some of the risk out of investing in a 

winner-takes-all approach to developing new technology standards by bringing 

together participants to agree common industry standards (Weiss and Cargill, 1992). 

Because each participant has a commercial interest they are able to agree on standards 

which create basic compatibility between systems but leave a series of factors on 

which participants can still compete. The resulting standards can often be developed 

more rapidly than public sector standards bodies and are often preferred for that 

reason, but they can introduce considerable complexity to the overall standards 

making environment. 

Public policy is a strong influence on the standards landscape (for example, 

Greenstein and Stango, 2007). It can encourage the creation of standards which are 

completely open, i.e. publicly available to all without charge or proprietary or wholly 

owned by a single organisation. Open standards have the effect of creating a highly 

competitive “level playing field” where new entrants can play with little additional 

cost. Many companies compete in such markets typically seeking to differentiate their 

products on any the remaining few non-standards elements. These are preferred by 

public institutions such as national standards bodies, governments and consumers 

since they promote fierce competition and drive down prices (DTI, 2005).  
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The standards landscape remains highly complex and dynamic leading those 

who view it as a „failing paradigm‟ to call for stronger government policy 

intervention, particularly in the United States (Cargill and Bolin, 2007). Others 

recognise the dangers of fragmentation but see „global standards‟ as a „Holy Grail‟ 

and see the evolution and competition as a natural if highly political process where 

economic blocks will champion their own standards in a new kind of „arms race‟ 

(Kamlani, 2005).  

Although product standards have dominated standards making activity this has 

now expanded into management systems standards, codes of practice, methodologies 

and guides all of which have proven amenable to the basic process of bringing 

together stakeholders to create consensus based knowledge products. Although these 

newer types of standards differ from product standards they do share some of the 

potential benefits and dimensions of value creation and value capture. As with the 

product standards there is still competition between alternative standards. For example 

SA8000, the Ethical Trading Initiative base code, and AA 1000 all address CR in 

subtly different ways and they stand alongside many industry and company codes. 

The rewards for becoming the dominant standard may not always be appropriated by 

the standards making body since many of these are not-for-profit initiatives in this 

field, but there is still the opportunity for various organisations to appropriate returns 

by providing complementary products and services, such as certification, around the 

core dominant standards.  

The 1980s saw the first major development in management systems standards 

with the publication of ISO 9000, the quality standard, and then ISO 14000, the 

environmental management systems standard. With their widespread adoption and 

certification there was a recognition that it had moved away from a purely technical 
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domain into what have been referred to as meta-standards (Uzumeri, 1997). Having 

become embedded in business systems, ISO was well placed to pick up on the 

evolving needs of business and it stakeholders and in 2004 (ISO 2004) announced a 

five year strategy focused on “standards for a sustainable world”. This “daunting new 

challenge” created a call to review and adjust the existing ISO stakeholder 

engagement model (ISO, 2002).  

New players have also entered the field publishing standards for stakeholder 

engagement and supply chain CR (Gobbels and Jonker, 2003) and also for corporate 

sustainability reporting (Turner, Vourvachis et al. 2006). These new institutions were 

often founded with multi-stakeholder governance in a new phenomenon which has 

been called institutional entrepreneurship (Etzion and Ferraro, 2006). They are 

growing in influence, introducing innovation to the standardization field and are 

calling for stronger support (Litovsky, Rochlin et al. 2007).  

Oakley and Buckland (2004) have referred to corporate sustainability 

standards as the “rallying point for a newly formed movement”. In framing the issue 

in this way they recognised that standardization provides not only published 

documents but also an important process for the engagement of diverse stakeholders. 

(Bolin, 2005). This process of stakeholder engagement is becoming more important 

for the mainstream development of standards (ISO, 2002) and indeed to a conception 

of what CR means (Branco and Rodrigues, 2007). In spite of a lack of formal study, 

standardization does have a well defined and documented set of core processes (for 

example BSI (2005) ) and so it offers the potential to provide a model process for the 

study of multi-stakeholder engagement. 

CR standards are rapidly growing in acceptance and dissemination, but have 

not yet reached the levels of usage of standards for quality and environmental 
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management systems. For example the Global Reporting Initiative have around 1500 

organisations in 60 different countries using their guidelines for sustainability 

reporting in (Etzion and Ferraro, 2006). Meanwhile, according to ISO (2009), over 

one million organisations implement those two established standards worldwide in 

over 175 countries. Studies of the dissemination of ISO 9000 (Mendel, 2001) show 

several mechanisms such as certification that have led to high levels of spread of the 

standard.  Corbett and Kirsch (2001) found strong correlation between the dynamics 

by which ISO 14000 is spreading and those driving ISO 9000. Certified management 

standards can be classified as private decentralized institutions because participation 

in them is voluntary and there is no central authority regulating them (Ingram and 

Silverman, 2002). Most research on these kinds of institutions suggests that they are 

subject to normative and mimetic forces (Scott, 1995). More recently studies have 

suggested that strategic considerations also come in to play because organisations 

need to provide credible information to their contracting partners (King, 2005).  

There is also great interest in the potential role of multi-stakeholder initiatives 

and their standards to provide a kind of „light touch‟ regulation of business (Utting, 

2005). So although they are relatively new, there is certainly sustained interest in how 

CR standards will develop, inter-relate and evolve in the years ahead (Zadek and 

Ligteringen, 2004).  

While there is emerging consensus that businesses have broader 

responsibilities historically, there has been little consensus over what those 

responsibilities are, how to determine priorities and how to act on them. This can be 

seen in the proliferation of individual companies codes of conduct, for example 

Mamic (2004) in her study of the implementation of supply chain codes of conduct 

estimates that there are over 10000 codes of conduct currently in circulation. 
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Standardization as a well established institution for developing consensus clearly has 

a potential role to play in eliminating the inefficiency of such a system. 

This study argues that the organisational learning literature offers great 

relevance to the study of multi-stakeholder standardization. The concept of 

organisational learning goes back over 40 years to when Cangelosi and Dill (1965) 

discussed the topic. Concepts like the learning organisation (Garvin, 1993) became 

extremely high profile in the 1990s. Dimitriades (2005) argued that organisational 

learning was a core strategic capability in a new economy characterized by 

globalization, inter-connectivity and intangibility. The field has been criticised for the 

tendency of new works to fail to build on established concepts and theories and to 

reinvent the same ideas using grounded theory (Lorenz, 2001).  However periodic 

reviews have picked out a number of key themes (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). For 

example, a key thread is the issue of learning levels, examining learning at higher 

levels such as inter-organisational (for example: Zollo, et al. (2002) and more recently 

Network level (Knight and Pye 2005). So the organisational learning literature 

provides a deep base of theory capable of studying complex and large networked level 

systems like standardization. Furthermore there is already an established connection 

between organisational learning and the study of routine practices such as standards 

(for example (March et al., 2000; Tranfield et al., 2000)). 

Stakeholder theory provides a common link between the literature on 

organisational performance, including organisational learning, and the literature on 

business ethics because it offers theories about why organisations interact with 

stakeholders. Donaldson and Preston (1995) summarised three possible uses of 

stakeholder theory; the first was purely descriptive; the second, usually called the 

normative argument, when it is used to set out moral guidelines for operation and 
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management. The final view is the instrumental or influence perspective originally 

offered by Freeman (1984), who said that organisations need to be responsive to 

stakeholders in order to be synchronized with changes in the business environment. 

This can be seen as a specific case of the general argument of organisational learning 

proposed by Burnes et al. (2003) that organisational learning is driven by the need to 

understand complexity: in this case the complexity introduced by companies seeking 

to understand and meet the demands of their stakeholders.  

The literature on ethical business has introduced the idea of multi-stakeholder 

dialogues which have been framed as learning processes (Calton and Payne, 2003). 

This literature has a strong normative and moral agenda highlights the unequal power 

relationships between stakeholders (Van Buren, 2001).  However these works often 

lack sustained theoretical development and do not appear to cross-reference to the 

large body of established organisational learning literature. By bringing together 

elements of the multi-stakeholder perspective with the theoretical rigour of 

established organisational learning theory one should have the right conceptual 

instruments to examine standardization as a complex multi-stakeholder learning 

process. The two literatures also show relevant overlaps in concerns such as the role 

of power in learning relationships. This productive interplay between the 

organisational learning literatures is developed further in the literature review chapter 

to provide a theoretical framework from which to examine the research topic of 

collaborative learning in standards development. 

In summary studying standardization as a stakeholder engagement and learning 

process taking part in complex networks will contribute to:  

 

 Key themes in the organisational learning literature like learning levels 
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(Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). 

 

 The extension and potentially the synthesis of new theories like Network 

Learning (Knight and Pye, 2005) and multi-stakeholder learning (Calton and 

Payne, 2003) 

 

 The call from the CR literature to address the theme of better system design 

with new structures of power and new processes (Kelly, 2002) 

 

 The newly emerging branch of standardization research and practice that looks 

at standards as dynamic entities that evolve and develop (Egyedi and Blind, 

2008).  

 

For established institutions like ISO, the move to develop standards using a multi-

stakeholder model was seen by many as a departure (ISO, 2002) for an organisation 

perceived by many to be an industry dominated forum. This work studies the new 

process for developing SR standards at a time when the practice of standards 

development, stakeholder engagement and CR are at an exciting and historic juncture 

in their developments where their paths intersect. The learning perspective offers the 

right lens through which to view these exciting events. 

 

 

1.2  Strategic approach to research  

As a practitioner carrying out a doctoral study in one‟s own professional domain, 

there are advantages and challenges. For example, having ready access to the field of 
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study is an obvious advantage. However, this can raise issues of research ethics 

(Mauthner et al., 2002), particularly if you are carrying out action research (Revans, 

1980) with the intent to understand and then intervene directly in the business context. 

On the other hand gaining access to wider data which includes competitors may be 

problematic.  

I was fortunate in this study since I was working for the British Standards 

Institution (BSI) which is also the national standards body for the UK. Working for 

one of the most respected institutions in British business life, with a reputation for 

independence and working for the public good, it was relatively easy to gaining 

access to organisations, and significant relationships were often already in place.  

Since I identified the case study method as most suitable for this work (see 

methodology chapter) I did not have the direct ethical dilemma of action research 

where an “intervention” affecting the research subjects is anticipated after the study. I 

did take every precaution to preserve anonymity of all my respondents so they were 

able to speak freely without concern for disclosing their personal views. 

 As a practitioner I also had the advantage of a deep knowledge of my domain 

of standards development and collaborative working in multi-stakeholder 

environments built up during nearly nine years of experience. This allowed me to 

bring another dimension to the study by pursuing a deeper theoretical reflection on the 

work in pursuit of becoming what Schon (1983) called a reflective practitioner. These 

reflections were captured in a reflective diary and became another source of data. 

Seeking to achieve a theoretically deeper perspective on practice and a more practical 

view on theory is the essence of my understanding of the reflective practitioner goal 

and of the DBA program (Bourner et al., 2000 ). 

 An obvious disadvantage of undertaking a doctorate while working is the time 
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pressure. My strategy for dealing with this was to weave my research into my work on 

several levels. Firstly rather than chose an extensive technique like surveys, I chose an 

intensive technique (de Vaus, 2001) of case studies which included methods like 

interviews. The rationale for this choice is explained in methodology chapter 3 but it 

had some practical implications: It was therefore often possible to have several 

different motivations to connect with respondents since they were actual or potential 

collaborators with BSI as well as being interviewees. Secondly, by facilitating a 

deeper level of conversation with our clients I was indirectly able to generate new 

ways of working together and indeed new business activity, which again justified an 

efficient use of my time. Finally, by creating new insights into standards development 

my team was able to enrich our service offering as we engaged and took on real 

projects. 

 For me as a practitioner the idea that research philosophy should be important 

was initially a strange one. However I came to understand how centrally one‟s 

research philosophy is to the approach one takes to research and to the contribution 

one makes. I sought to identify a philosophy that resonated with my beliefs, values 

and my intended contribution. Having worked as research chemist for many years 

previously I had a desire to uncover mechanisms, how when and in what conditions 

they worked, what made them not work. In the domain of social sciences this is 

precisely how realist philosophy has been described “a search to uncover structures 

and mechanisms” (Sayer, 2000). Working in standards embedded in my values of 

continuous improvement that underpin the quality movement and the Deming cycle 

which Kim (1993) has linked to the experiential learning cycle of authors like Kolb 

(1984). This connection sparked my interest in the learning perspective.  

This combined with what seemed to me a reasonable and personally resonant 
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ontology or set of beliefs about knowledge, convinced me that the realist approach 

was the best suited to my project. Realism is compatible with a variety of methods 

but, as Sayer (2000) points out, an intensive research design, such as the case study 

method has the advantages of permitting an in depth exploration of causation and 

mechanism which is what I wanted to achieve. On the other hand it has the challenges 

of demanding more time and requiring generalisation to theory (Yin, 2003) to increase 

its validity. This is why I chose to undertake a series of four case studies of standards 

development: the first pilot study in the development of a responsible coffee standard; 

the second in the development of a new standard for sustainable fishing; the third was 

the unsuccessful attempt to create a new standard for “ethical fashion” and finally; the 

study of the great global project to create a new international standard for SR. In total 

60 respondents were interviewed, supported by hundreds of hours of observation, 

archival evidence and the keeping of a reflective diary to triangulate data from several 

sources (Yin, 2001). A fuller explanation of the research philosophy and its influence 

on the choice of the case study research strategy and are given in the methodology 

chapter 3. 

The main parameters of a research project have been suggested by (Hart, 

2003) and these are summarised for the current study in the figure 1.1 below. 
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Figure 1.1 Parameters of this research project (after Hart, 2003). 

 

This 

Research 

Project  

Aims and objectives 

Ethical issues 

Focus 

Style 

Types of evidence 

Character of 

phenomenon 

1 Contribute to theoretical 

understanding of learning and 

change in multi-stakeholder process 

of standards making 

 

2 Contribute to practice of multi-

stakeholder learning in standards 

making  

 

3 Moral contribution to the 

empowerment of weaker 

stakeholders 

Methodological 

assumptions 

Involved researcher 

can discover 

evidence by 

observation and 

interview 

 

Principal Points of 

reference 

Network Learning and 

Multi-stakeholder 

learning literature  

Case studies of 

standards making 

new CSR standards  

How stakeholders 

Learn and affect 

practice together  

Equitable treatment of 

all stakeholder groups 

with special concern 

for those with less 

power  

Policies for 

treatment of  

phenomenon 

Collaborative  

Political process 

aiming for 

consensus 

practices from 

diverse views  

New policies 

emerging within 

key institutions like 

ISO. Chance to 

influence and 

encourage 

innovation. 

Practitioner with 

academic training 
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1.3  Intended contribution 

 

This study is intended to make a contribution to both theory and practice on a number 

of levels. By deepening the understanding of the stakeholder engagement process 

involved in the development of standards, this work combines the moral elements of 

the multi-stakeholder learning theory (Calton and Payne, 2003) with the rigour and 

theoretical strength of the well established organisational learning literature. By doing 

so it this work seeks to make a contribution to organisational learning theory by 

synthesising a new theory of stakeholder engagement as a collaborative and 

productive (Klimecki and Lassleben, 1998) learning process.  By testing and 

developing the conceptual framework of Network Learning (Knight and Pye, 2005) 

the study contributes to an understanding of this theory. It also builds on the theme in 

the organisational learning literature of learning levels (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004) 

and provides the opportunity to extend existing theory by touching on the 

relationships between Networks at an Inter-network level.  

By applying multi-stakeholder learning as a rival explanatory framework to 

the case data this theory is also tested and developed. This contributes to the research 

agenda set out to explore the process aspects of multi-stakeholder learning dialogues 

(Payne and Calton, 2004). In resolving the cross-case analysis, the contribution of 

both Network Learning and multi-stakeholder learning is established and the potential 

synergies of each model are explored, thus of offering resolutions and questions at the 

interface of each model. 

This work seeks also to contribute to the normative stakeholder agenda  (Van 

Buren, 2001) by concerning itself with the empowering the interests of weaker 

stakeholders that (Calton and Payne, 2003) have been called “the quiet voices”. By 
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taking a realist approach (Sayer, 2000) and providing a critique of the mechanisms 

available to effectively represent these voices while highlighting the gap between real 

potential mechanisms and current actual mechanisms, the work aims to stimulate 

thinking on the necessary conditions for greater stakeholder empowerment and 

positive change.   

A contribution to both theory and practice occurs by framing the process of 

developing standards as a process of learning and change. This offers a new avenue in 

the as yet underdeveloped literature regarding standardization building on emerging 

themes such as the study of standards dynamics (Egyedi and Blind, 2008) and 

offering an immediate connection between standardization and the organisational 

learning literature. 

 In terms of contribution to practice, there are contributions for a number of 

different stakeholder groups. Those stakeholder groups that are relatively less 

represented in standards development such as NGOs and consumers can use the 

knowledge of learning and change processes to increase their engagement with and 

effective influence over the development of  new standards that are intended to affect 

and change corporate conduct. Industry stakeholders and individual managers within 

organisations can understand the implications of entering multi-stakeholder processes 

and may re-frame their expectations from stakeholder management to stakeholder 

engagement. They should also understand the potential value of multi-stakeholder 

processes in addressing complex problems to derive learning and to contribute to 

change. Government and standards institutions may understand how to develop the 

standards development process to better realise the intended goals of the new 

stakeholder model of standards development.  

It can always be argued that the case of standards development is a special, 
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even esoteric one. However for CSR professionals, the understanding of this 

particular instance of stakeholder engagement could offer more general insights into 

the challenge of effective design of process for engaging stakeholder and addressing 

its classic dilemmas (Wood and Jones, 1995). CR has often been perceived from the 

marketing perspective as a mechanism for dealing with risk (Vaaland et al., 2008 ). 

However it is possible that a deeper understanding of stakeholder engagement as a 

learning process could lead to companies viewing stakeholder engagement as more of 

a productive process. This would contribute to the emerging field of study and 

practice where companies work with stakeholders to co-design individual new 

products and to stimulate innovation (Ramachandran et al., 2007). Overall this work 

seeks to respond to the call from Kelly (2002) that the CSR movement should “focus 

less on inspiring discretionary actions…” and “more on system design…to craft new 

structures of power where power is wielded not by the few but by the many”.  

 

1.4  Outline of thesis 

The next chapter is a review of relevant literature.   It starts with a broad review of the 

organisational learning literature and its main themes and challenges. It then focuses 

on the key research theme of learning levels (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004) and situates 

this study as extending research into that theme. It then reviews in more depth the  key 

theories and constructs relevant to the study‟s aims and objectives and briefly touches 

on elements of the broader stakeholder literature that are relevant to specific 

definitions and constructs in this study. Finally the chapter focuses in on the two 

principal theoretical frameworks that inform this study, namely Network Learning 

(Knight, 2002) and Multi-stakeholder learning dialogues (Payne and Calton, 2004) in 

order to derive key research topics and a working theoretical framework around which 
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the research strategy can be designed. 

 Chapter three sets out: the philosophy; methodology; research strategy and 

methods of the study. It starts by recapping the aims and objectives of the work and 

summarising the key research questions. It then explores the choice of research 

strategy and the influence of several key factors on that choice. The adoption of a 

realist (Sayer, 2000) research philosophy is the most significant influence on the 

choice of strategy leading to a preference for the in depth and intensive case study 

methodology. This and other implications for the study are set out in some depth. This 

is followed by consideration of the fit of the research strategy with the intended 

contribution, with the relative novelty of the context, with feasibility of 

implementation and with overall consistency of approach. The potential weaknesses 

of the case study approach are reviewed along with brief consideration of alternative 

approaches. 

 The next section focuses on implementation of the research design, drawing 

on the insights of (Eisenhardt, 1989) for good theory building. It starts by recapping 

the principal theoretical framework, and setting out its key research questions as 

propositions in order to help prior instrumentation. This is followed by a definition of 

the units of analysis as cases of development of CR standards in networks with 

defined boundaries of time and structure. To prepare for a consistent interpretation of 

data, the work then looks ahead to anticipate the logic by which data will be linked to 

the main propositions, and initial ideas about interpreting findings are explored. The 

selection of cases is justified and each of the three cases is briefly outlined. A coding 

scheme is then proposed derived from the theoretical framework and underlying 

constructs of Network Learning theory. Data collection is planned and best practices 

for methods such as interviewing (Gillham, 2000) and observation (Spradley, 1980) 



 27 

and are outlined. Data analysis techniques are explained based on the Miles and 

Huberman (1994) ladders of abstraction. This is justified as consistent with the realist 

view of knowledge have a stratified ontology and emergent properties (Bhaskar, 

1975) at different levels of meaning. Finally, a case study format is proposed based on 

Yin (2003) and the chapter is briefly summarised. 

 Chapter four is the first of three case study chapters and it sets out the story of 

the development of a new standard for sustainable fishing. The purpose of this and the 

other cases is to build theory rather than to be purely descriptive but following Yin‟s 

(2003) tip to make reader comprehension easier it opens with a conventional narrative 

section that tells the Network level story. In this case it tells how a new standard for 

sustainable fishing was developed though the BSI sponsored by a government 

department, with the support of the fishing industry and but a mixture of opposition 

and engagement from wider stakeholders.  

The fundamental theoretical framework brought to bear on this, and all of the 

other case studies, is Network Learning and so the case study reports its principal 

findings around the elements of the Network Learning model: context; content and 

process of the Network Learning episode. It also explores the moral dimension to the 

project which is to understand mechanisms of stakeholder empowerment. Each of the 

case study chapters is structured in the same way in order to make subsequent cross-

case comparison easier as recommended by (Eisenhardt, 1989) in her roadmap to 

building theory from case studies. 

The findings section includes data at first and second order abstraction from 

the coded data including descriptive displays summarising findings. The discussion 

section includes explanatory frameworks developed to address the three principal 

research questions. The summary section recalls the main findings and first thoughts 
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on carrying them forward for a cross-case analysis. 

Chapter 5 is the ethical fashion case study which tells the story of a failed 

attempt to engage a multi-stakeholder group in the development of a new standard for 

ethical fashion. It follows the same structure as chapter four. The macro-level 

narrative describes a case where multiple diverse stakeholders are drawn together by 

an independent facilitator (BSI) and apparently find a common cause and a shared set 

of understandings. The examination of findings probes why this did not then translate 

into the productive learning (Klimecki and Lassleben, 1998) outcome of a new shared 

standard. Clues lie in the pre-existence of a complex set of networks that, as in the 

Seafish case, inter-relate and compete again suggesting an extension of current theory 

to an Inter-Network Learning level. Other factors in making this a failed case include 

the inability to bring non-participant stakeholder interests to the fore and the sheer 

mechanics and economics of developing a new standard. The theoretical framework 

of Network Learning (Knight and Pye, 2005) comes into its own in this case 

demonstrating its ability to pick apart the separate strands of learning through changes 

in interpretations, practices and structures in this complex story. 

Chapter six is the examination of the development of the new ISO standard for 

SR, which at the time of writing was due to be published in 2010, with origins dating 

back to 2001. This case has basic characteristics in common with the previous two 

cases in that it engages stakeholders in the development of a new standard in the 

domain of CR. As such it follows the same format and the same theoretical logic and 

is able to continue building theoretical insight from the data by relating it to the 

fundamental constructs of Network Learning and the emergent constructs around 

stakeholder representation. At the same time it has several unique factors which run 

throughout the case. Firstly, it is by far the largest scale case of the three by all 
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measures including duration, geographic reach, number of participant stakeholders, 

number of non-participant stakeholders affected and the sheer complexity of the 

project. The challenges presented by these issues of scale are explored briefly and the 

logic of comparing such a large case with the prior cases is explored and justified. 

Second is the unique convening power of ISO which has the ability to pull in 

stakeholders even from existing standards networks and NGOs even where these 

might claim a higher moral ground in terms of governance or process.  Third is the 

potentially transformational nature of this case as an historical event which may mark 

the adoption of a new way of working for a long standing and global institution. 

These unique factors provide an opportunity to bring to a head the exploration of the 

structures and mechanisms of learning and stakeholder empowerment which emerged 

in the earlier cases. In accordance with the realist perspective this chapter asks 

searching questions about whether or not the real potential mechanisms were actually 

triggered in these conditions and hints at what conditions might be required for them 

to work more effectively. 

Chapter Seven draws together data at different levels of abstraction from each 

of the three individual cases in order to address the principal research questions and 

assess the contribution to theory. The logic of cross-case comparison fits with the 

roadmap of building theory from case studies set out by (Eisenhardt, 1989).  

After a brief introduction the chapter begins with a Network level comparison 

of the findings drawing out contrasts and commonalities in the learning outcomes and 

their implications for developing a full and complete Network Learning model applied 

to the context of standardization addressing the first research question. This is 

followed by a more micro level comparison of each of the principal Network Learning 

elements changes in structures, interpretations and practices to understand how 
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multiple participant stakeholder views and practices diverge and converge on learning 

outcomes. This is followed by an elucidation of learning mechanisms and a reflection 

back to the Gnyawali and Stewart (2003) classification of learning into social and 

informational modes. The emergent process of stakeholder representation is then 

considered and evidence from all three cases is used to finalise a model which 

integrates both Network Learning outcomes and stakeholder representation. The 

mechanisms of stakeholder empowerment in this process are considered. The cross-

case setting presents a first opportunity to address the realist dimension of the project 

that seeks to understand the different conditions under which potential real 

mechanisms are of learning and empowerment are activated and become actual and 

empirically observed mechanisms and, equally interesting, cases where they fail to 

become activated. The final section summarises the cross-case findings and the degree 

to which they have answered the key research questions.  

Chapter eight picks out the specific contributions to practice. Again it follows 

the sequence adopted throughout this work starting with an examination of the 

insights for practitioners created by adopting the learning perspective and by 

developing and testing the initial conceptual framework. The next sections follow the 

order of the research questions examining insights from: learning outcomes; learning 

processes; representation and empowerment.  

The final chapter examines the challenges and limitations of the work and 

from these and other reflections suggests some avenues of further research to explore. 
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Chapter 2  Review of organisational learning and stakeholder literatures 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter begins by recapping the rationale for the current research. It does this  

through an examination of the problem of building stakeholder consensus in 

standardization as a process (for example ISO (2004)).  It argues for the need for the 

application and development of stakeholder theory (Branco and Rodrigues, 2007) 

within standards development to bring clarity to both theory and practice of 

stakeholder engagement in standardization. It then goes on to argue that 

standardization must be connected with the mainstream organisational performance 

literature if the quality and legitimacy of the work is to improve, and that an 

organisational learning perspective is best suited to bring that connection. Some of the 

relevant themes of the organisational learning literature are then reviewed bringing to 

light those classic concerns that resonate with the concerns of standards practitioners.  

It then traces the relevant branches of organisational learning literature that provide 

candidate theories capable of addressing learning in multi-stakeholder standards 

development. It reviews the key debates and themes in this part of the literature before 

focusing in on those theories most relevant to the current research aims and 

objectives. Network Learning (Knight, 2002) and Multi-Stakeholder Learning 

(Daboub and Calton, 2002) theories are singled out as having  direct relevance to this 

studies aims and objectives and explored, compared and contrasted for their ability to 

provide two alternative perspectives on learning within multi-stakeholder standards 

making networks. This leads to the identification of a specific contribution for this 
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work, the framing of specific research questions, and the construction of an initial 

theoretical framework capable of informing their exploration.  

 

2.2. Standardization and the problem of stakeholder consensus 

 

Standards organisations have always faced the problem of achieving consensus. This 

can affect them in at least three ways: firstly, institutions can be criticised if reaching 

consensus results in long delays rendering outputs obsolete on publication; secondly, 

outputs could be criticised for being the lowest common denominator and failing to 

raise standards where required; and thirdly, they can be criticised for failing to heed 

some or all stakeholder groups which is an attack on their legitimacy as representative 

bodies.  

In spite of the severe consequences of these issues, standards practitioners 

have tended to look within their own networks for answers and best practices (Bonner 

and Potter, 2000). Some have highlighted the problem of which stakeholder groups to 

include and how to involve them (Updegrove, 2006), but have not connected with the 

established body of theory on the issue. This has led to a focus on classification of 

stakeholder groups (ISO, 2004)) rather than an understanding of the stakeholder 

concept.  

In the formal standards institutions like ISO and its constituent member 

countries like the UK there is a common definition of consensus as: 

 

“General agreement, characterized by the absence of sustained opposition to 

substantial issues by any important part of the concerned interests and by a 

process that involves seeking to take into account the views of all parties 

concerned and to reconcile any conflicting arguments 

NOTE Consensus need not imply unanimity” 
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Ref ISO/IEC Guide 2:2004 ISO (2004)This refers to a consensus of the parties 

directly participating in the development committee for the standard which may be 

as few as a half a dozen individuals or as many as hundreds. These experts and 

delegates are selected to be representative of a wider group usually through an 

independent body such as a trade association or professional or government body. 

Standards committees are domains governed by rules which had been formulated 

and revised over time. For example, BSI has a standard for developing standards 

called BS 0 (BSI, 2005) which states these rules. Although these rules are written 

down, stakeholders are not always clear on the best practices of how to achieve 

these goals.  

The problem of achieving consensus is magnified even more when faced with a 

complex and intangible subject like CR with multiple claims from stakeholders, as 

standards institutions recognised (ISO, 2002). ISO formally defines its stakeholders 

and its relationship with them as follows: 

 

Stakeholders in international standardization comprise all those groups who have 

an interest in international standardization because they are affected by it and wish 

therefore to contribute to the process of the development of International 

Standards. Stakeholders participate in the technical work of ISO through national 

delegations appointed by the member bodies of ISO or, if they are organized in 

international or broadly-based organisations, through liaison organisations. 

National delegations are normally composed of a mix of the stakeholder groups 

listed below and represent national positions which have been consolidated at the 

national level prior to the participation of delegations at ISO meetings. 

 

ISO typically recognises five groups of stakeholders as: industry/trade associations; 

science and academia; consumers and consumer associations; governments and 

regulators; societal and other interests (although this classification was modified for 

the SR work in this study). 

 In order to understand this practitioner challenge from a deeper theoretical 
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point of view it may be analysed along two principal dimensions. The first and most 

fundamental is to make a connected between the practitioner perspective (Bolin, 

2005)) and established management literature to define what kind of process standards 

development is. This chapter later argues that this connection should be made with the 

organisational learning literature. But firstly there is a need to make a deeper 

connection with the stakeholder literature in order to harness the clarity and insights 

of these works on the issues of identifying and engaging stakeholders.  

 

2.3  The relevance of stakeholder theory to standardization 

  

Following the recent high profile incidents of corporate misconduct at Enron, 

World-Com and Disney, there have been calls for managers to change their values 

and to adopt a broader stakeholder perspective (Sachs and Ruhli, 2005). Firms do not 

always respond to stakeholder interests and there are two theories, instrumental and 

normative, that have been put forward as to why firms would actually pay attention to 

stakeholders‟ views (Welcomer, 2002; Donaldson and Preston, 1995).  

The instrumental view suggests that firms respond to stakeholders as part of 

responding to changes in the business environment (Freeman, 1984). In this case the 

stakeholder is defined as someone with potential influence for the firm. This influence 

is based on the fact that firms acquire non-substitutable resources from their 

environment (resource dependency) and that stakeholders have the ability to restrict 

these resources. 

The normative view proposes that it is a matter of ethics that firms should 

consider the interests of their stakeholders and that this position has intrinsic value. It 

is an assertion of rights so that stakeholders are “not treated as a means to some end” 
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(Evan and Freeman, 1993,). 

A case study of the forest products industry in the US gave evidence in 

support of both mechanisms. The more a firm believed that a stakeholder had the 

potential to positively or negatively influence its interests, the more firms built strong 

ties with that stakeholder. This reinforced the instrumental perspective and is 

consistent with resource dependence theory (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). In addition 

the more a firm was receptive, having high corporate social responsiveness; the more 

likely it was to form reciprocal ties with its stakeholders. These results supported the 

core philosophy of stakeholder theory (Donaldson and Preston, 1995). Whatever the 

primary driver more and more organisations are seeking ways to identify and engage 

with their stakeholders (Welcomer 2002; Svendsen and Laberge 2005). 

After understanding the value of stakeholder engagement the next challenge 

for an organisation is to identify who its stakeholders are. The most widely cited 

classification of stakeholders is by (Clarkson, 1995) who defines primary stakeholders 

as those without whose continuing participation the corporation cannot survive 

including shareholders, investors and employees. In contrast, secondary stakeholders 

are those who influence or affect and are influenced or affected but are not engaged in 

transactions with the corporation and are not essential to its survival. Problems within 

stakeholder theory have been recognised such as mute stakeholders like the 

environment and absent stakeholders such as future generations (Capron, 2003). Often 

in practice environmental interests can be represented by non-governmental 

organisations such as Greenpeace and there are perspectives such as considering the 

interests of future generations (Jacobs, 1997).   

 Jensen  (2001) took a position he called enlightened stakeholder theory which 

argued that long term companies cannot maximise economic value if they ignore or 
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mistreat important stakeholders. But who are the important stakeholders? This raises 

the issue of power within stakeholder engagement. Mitchell, Agle et al. (1997) offered 

a theory of stakeholder identification and salience based on three key attributes: 

power to influence the company; legitimacy of the relationship and urgency of the 

claim. This approach was criticised by Van Buren (2001) for not recognizing the 

normative source of stakeholders‟ claims to legitimacy. For Calton and Payne (2003), 

the salience perspective on stakeholders does not further the cause of supporting the 

weaker voices. These ideas can be applied to the problems faced by practitioners to 

re-frame them in a more rigourous light in the next section 

 

2.4 Applying stakeholder theory to the consensus problem in standardization  

 

A fundamental dilemma of stakeholder theory is that stakeholders most often have 

different views and needs (the so-called stakeholder mismatching problem (Wood and 

Jones, 1995)). This challenge applies to a company but equally to an institution like a 

standards development organisation. So the fundamental draft research question that 

frames this classic dilemma in the content of standards development is:  

 

RDr 1  How do diverse stakeholders‟ engage in consensus standards 

development? 

 

In order to reflect this study‟s focus on the learning process involved in 

standardization the definition of stakeholders here needs to be developed in relation to 

the process of standards development. ISO‟s definition of stakeholders is composed of 

two parts: the first corresponds closely to  Clarkson's (1995) definition of secondary 
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stakeholders:,  

 

Stakeholders in international standardization comprise all those groups who 

have an interest in international standardization because they are affected by it  

 

But the second part links to the process of participating in standardization: 

 

..and wish therefore to contribute to the process of the development of 

International Standards. 

 

This begs the question - are those who are most affected by standardization willing or 

able to make that wish to participate a reality? In practice, if even large global 

consultations have no more than 300 participants directly taking part in development, 

then how do these 300 connect to the interests of the many thousands if not millions 

of stakeholders affected? 

From a standardization process perspective a new level of stakeholder 

classification need to be introduced. Two types of classification can be used: the first 

is the simple category type used and modified by ISO. The second can be derived by 

analogy with Clarkson's (1995) definitions but with a focus on participation because 

in terms of learning and empowerment participation in the process is key: 

Primary stakeholders are those who have direct access to participate in the 

standards development (and learning) process and without whom there would be no 

process. They will therefore be referred to as Participant Stakeholders. 

In this case, the national standards bodies and their chosen delegations are 

usually consisting of experts and representatives rather than those who may be most 

directly affected by the issues.  

These representatives will typically but not always consult with those they 



 38 

officially represent, which introduces a third category of non-participant Consulted 

stakeholders. Secondary stakeholders in this case would be those who are affected by 

the issues, often quite strongly, but who do not participate directly and are not 

consulted. They will therefore be referred to as non-participant stakeholders. 

This re-classification is not arbitrary because it is designed to move the 

language of stakeholder classification away from Clarkson's (1995) term of 

“secondary” which might be taken as having connotations of secondary in importance 

and changes it to the structural and power related issue of access to the process. In that 

sense it falls on the side of the argument with  Van Buren (2001) rather than with 

Mitchell et al. (1997),  supporting the idea that not only the most salient stakeholders 

should have access and influence. 

Those who are not participating nor consulted, but still have a legitimate stake 

in the process because they are strongly affected by it, are in a weak position. As such 

their voices may be sometimes heard but can often be missing or weaker than the rest. 

These and other stakeholders may be disempowered for a variety of reasons form 

third category therefore is weak stakeholders. This is a deliberately looser definition 

which invites further exploration of why and how some participants or non-

participants might be empowered or disempowered in the process. 
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Figure 2.1    Framework for defining stakeholders according to their level of 

participation in the standards making process; showing corresponding draft 

research questions Rdr1, 2 and 3. 
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Figure 2.1 shows three standards development processes engagement; consultation 

and development. Alongside these are three levels of involvement: representation; 

consultation; and participation and three corresponding classes of stakeholder: non-

participants; consulted stakeholders; and participant stakeholders. These three classes 

of stakeholders a division of the original research question into three questions as 

follows: 

 

Rdr1 How do diverse participant stakeholders learn in standards development? 

 

Rdr2 How do diverse consulted stakeholders learn in standards development? 

 

Rdr3 How do diverse non-participant stakeholders learn in standards 

development? 

 

The ISO statement on stakeholders cited earlier hints at how stakeholders truly 

participate in the development process: 

 

Stakeholders participate in the technical work of ISO through national 

delegations… 

 

But this is far from direct „participation by presence‟, and refers to a complex system 

of representation where non–participants must be aware of and connect with 

representative bodies who must then incorporate their views and carry them 

effectively into the actual development process. One can see that there may be many, 

or few, tiers of representation between a primary stakeholder such as a coffee farmer 
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in Brazil and participation in the development of an international standard that may 

directly affect his interests. So non-participants stakeholders could be further 

classified in context as consulting at 1
st
 2

nd
 or “n

th
” tier removed from the 

development process. 

Linking the issue of representation to that of power it is clear that there is also 

the potential to empower or dis-empower stakeholders by altering their level of 

participation in the process.  

 

So the question arises:  

 

Rdr 4 How do weaker stakeholders engage in standards development? 

 

Having identified who stakeholders are what their claim on an organisation is and 

how much power and influence they have, what impacts they undergo and what value 

can be created, the question still remains as to how organisations should engage with 

their stakeholders. To shed light on these questions one requires some insight into the 

nature of the process of standardization. The next section addresses this and argues for 

an organisational learning perspective on the activity. 

 

 

2.4 Argument for an organisational learning perspective on standards 

development 

 

 There are some clues within the standardization literature as to what kind of 

process standards development may be. For example Egyedi and Blind (2008) refer to 
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standards as “keys always hung upon the same nail freeing up our minds for other 

tasks” emphasizing their nature as routines. Swann (2004) has also studied the role of 

standards in innovation and concluded that they provide a valuable form of codified 

knowledge that is easily disseminated.  These references suggest a view of standards 

that resonates strongly with a well established part of the literature on organisational 

theory that deals with organisational routines (March and Simon, 1958).  

Routines have been described (Nelson, 1994) as organisational memory which 

embody successful solutions to particular problems, hence the ultimate outcome of a 

learning process. Levitt and March (1988) defined organisational routines as the 

forms, rules, procedures conventions and strategies around which organisations are 

constructed and through which they operate.  

Becker (2004) observed that changes in routines were not simply seen as 

changes in behavioural patterns, but also changes in cognitive regularities. This 

followed the theme in the organisational learning literature of the dichotomy between 

cognitive (Fiol and Lyles, 1985) and behavioural (Edmondson and Moingeon, 1998) 

dimensions. Tranfield et al. (2000) went further and added a third structural 

dimension to routines concerning how organisations were configured to accommodate 

and support the routine. They also classified routines into four categories including 

standard routines which he defined as the ways an organisation works day to day e.g. 

operating procedures, and including implementations of consensus based standards 

like ISO 9000.   

March et al. (2000) put forward a view based on extensive empirical studies 

that organisational change and learning could be understood as a process of changes 

in rules and routines. Feldman (2000) also highlighted that routines, although often 

conceived as static and stable, had the ability to be sources of change and flexibility as 
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they changed over time. She stated that “the process of change in organisational 

routines is also a process of organisational learning” . Thus the literature on 

organisational routines has looked to the literature on organisational learning to shed 

light on the nature of routines and has itself contributed to the enrichment of the 

learning literature.  

These perspectives on routines resonate with the work done by Egyedi and 

Blind (2008) in standardization literature showing that standards rather than being 

purely static entities are also subject to dynamics and change.  Given these similarities 

between routines and standards, consensus standards can be seen as a special form of 

routine developed in a different context. By analogy one may infer that just as 

routines are the result of a learning process, so standards must be the result of a 

similar learning process.  One of the differences between the two is that organisational 

routines embody the learning outcomes of single organisations, whereas consensus 

standards embody the learning outcomes of a wider group of participants from 

multiple organisations. Thus the initial draft research question RDr 1 becomes: 

 

RDr 2   How do diverse stakeholders‟ engage in the learning process of 

developing consensus standards? 

 

The derivative questions on specific classes of participant and participant stakeholders 

and the specific category of weaker stakeholders would also refer to the learning 

process. 

 

2.5  Overview of the Organisational Learning literature 

Before choosing to focus on those aspects of the organisational learning literature that 
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can help develop a specific theory of standards development as a learning process, it 

was necessary to review the wide organisational learning literature in order to 

understand why some theories have been chosen over others and to place the 

theoretical contribution in its broader context. 

The concept of Organisational Learning (OL) goes back over 40 years to when 

Cangelosi and Dill (1965) discussed the topic. It became high profile in the 1990s 

both in research (Crossan and Guatto, 1996) and practice through the normative 

language of “The Learning Organisation” (Garvin, 1993).  In the current decade it was 

even hailed as the new management paradigm by Burnes et al. (2003), who attributed 

its success to the need for organisations to find new strategies to survive and thrive in 

a business environment that was changing faster, becoming more complex and more 

competitive with increasing globalization. This view was reinforced by Dimitriades 

(2005) who argued that organisational learning was a core strategic capability in a 

new economy characterized by globalization, inter-connectivity and intangibility.  The 

field and continues to attract considerable research today for example (Visser, 2007; 

Sadler-Smith, 2008). 

There is no single theory of Organisational Learning, nor a singular definition 

of it. Opinions about the significance of this differ. Some authors have argued that the 

great diversity of perspectives from different disciplines, such as anthropology and 

psychology, brings richness to the field and thus no narrow research agenda should be 

pursued (Easterby-Smith, 1997).  In contrast, more critical contributions have judged 

the „ever increasing conceptual diversity‟ of the field to be one of several factors that 

point to an active mystification of the concept of Organisational Learning (Friedman 

et al., 2005). Some researchers have continued to pursue an inductive approach to the 

building of new grounded theories (Klimecki and Lassleben, 1998). This approach has 
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been strongly criticised as undermining the organisational behaviour literature by 

removing any theoretical cumulativeness while “different scholars more or less 

independently re-discover the same ideas, give them new names, and develop their 

own grounded theory” (Lorenz, 2001).  

In the absence of a single dominant theory it is instructive to examine the 

deepest level theoretical foundations contained in the primary metaphor of 

Organisational Learning. At its most fundamental level organisational learning can 

be viewed as rooted in metaphor (Klimecki and Lassleben, 1998) since it proposed 

that an organisation, like an individual can learn. The roots of this metaphor come 

from the psychology of individual learning which has a rich theoretical tradition that 

broadly falls into two strands: behavioural-associationist theories and cognitive-

organisational theories (Bower and Hilgard, 1981), with the behaviourist view of 

learning being “the change of behaviour due to experience in a given situation.  At the 

time they were writing. Klimecki and Lassleben (1998) commented that the 

behaviourist school had only minor influence in organisational learning – citing only 

(March and Olsen, 1976). They opted for a working definition of learning that they 

see as distilled from the dominant cognitive learning theories (Lefrancois, 1982) as 

“changes in states of knowledge – due to the processing of information” and that 

“enable an organisation to find new ways to survive and succeed in new situations”. 

They take a fundamentally social constructivist approach (Watzlawick, 1984) to 

organisational learning and therefore emphasis the key role of communication.  

 A recent review of the field (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004) considers the 

behaviourist-cognitive dichotomy along with several other such oppositions (see table 

2.1), and concludes that the field has moved towards incorporating both behavioural 

and cognitive perspectives in a more holistic approach. Evidence of this is found in 
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the growing adoption of an experiential learning perspective (Spicer, 2005). 

According to Kolb, who developed the experiential model, it offers a way of 

integrating “experience, perception, cognition, and behaviour” (Kolb, 1984). 

The implications of the OL metaphor for conceptualization have been neatly 

summarised by Popper  and Lipshitz (2000): a distinction needs to be made between 

learning in organisations (by individuals) and learning by organisations themselves; 

and at the same time a link needs to be made between individual and Organisational 

Learning. As the authors point out, this has been achieved by proposing hypothetical 

constructs that bridge the gap between individual and Organisational Learning in two 

different ways: by Argyris and Schon (1996) and their concept of theories of action, 

and by Kim (1993) who adopts the terminology generated by Senge (1990)  to suggest 

a role for shared mental models. The concept of shared mental models as a key 

connection between individual and Organisational Learning has been further 

developed by Spicer (2005) in his experiential learning framework.  

As Popper and Lipshitz (2000) point out however, reliance on such 

hypothetical constructs has been criticised because of the need to infer the existence 

of entities that cannot be proven to exist (Rouse and Morris 1986; Rouse et al., 1992). 

They prefer an approach that focuses on observable structural and procedural 

arrangements that can be seen to change (Cook and Yanow, 1993). They refer to these 

as Organisational Learning Mechanisms or OLMs, which are defined as 

“institutionalised structural and procedural arrangements that allow organisations to 

learn.” They link them to a process and behavioural definition of Organisational 

Learning offered by  Edmondson and Moingeon (1998) as “the process in which an 

organisation‟s members actively use data to guide behaviour in a way as to promote 

the ongoing adaptation of the organisation.” 
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Table 2.1 Dichotomies in Organisational Learning after (Bapuji and Crossan 

2004)  

Dichotomy Literature Resolution? 

Cognitive versus 

Behavioural 

Cognitive perspective (Fiol and 

Lyles, 1985). 

Behavioural perspective 

(Edmondson and Moingeon, 

1998) 

Experiential models like Kolb (Kolb, 

1984) learning cycle developed by 

(Spicer, 2005) 

 

 

Levels of analysis 

of learning group 

versus 

organisation 

 

Learning through individuals 

(Dodgson, 1993)  

Learning at group and 

organisation levels (March, 

1991) 

 

Authors who see this as important 

subject for research (Crossan et al., 

1995; Miner and Mezias, 1996) 

 

 

 

Exogeneous or 

endogeneous 

 

Question posed by (Dodgson, 

1993) 

 

Type of learning depends on level of 

people and context (Miller, 1996) 

 

 

Methodical or 

emergent 

 

(Miller, 1996) posed the 

question. 

 

Co-existence of both in the situational 

context (Blackler, 1995; Cook and 

Brown, 1999) 

 

 

Radical or 

incremental 

 

Framing the question (Miner 

and Mezias, 1996) 

 

Learning can be both (Miner and 

Mezias, 1996) 

 

Productive and 

unproductive 

 

 

Learning does not always lead 

to intelligent behaviour (Levitt 

and March, 1988) 

 

Learning can be productive when 

embedded in an appropriate culture 

(Popper  and Lipshitz, 2000) 
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Gnyawali and Stewart (2003)  in reviewing the OL literature found very little focus on a 

contingency perspective. They argue that since different environmental conditions need 

different responses (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967), they will also require different and 

appropriate learning processes resulting in different types of learning. They presented a 

model of learning with two principal learning modes called social and informational, 

and suggested that organisational learning required both to be successful. 

Many authors (Burgoyne and Jackson, 1997; Blackler, 2000; Coopey and 

Burgoyne, 2000; Fox, 2000) have now focused on the political nature of OL. Lawrence 

et al. (2005) have attempted to integrate these insights into organisational politics into a 

theory of Organisational Learning. They argue that the role of power in learning should 

be understood for at least three reasons: firstly, to respond to the call for a cumulative 

and integrative approach to organisational learning research (Crossan and Guatto, 

1996); secondly, that learning in organisations is always political; and thirdly, that it 

may provide some insight into why some organisations learn better than others. They 

take as their base model the 4I framework suggested by Crossan et al. (1999) and 

integrate power and politics into the equation. That model argues that organisational 

learning is a multi-level process that begins with individual learning, progresses to the 

group level and finally to organisational learning via a series of processes which they 

define as intuiting; interpreting; integrating and institutionalising. Lawrence et al. 

(2005) take a perspective based on a definition of two modes of power: episodic and 

systemic (Foucault, 1977; Clegg, 1989). Episodic power is when individual actors take 

strategic political actions in specific episodes whereas systemic power is when the 

routines of the organisation exercise power through diffused mechanisms like 

socialization or accreditation rather than through individuals. Their insights suggest a 
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connection between episodic power and the processes of interpreting and integrating 

new ideas. They also suggest a link between systemic power and the processes of 

intuition and institutionalisation. Institutionalisation of CR specifically within single 

corporations has been highlighted as the final outcome of a process of commitment, 

learning and institutionalisation (Anderson, 1986). The wider challenge, as framed by 

Ackerman in considering corporate social responsiveness (Ackerman, 1973), is to 

institutionalise CR across all corporations and to influence the higher forms of 

governance which define the role of business in society. Recently some authors have 

recorded some progress in that journey of institutionalisation for example; in the Dutch 

corporate governance model (Graaf and H Herkstroter, 2007); the institutionalisation of 

the fair trade movement (Gendron et al., 2009); and claims about institutionalisation 

within some industries (Boasson, 2009). 

The recent review by Bapuji and Crossan (2004) noted the progress of the literature 

to include a substantial body of empirical research and picked out some of the questions 

that it has raised: Among these was a comparison of vicarious and inter-organisational 

learning to understand when to use each one. This comparison recognised that 

organisations learn either from internal experience or external experience. External 

experience was seen as coming from three possible ways: 

 

 Congenital Learning 

 Vicarious Learning 

 Inter-organisational Learning 

 

Congenital Learning is the term given to learning from the experience of an industry at 

the point at which a new organisation is formed. It follows a logic that seeks to reduce 
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the risk of relying on one organisation‟s narrow or limited experience. Studies of the 

Manhattan hotel industry (Ingram and Baum, 1997; Baum and Ingram, 1998) found that 

congenital learning and also vicarious learning were negatively correlated with failure 

rates in that industry. 

Vicarious Learning is the term for learning from other organisations without 

actually interacting with those organisations. The existence of vicarious learning has 

been well established through several empirical studies, for example: a study of 

hospitals which found that they acquired nursing homes close to those bought by their 

competitors (Baum et al., 2000); another of radio stations that introduced changes in 

line with their competitors (Greve, 1998); and another that showed how university 

colleges adopted programmes introduced by similar organisations rather than simply 

copying the largest and most prestigious colleges (Kraatz, 1998). This latter study 

represents an overlap between the OL literature and the networks literature.  

Inter-Organisational Learning is a term that Bapuji and Crossan (2004) have said 

can include vicarious learning as well as learning between organisations when they 

actually interact. It is this latter meaning that is probably most useful in developing a 

clear set of terms. Classic examples of inter-organisational learning occur when firms 

create alliances, collaborations and joint ventures (Liebeskind et al., 1996; Powell et al., 

1996; Zollo et al., 2002). In fact evidence has been found that organisations select 

partners based on their knowledge and willingness to share it (Hitt et al., 2000). Lane 

and Lubatkin (1998) found that there is often an uneven ability to learn between the 

partners, and they introduced the concept of relative absorptive capacity to describe 

this. They also found that firms learn more from partners when they have similar 

knowledge base, structure and dominant logic. Successful learning from partners has 

also been found to be a function of previous experience with the specific partner and 
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with partnerships in general (Zollo et al., 2002).  

More recently though, a quite radical perspective on learning pertinent to this 

question of levels has been offered by Stacey (2003), who states that to talk of 

organisational learning is “to reify and anthropomorphize organisations”. Instead he 

argues that learning is “an activity of interdependent people”. His arguments centre on 

the rejection of the basic dichotomy of “the one and the many” and the resulting search 

for interactions between those two levels. Instead they put forward a Hegelian 

acceptance of the paradox where, “the one and the many are neither dichotomies nor 

dualisms/dualities but poles of a paradox which are transformed into both individual 

identity/consciousness and social relations at the same time”. This is grounded in the 

work of Mead (1934), who said that self and society arise together at the same time.  It 

is also fits within the wider theoretical perspective whereby Stacey (2003) presents 

organisations as “self-organising patterns of conversation, of meaning, in which human 

identities emerge.” He frames learning as “ the activity of interdependent people” and 

on the question of learning levels, Stacey (2003) concludes that “individuals cannot 

learn in isolation and organisations can never learn.” To some extent this challenge has 

been addressed by the idea that organisational learning is a series of processes linking 

multiple levels in an integrated framework (Crossan et al., 1999).  

Looking ahead, Bapuji and Crossan (2004) set out four general directions for 

future research including: strengthening research on the learning phenomenon; 

revisiting organisational theories; consideration of temporal issues in learning; and 

finally the issue of learning levels. Learning in organisations at the individual, group 

and organisation level has been investigated. More recently it has been suggested that 

learning occurs beyond the boundaries of the firm: in networked populations of 

organisations (McKendrick, 2001); at industry level (Ingram and Baum, 1997); and at 
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inter-organisational level (Lane and Lubatkin, 1998; Zollo et al., 2002). The role of 

networks in organisational learning is increasingly recognised in both inter-

organisational learning (Powel et al., 1996) and intra-organisational learning (Tsai, 

2001).  More recently the work on learning levels was extended to a theory of Network 

Learning  (Knight, 2002). A review of prior literature seen as providing examples of 

this theory (Knight and Pye, 2005) was an initial step towards grounding this theory in 

empirical data that was accompanied by a call for further research. Knight and Pye 

(2005) ground their theory in Pettigrew‟s model of change (1987) but go to great 

lengths to differentiate their learning based view of change from that typically 

associated with “change management” and hold that change cannot be managed but 

influenced or facilitated (Stacey, 1995). They find much in common with the 

sensemaking perspective of Weick (1979), which sees learning as “noticing and locating 

changes in the stream of experience”, and with Rajagoplan and Spreitzer (1996), who 

see change as continuous and emergent rather than planned or rational.  

The network perspective of learning is also in line with Cook and Yannow‟s 

(1993) view that learning is social, political, situated and practice-based rather than 

cognitive. This link begs the question why Network Learning is not simply an extension 

of the literature on communities of practice originated by Lave and Wenger (1991). 

However, as Knight and Pye (2004) point out, there is much in the literature about 

learning within networks rather than learning as a network, and the communities of 

practice literature does focus mainly on the role of the community in facilitating the 

learning of the individual. Network theory distinguishes between strategic networks 

which are organized groups engaged in collective action and wider networks which are 

more loosely connected and may exist only in the mind of the analyst. At the heart of 

the communities of practice is the concept of legitimate peripheral participation 
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whereby new members can observe and learn around the periphery. Those members are 

very consciously and publicly part of the community but are not necessarily active.  

Looking to the context of standardization, the community of practice concept seems to 

fit some of the stakeholder organisations such as trade associations where members are 

very consciously part of the community but fits less well with the idea of groups like the 

standards making networks that come together specifically for the productive purpose of 

making standards. Both wider networks and communities may play a role in the 

stakeholder level, but the core unit of analysis relevant to standardization would appear 

to be the Network. So this theory holds promise for application to the context of 

standards development as a process because standards development takes place in large 

networks spanning many organisations and so is revisited in detail in the next section.  

The idea of stakeholder learning dialogues was introduced in the context of a 

shift in corporate strategy from vertical integration to alliances and other collaborative 

forms that give rise to organisational networks (Daboub and Calton, 2002). These 

alliances lead to opportunities and risks that have been reviewed in an extensive 

literature (e.g. Lei et al., 1996). One of the key risks proposed by Daboub and Calton 

(2002) is that legal and ethical responsibility may be disaggregated in a value chain 

spread out within such a network leading to ethical issues. For example Nike was 

accused of having its trainers made using child labour (Locke et.al., 2007), and in South 

East Asia companies used “beer girls” to promoted the sale of beer in ways considered 

unethical in most Western cultures (Marshall and Stecklow, 2000). In this context it has 

been suggested that stakeholder learning dialogues offer a means of protecting high 

profile brand organisations from ethical issues deep within some part of its extended 

network. The construct of Multi-Stakeholder Learning Dialogues would appear through 

its very definition to have an obvious relevance to the current research topic. It is 
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therefore selected for further in depth exploration in following section.   

 

2.6   Network Learning 

 

Knight (2002) suggested that while most of the inter-organisational learning literature 

focuses on organisational level antecedents and outcomes, the importance of 

effectiveness at network level is recognised in both public sector, such as community 

based health and social services (Provan and Milward, 1995), and for collaborative 

efforts in the private sector (Hakansson and Snehota, 1995). Knight (2002) made an 

extensive case for Network Learning by offering evidence that it is novel and distinct 

from inter-organisational learning and can be usefully applied to real examples.  

Regarding differentiation from inter-organisational learning, Knight (2002) 

points out that most of this literature concerns appropriation of learning by individual 

organisations and what each firm can learn from the other during interaction (Larsson et 

al., 1998). 

Exploring the boundaries of the two concepts, Knight (2002) also described the 

example of a study of learning in strategic alliances where others (Andersen, 2003) 

found that learning could be institutionalised through reforming the behaviour of the 

alliance.  Knight (2002) explained that this would not constitute Network Learning 

unless the learning became embedded in the network. An example of embedded 

routines across a network group (Andersen, 2003) was published after Knight‟s paper 

and would seem to offer just such an example of the outcomes of Network Learning.  

Knight (2002) goes on to develop frameworks to explain the concept based on 

Pettigrew‟s (1987) view of emergent change whereby learning consists of changes in 

context, content and process all of which interact in a complex and dynamic way. 
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Knight‟s contribution (2002) was to extend that framework by defining Network 

Learning as the changes in learning content resulting in changes in practices, structures 

and interpretations.  

To make these concepts less abstract and to ground the theory in the literature, 

Knight (2002) gave four examples from the literature which she believed provided 

evidence for Network Learning. Interestingly only one of the four uses the term 

Network Learning in the work itself.  The first example is a comparative study of three 

industries (Spender, 1989) which found that they each had “a way of looking at their 

situations that is widely shared within their industry”. These “shared patterns of 

judgment” were called industry recipes (Knight, 2002). 

The second example was of communication and coordination between the 

different emergency services to deliver an effective response to disasters or terrorist 

threats (e.g.  Kouzmin et al., 1995).  This showed that changes on the level of inter-

organisational practices across such networks can lead to improved response (McHugh 

1995). Knight (2002) suggested that successful changes in views on disaster 

management across the network demonstrate cognitive Network Learning and 

successful enactment of new practices would be behavioural network learning.  

The third example of Network Learning (Nathan and Mitroff, 1991) described a 

project that supports the development of a collaborative strategy for a network of 

organisations to respond to food tampering crises. The difference from the previous 

example is that this network is more fragmented, wider and lacks central identity 

without crisis. The challenge then is to rapidly mobilise around an agreed “negotiated 

order” in times of crisis. Creating an agreed set of rules as to how to mobilise in that 

scenario forms the Network Learning project.  

The final example of learning in Toyota‟s knowledge-sharing network of suppliers 
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(Dyer and Nobeoka, 2000) is unique among the four examples in that the authors 

explicitly address network learning. The success factors of this network were given as: 

 Routines for exchanging tacit and explicit knowledge 

 Ownership of production process knowledge by the network 

 Protection of core intellectual property to protect competitors interests 

 Strong sense of network identity 

 Effective coordination of the network by Toyota 

Knight (2002) offered her own explanation of Network Learning in this context: 

“Network Learning occurs as the network learns to manage knowledge jointly, 

becoming a learner network” where the entity learning is the network itself. She 

contrasted this with Dyer and Nobeoka‟s (2000) focus on the ongoing sharing of 

production knowledge between organisations which is inter-organisational learning 

within an entity that would be called learning network. 

Calling for empirical research to build on and test the concept of Network Learning, 

Knight (2002) offered a unit of analysis for such studies in the form of the learning 

episode which she defines as having the following characteristics: 

 The Learner Network 

 Episode Time Boundaries 

 Motivations/Drivers for Learning 

 Learning Processes 

 Learning Outcomes 

 Performance Implications 

 Associated Organisational, Group, and Individual Learning. 

She recognised the difficulties in the subjective nature of drawing boundaries around a 

learning episode by suggesting these are outweighed by the advantages, namely: the 
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recognition that network and learning are embedded (Dacin et al., 1999); secondly, that 

it defines a useful unit of analysis; and finally, that it should facilitate cross-case and 

inter-researcher comparisons thus facilitating development of the field. 

 

2.7     Multi-Stakeholder learning 

 

Calton and Payne (2003) proposed that dialogue between stakeholders needs to be 

integrated into more reflective business practices. They see this direction as building on 

several existing approaches to embedding dialogue in action such as: action learning 

(Revans, 1980; Nielsen, 1996); participatory action research (Whyte, 1991); 

collaborative problem solving (Gray and Wood, 1991); and large group interaction 

methods (Bryson and Anderson, 2000). Specific approaches to multi-stakeholder 

engagement and learning using dialogue have been piloted (Senge, 1990, Issacs 1999) 

at the MIT Centre for Organisational Learning.  According to Calton and Payne (2003), 

dialogue can be defined as “a flow of meaning that unfolds through successive fields of 

conversation”.  

In a significant overlap between the business and society and OL literatures 

(Oswick et al., 2000) have emphasized the importance of a dialogic analysis of 

Organisational Learning. They contrast the version of dialogue they subscribe to as 

described by Deetz (1995) “where meaning is always incomplete and partial, and the 

reason I talk with others is to better understand what I and they mean”, with the version 

put forward by Senge (1990), which they claim implies “an unproblematic aggregation 

from individual cognition to collective organisational insight”. 

Recently Payne and Calton (2004) have set out their view of research potential for 

MSLDs. The key themes from that paper have been summarised into four main areas: 
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 Assumptions 

 Antecedents, Preconditions and Introductory Characteristics 

 Dialogic Processes 

 Potential Limitations and Risks 

Under each of these are numerous research potentials described. These included the 

effective design of MSLDs include considerations about financial sponsorship, physical 

space and process design. The risks of MSLD‟s highlighted by Crane and Livesey, 

(2003) included he proliferation and “cacophony” of voices possibly leading to 

fragmentation of organisations; distortion of meaning and even identity of stakeholders 

as a result of persuasion or even manipulation by organisations or powerful stakeholders 

In this regard Deetzn et al. (1997) have noted that most engagements with stakeholders 

are “systematically  distorted”; and finally the dangers associated with claims and 

expectations of the process being high relative to perceived outcomes. 

Calton and Payne (2004) recognised the root cause of these risks as the 

“Stakeholder mismatching problem”  (Wood and Jones, 1995) in the context of 

corporate citizenship and state that “if stakeholders have plural often conflicting claims 

and expectations…then the social responsibilities of corporate citizenship cannot be 

captured in a unitary performance measure”. By analogy one could suggest that there 

can be no single measure of successful learning outcomes. However by connecting with 

the concept of productive learning from mainstream OL literature, one can formulate a 

view that says: for whom was this learning outcome productive? And by corollary for 

whom was it not productive? This could support studies that inform moral imperative 

(Van Buren, 2001) to ensure representation by measuring the level of productive 

outcomes for those weaker voices.  
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2.8     Comparative analysis of Multi-stakeholder Learning dialogue and Network 

Learning 

 

The last two sections have shown that Network Learning Theory (Knight, 2002) can 

address learning at high levels, and that multi-stakeholder learning theory (Calton and 

Payne, 2003) (has the potential?) to address the stakeholder context. Both therefore 

offer candidate theories to explain the context of standards development as a learning 

process. This section examines how they compare both to each other and to the aims 

and objectives of the research project along a number of key dimensions as 

recommended by Hart (2003) including their views on stakeholders; epistemology; 

morality; and major interpretative arguments. 

 

1. Stakeholder perspective 

 

Calton and Payne (2003) summarised two alternative views of stakeholders which can 

be viewed as politically opposed. The first is the view by Mitchell et al. (1997) that 

frames stakeholders purely in terms of their salience to managers. The second, framed 

by Van Buren (2001), says that Mitchell‟s pitch their own political level by saying they 

do not advocate “particular institutional reform of corporate governance” but associate 

themselves with the  more politically moderate viewpoint by Kelly (2002) that the CSR 

movement should “focus less on inspiring discretionary actions…” and “more on 

system design…to craft new structures of power where power is wielded not by the few 

but by the many”. 

 The concept of Network Learning is framed as an alternative to the frames of 

change and change management. Knight and Pye (2004) argued that Network Learning 
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helps understand developments “in a more holistic way that captures their emergent, 

social and political qualities”. 

 The political intent of this work is to enhance the voices of weaker stakeholders 

and in order to achieve this I can draw on both schools of thought. This study can 

advance the cause of empowering weaker stakeholder voices by understanding the 

current processes and structures that give power and voice to stakeholders and thereby 

inform Kelly‟s (2002) agenda of better system design. Network Learning provides a 

detailed framework with which to trace the political themes within each case and 

thereby link the learning processes and outcomes with the interests of the different 

stakeholder groups. 

 

2. Epistemology 

 

Multi-stakeholder learning emphasizes and advocates a pluralist epistemology (Calton 

and Payne, 2003) where the ability of a voiced opinion to generate learning is through 

its divergence with the opinions of others. It is a worldview that views dissensus as 

equal in value to consensus. Network Learning emphasizes the significance of 

consensus in providing shared practices and shared interpretations in networks.  

For my own project I need to understand the role of dissensus and minority 

views for the learning process but I am also concerned with learning outcomes and 

change. For this I need to understand what happens to these minority views when the 

learning outcomes are generated. Is the voice of minority or less powerful stakeholders 

preserved and embedded when the learning process passes from a social one to codified 

knowledge in the form of new standards? Standards are the institutional instruments of 

power and influence so if less powerful voices are heard in discussion but not translated 
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into a voice within the practice then empowerment has failed to take place.  

With respect to this aim I view the two frameworks as providing complementary 

views of knowledge. They also offer a potentially valuable tool in the form of a 

dichotomy of consensus-dissensus with which to view the evolution of the learning 

process and its outcomes. 

 

3. Morality  

 

Network Learning appears to be morally neutral in as much as it is framed as a theory 

and methodology of looking at learning episodes at a certain structural level i.e. the 

network level. In axiological terms there appears to be no intent to incorporate a moral 

or ethical purpose into the research. However, Knight and Pye (2004)  recognise a moral 

dimension to learning that has been identified by others in the field in their statement 

that “learning does not always have positive connotations; the process may involve 

conflict, abuse of power, and mistrust” (Coopey and Burgoygne, 2000, Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2000, Vince, 2001). They further recognise that the outcomes of learning may not 

all be positive, citing examples of outcomes that are detrimental (Crossan et al., 1995, 

Miner and Mezias, 1996). 

In contrast, it is perhaps not surprising that writing in the Journal of Business 

Ethics, Daboub and Calton (2002) make a strong moral argument for managers to take a 

more pluralist and inclusive approach to interacting with stakeholders.  They put a 

moral argument that the disaggregation of the value chain has resulted in the 

disaggregation of ethical and legal responsibility. Calton and Payne (2003) also support 

the arguments of Van Buren (2001) that stakeholders‟ claims have a normative and 

moral claim to legitimacy.  
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Part of my motivation as a researcher in this field is the moral project to discover 

ways to enhance the voice and protect the interests of weaker stakeholders. Multi-

stakeholder learning is supportive of this normative agenda but may suffer a weakness 

in its apparent assumption that stakeholder involvement in dialogue results in a morally 

superior outcome for weaker stakeholders.  

The more neutral perspective of Network Learning allows us to consider the 

possibility that stakeholders can be involved in a learning process and still suffer 

unfavourable and morally undesirable outcomes. In that sense Network Learning offers 

a fresh and useful instrument with which to probe the moral dimension. 

 

4. Major Arguments & Interpretations of Multi-Stakeholder Learning and Network 

Learning 

 

Given the pluralist epistemology advocated by Calton and Payne (2003) it is not 

surprising that there is no single interpretative perspective advocated by these authors 

for analysing multi-stakeholder dialogues. However, they do construct a 

visual/conceptual device of a four box matrix which embodies their understanding of 

what pluralistic epistemology means and an adaptation of this is shown in figure 2.2. 

Calton and Payne (2003) argue that most business managers reside overwhelmingly in 

quadrant 1 as “Expert voices seeking to construct universal meanings from the 

specialized study of facts of values”, because they are seduced by “the appeal of 

scientific methods” who are “driven by an impulse to control”. They frame this quadrant 

as a space where “scientists and philosophers sort facts and values into separate piles”.  

They present quadrant four as the place where many voices seek to integrate and 

reconstruct plural meanings via dialogue which is the methodology of multi-stakeholder 
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learning dialogues. So they have a clear agenda to expand what they view as the 

restricted sensemaking space of quadrant 1 into a broader space moving across all four 

quadrants. 

To facilitate comparison it is useful to view Network Learning through the lens 

of this four quadrant matrix. Network Learning seeks to make sense through tracking 

the emergence of shared interpretations and meanings at the Network level could be 

seen as a perspective on the side of consensus within quadrant II. The practice and 

rhetoric of standards making is also firmly within this quadrant where practitioners 

speak of consensus based standards and have definitions of what consensus means in 

process terms.  

One of the main lines of argument is that stakeholder dialogues can “incorporate 

multiple voices, plural meanings and even elements of dissensus in community 

sensemaking conversations that encourage a more reflective management practice and 

which in turn can enhance the learning potential of stakeholder interactions” (Calton 

and Payne, 2003). This argument is presented graphically in figure 2.3 using Toulmin's 

(1958) classic structure for an argument with claim, data, warrant and backing.                     

One of the main deficiencies in Calton and Payne's (2003) arguments is the 

implied definition of learning in this context. Nowhere do they state explicitly what 

their view of learning is either in outcomes, process, or levels. They do suggest that a 

key antecedent to learning is a diversity of views and a pluralist epistemology. They 

also suggest dialogue as a key learning process although they recognises is little 

understood and suggest it as a research potential. However they say nothing about 

learning levels – what or who is the entity learning. Nor do they say much about 

learning outcomes and what it looks like when the potential for learning is realised. This 

is a real missed opportunity to connect with a substantial and diverse body of literature 
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on organisational learning that considers these issues. The authors argued convincingly 

that their view of stakeholders is different from that in the dominant management 

paradigm of stakeholder management and they make a moral distinction between their 

views. But is hard to see what argument, moral or otherwise, there can be for ignoring 

the long tradition on organisational learning in the established literature. The conceptual 

framework would benefit from this comparison if only to highlight areas of difference. 
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Figure 2.2 Calton and Payne’s (2003) pluralist epistemology applied to 

collaborative learning in multi-stakeholder learning networks and mapping 

Network Learning Theory 
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Figure 2.3 Toulmin’s structure for Key argument of Calton & Payne for Multi-

stakeholder Learning Dialogue 
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examples rather than studies of any depth and there is a clear lack of detailed studies in 

the field. Again there is an apparent recognition that learning outcomes have been 

limited to date in many multi-stakeholder dialogues and this is rationalized as being due 

to insufficient attention to learning processes.  However there is no evidence cited to 

support this argument.  

Returning to the logic of these arguments, there is no development of the case 

that the key variable for successful learning would be the facilitative process more 

explanation of how this process would allow the accommodation of diverse views to 

become productive or unproductive.  

The main arguments of Network Learning theory can be analysed in the same 

way using Toulmin‟s (1958) structure to pick out each element. This is shown in figure 

2.4. The main deficiencies of this argument are: it fails to address the classic criticism of 

organisational learning that it requires an inanimate entity to have the ability to learn 

(for example (Stacey, 2003)). 
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Figure 2.4 Toulmin’s (1958) structure showing main argument of Network 

Learning Theory 
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2.9   Conclusions and implications for the study 

 

The comparative analyses have shown that neither Network Learning theory (Knight, 

2002) nor Multi-Stakeholder Learning Theory (Calton and Payne, 2003) on their own 

can address all of the concerns of the current research project. The logical analysis has 

shown that multi-stakeholder theory has some significant weaknesses and is supported 

by less evidence and less robust argument than Network Learning theory. However it 

has a moral agenda and directly brings the multi-stakeholder dimension into 

consideration. Network Learning theory has a firmer grounding in key themes of the  

organisational learning literature (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004) and as such its weaknesses 

are at least shared with the potential critiques of most of that field. Moreover, Network 

Learning theory provides a level of detailed theoretical framework that can be 

operationalised in a way suitable for a realist (Sayer, 2000) researcher to take into the 

field. 

 The conclusion then is that Network Learning should form the initial framework 

for a theoretical model to be tested, and that elements of multi-stakeholder theory 

should inform that model. An initial check that this will not cause any logical issues has 

been carried out by re-formulating the core research question as an argument and 

embedding in that argument the central tenants of each of the two theories. In figure 2.5 

the research question, “How can stakeholders influence the learning and change 

processes in the development of standards?” becomes the proposition “stakeholders can 

influence the learning and change processes in the development of standards”. This 

argument then begs the question what existing data supports this argument? The first 

evidence is the recognition by ISO that in entering the field of multi-stakeholder 

engagement and sustainability standards it really has taken on a new challenge (ISO 
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2002; ISO 2004).
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Figure 2.5 Toulmin’s structure showing the research topic’s as a proposition 
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2.10  Initial conceptual framework 

 

This study seeks to build theory and provide insight into the how questions, as well as to 

test these basic propositions.  As Yin (2001) says that “theory development as part of 

the design phase is essential, whether the ensuing case study’s purpose is to develop or 

test theory”. Miles and Huberman (1994) support this by arguing that even exploratory 

or inductive research can benefit strongly from the establishment of a sound conceptual 

framework which can then inform as much instrumentation as possible in order to 

maintain the focus of the study. In contrast, while Eisenhardt (1989) suggests that a 

priori constructs are recommended to provide better empirical grounding in the data, she 

is careful to point out that “no construct is guaranteed a place in the resultant theory”. 

Nor does she believe there is a need for theory or hypotheses at the outset.  

However Eisenhardt (1989) does advise comparison with emerging theory with 

the extent literature. My own view is that through this examination of that literature, and 

the process of defining constructs one necessarily conceives of relationships between 

constructs, even if these are not made explicit. Effectively then one will have theoretical 

concepts and it is better to make these explicit even if as Miles and Huberman (1994) 

say this is done is crudely through diagrams organized into “bins and arrows”.  

 The conceptual framework for the current study, derived from Network 

Learning Theory, applied to the context of Development of SR standards is shown in 

figure 2.6. This conceptual framework has been used to then develop the research 

questions and to convert them into research propositions are part of constructing an 

overall research design as discussed in the next chapter. 
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This basic model shows the application of the Network Learning model components: 

changes in structure; practices and interpretations and applies it to the context of 

standards development. Network Learning suggests an order or flow of events at the top 

level in that the outer context shapes the learning outcomes and translates into changes. 

However it does not comment on the sequence of changes in interpretations structures 

and practices or how they are inter-related. This basic representation therefore reflects 

that top level of theory applied to the context of standards development. It shows  

changes in interpretation, structures and practices, occurring in parallel, without any 

particular connection between them, until any evidence is found to support a specific 

sequence or causality between the different elements of the theory. The draft model 

does however separate out changes in external practices based on the logic that the final 

outcomes of published standards will come at the end of any internal changes. The links 

between changes are shown in blue and represent the process element of the Network 

Learning (Knight, 2002) model. Without characterizing these in detail they are expected 

to be covered by the broad modes of learning social and informational proposed by 

Gynawali and Stewart (2003) as shown in figure 2.6. 

The multi-stakeholder learning model (Calton and Payne, 2003) is less 

developed but the preceding arguments point to several key steps which can crudely be 

conceived as a micro-level running parallel to the Network Learning stages. Initially 

non-participant stakeholders gain access to the process and others are left either as non-

participants or as consulted parties. The participants then take part in the learning stages 

and experience consensus or dissensus. There is then an activity where a standard is 

produced. Although the outputs of the development process are nominally called 

consensus standards it would be interesting to probe in more detail what consensus 

means in terms of the changes in interpretation as well as the practices. The output of 
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the process, the published standard is then expected to have some impact on all 

stakeholder groups whether they participated or not. A factor left floating within this 

schema is the role of power. 

Although this model may seem very crude given the depth of analysis and 

review of the deeper concepts in this chapter it strikes balance between capturing the 

essential elements of the Network Learning theory and multi-stakeholder theory in a 

way that is sufficient to gather data in a focused way but avoiding closing out options 

for the data to shape and evolve the theory as per the research strategy. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology  

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter begins by recapping the objectives of the study. It then sets out the author‟s 

research philosophy, explaining how this links back to the researcher‟s values, and how 

it underpins the intended contribution. The choice of research strategy is then justified 

by considering its consistency with the research philosophy, the intended contribution 

and other factors like feasibility. This research strategy is then presented starting with 

the development of a theoretical framework in two parts. The first part analyses the 

theories of primary interest in the literature review, namely Network Learning and 

Multi-Stakeholder Learning. These theories then provide constructs for a basic 

theoretical framework for the study as well as laying the foundations for further 

comparison to the enfolding literature during theory development. The detailed research 

design is then set out and each of the five key components of the design are detailed in 

the subsequent sections covering: the research questions; the units of analysis; the logic 

linking data to propositions; and the criteria for interpreting the findings.  

Since a case study method is being used, the following sections explain: case 

selection; the creation of a coding scheme; the approach to data collection; data analysis 

and the format of presentation of results. Given the distinctive nature of this DBA 

program the level of researcher involvement and its implications for the design are 

highlighted throughout.  

 

3.2 Research Aims and Objectives  

The aim of this study is to gain a deeper insight into the structures and mechanisms of 
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collaborative learning in the context of the development of CR standards. It is intended 

to contribute to practice by improving the design and implementation of multi-

stakeholder engagement in the context of standards development, but also in its wider 

applications as a best practice in the implementation of CR. Its primary intended 

contribution to theory is to build on a clear and consistent theme of research within 

organisational learning literature focused on the examination of learning levels (Bapuji 

and Crossan, 2004) and the specific Network Learning theory (Knight and Pye, 2005). 

Its secondary contribution to theory is to build connections between this established 

body of literature and ethical business literature on multi-stakeholder engagement by a 

synthesis of some of the core constructs of multi-stakeholder learning dialogues (Payne 

and Calton, 2004) by including and testing these constructs in a process of grounding 

theory in the data. Its central research questions are: 

 

RQ How do diverse stakeholder views contribute to the collaborative learning 

processes and outcomes during standards making? 

 

This question can then be broken down into sub questions, using the classification of 

stakeholders derived in the literature review. As referred to in the literature review 

participant stakeholders may have something in common with Clarkson's (1995) 

primary stakeholders, non-participant stakeholders with his secondary stakeholders. 

Weaker stakeholders refers to stakeholders able to exercise less influence on the process 

either by: remoteness of representation; lack of influence; lack of resources or other 

disempowering mechanism to be discovered as championed by Van Buren (2001). 

 

R1 How do diverse participant stakeholder views contribute to the collaborative 



 78 

learning processes and outcomes during standards making? 

 

R2 How do non-participant stakeholder views contribute to the collaborative 

learning processes and outcomes during standards making? 

 

R3 How are weaker stakeholders empowered to contribute to the collaborative 

learning processes and outcomes during standards making? 

 

3.4  Choice of research strategy 

 

I applied several key criteria to identifying and then validating my choice of research 

strategy. These were: fit with my research philosophy; fit with my intended contribution 

from a theoretical and practitioner perspective; appropriateness to the context; 

feasibility of implementation; consistency of approach. The fit with research philosophy 

was the most influential on the choice of research strategy and indeed is closely bound 

up with intended contribution so it is considered first before a broad treatment of the 

other factors. 

 

3.4.1  Fit with research philosophy 

 

The author‟s research philosophy is closely aligned with the realist perspective. Sayer 

(2000) has outlined the main features of realism as: a central thesis about knowledge; 

distinctions between real, actual and empirical; an ontological stratification of the world 

including a concept of emergent properties; its distinctive view of causation and focus 

on structures and mechanisms; its interpretive dimension; and compatibility with a 
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critical stance. The central thesis and core of the philosophy is set out briefly below 

followed by an examination of the implications of each of these key dimensions for the 

current study. 

The central thesis of realism is that the world is independent of our knowledge 

of it. This is in contrast for example with social constructivism which suggests that the 

world is constructed by those that observe and experience it  (Berger and Luckmann, 

1966). In contrast, Bhaskar (1975) defined the intransitive dimensions of knowledge as 

the objects we study and the transitive dimension of knowledge as our theories and 

discourses about these phenomenon. So in the realist world, as Sayer (2000) says, the 

social scientist construes rather than constructs. This perspective resonates with my 

background as a research chemist where I observed that on the one hand there were 

many potential theories with which to view a set of chemical reactions.  However, no 

matter which theory was applied, if specific ingredients were brought together in a 

specific set of conditions, then chemical reactions would consistently occur.  The search 

to explain these reactions was a search to uncover structures and mechanisms, which is 

also how the realist project has been described (Bhaskar, 1997). Within realism though, 

it is recognised that the kind of closed and controlled systems of the chemical laboratory 

do not occur for social systems in nature. Social systems are open, complex and messy 

making the discovery of these mechanisms even more challenging.   

By distinguishing between transitive and intransitive dimensions of knowledge, 

Sayer (2000) argues that realism differentiates itself from empirical or “naïve” realism 

which holds that what is real is simply that which is experienced or observed. Realism 

defines the real as what exists, including the structures and „powers‟ or potential of 

objects or structures. It then defines the actual as what happens when those powers are 

activated. Finally the empirical is that which is observed and experienced. This is 
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known as a stratified ontology (Sayer, 2000). Returning to my chemical analogy. 

hydrogen and oxygen have the real potential to react together to make a completely 

different compound water. The fact that this potential is not actually activated unless the 

gases are mixed and ignited in a violent reaction means that it was not empirically 

observed for some time. The lack of empirical observation did not mean that it was any 

less real. In the social world it has been argued that organisational learning is not real 

because it has so little observed within actual organisations. Skeptics might argue that 

the same is true for multi-stakeholder initiatives. But as a realist my project is also to 

discover the mechanisms, structures and powers by which genuine learning and 

empowerment can potentially occur. Even if this is rare in current actual conditions, the 

aim is to find the conditions that make it possible to transform the real to the actual:  the 

flame that sets off the reaction and produces a new outcome with quite different 

properties.  

In the chemical example the very different properties of water are said to be 

emergent from those of its constituents and emergent properties are a key feature of 

realism. Bhaskar (1975) has argued that emergent properties in social sciences like 

conversing while they may show dependency on underlying physiological processes 

like brain cell activity however cannot be explained by reduction to these processes. In 

the same way in this study, although Network Learning can help us examine key 

dimensions like changes in structures, practices and interpretations, the resultant 

concept of Network Learning in my view should be regarded as an emergent property of 

these underlying factors and not simply reducible to them. Examining this difference in 

properties of the macro level Network from the sum of its micro level elements will 

therefore be a consistent theme throughout this work. 

Realism does not follow the successionist view of causation which holds that 
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causation involves a regular sequence of events (Bhaskar, 1975; Harre and Madden, 

1975). As Sayer (2000) put it “what causes something has nothing to do with how many 

times it happens”. The implication for this study is that the understanding the 

mechanisms of learning at work will require insight and not simple observation or a 

succession of events. 

 Studying social phenomena differs from studying natural objects because the 

objects of study, like social discourse, actually contain meaning themselves. As a result 

there is an interpretive dimension to realism that sits alongside its naturalist dimension. 

As Sayer (2000) put it: in order to study their subjects, social scientists have to enter the 

hermeneutic circle of those that they study. 

 Finally, and perhaps most significantly, realism lends itself to a critique of the 

social phenomena it studies. In order to make a significant critique I want my work to 

relate to prior thinking and to challenge some of its basic assumptions, for example 

challenging the fairly „loose‟ rhetoric of stakeholder engagement and the legitimization 

conferred by this often poorly understood and poorly executed process. I also want to 

offer insight into theoretical and practical thinking by uncovering mechanisms which I 

believe are significant in this context e.g., processes for effectively translating the voice 

of weaker stakeholders into a real influence on business standards and behaviours. In 

order to balance the critical and constructive aspects of my realist project I need an 

approach which connects with prior theory, is able to challenge it and build on it. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) set out an approach to building so called “grounded” 

theory from case study research. The method uses an iterative approach to compare data 

with emerging theory and begins with data collection. More recently, detailed examples 

on implementing this technique in practice has been offered and reviewed (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1997). The technique claimed to create new theory unfettered by prior 
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influences, but it has been criticised on several counts. Firstly, on the grounds that the 

researcher does not in truth start with a blank piece of paper but comes with a set of 

perspectives which constitute a theoretical lens which is simply undisclosed. Secondly, 

that it tends to produce theory which is not widely generalised and finally that it fails to 

build on prior work. This last criticism is particularly significant since part of my 

project here is to build on the strong theme of learning levels in the organisational 

learning literature which is a field often criticised for failing to build on prior theory.  

The strengths of the approach remain its close connection between theory and data and 

its suitability for exploring relatively new areas.  

The case study method has a long tradition of providing detailed descriptive 

studies such as the classic study of street corner life by Whyte (1955) for example. It 

has also been used as an exploratory way to open new fields of enquiry (Ogawa and 

Malen, 1991). But there are also some classic explanatory case studies (Allison 1971) 

and more recently Yin (2003) has demonstrated how these cases can be structured and 

design in order to test and build theory. Eisenhardt (1989) carried out a landmark review 

of building theories from case study research and drew together several threads in the 

literature including the work of Glaser and Strauss (1967) and the methods of Miles and 

Huberman (1994). She concluded that case study work can be used to build theory that 

is novel, testable and empirically valid. She also set out a roadmap for a process of 

building theory from case study research through eight key stages. Her approach 

informs this research and is referred to in detail later. But one of the key elements that 

resonated with my project was Eisenhardt's (1989) recommendation to compare the 

emerging theory with what she calls the enfolding literature. She argued that this 

improves the quality of the theory and the definition of its constructs.  She specifically 

argued that comparison with conflicting literature builds internal validity. This also 
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offers an excellent fit with the critical dimension of my project since it will allow a 

critical comparison with established work. She further stated that comparison with 

supporting literature widened the external validity of the findings. Again this supports 

the dimension of my project which seeks to build on strong themes in the organisational 

learning literature and to contribute momentum to the emergent literature on 

standardization.  Eisenhardt‟s (1989) thinking was not without criticism and Dyer and 

Wilkins (1991) published a rejoinder to her approach stating that it compromised the 

depth and detail that was the strength of the classic single case study approach. They 

said that what was needed was “better stories, not better constructs”. Eisenhardt (1991) 

replied that the stories versus constructs may be a false dichotomy and argued for a 

balance. She also cited studies suggesting that context-rich stories can lure people into 

thinking they understand more than they do (Nisbett and Ross, 1980) and hence warned 

against a simply descriptive approach. The debate will doubtless continue. However 

faced with deciding which strategy best that fit my project, one factor strongly 

reinforced my choice: as a practitioner I was living the story as a daily experience and 

saw little value for myself or my stakeholders in a purely descriptive account of events 

(which I am content to leave for my memoirs!). A more generalised theory of multi-

stakeholder engagement as a collaborative and productive learning process would have 

far greater application to the issues of concern for me and my stakeholders. 

Yin (2003) recognised the importance of research philosophy in shaping the 

choice of research strategy, admitting that there was often a “predisposition” to a 

particular strategy. He advised researchers to “create the form of the study question best 

matching the strategy you were inclined to pursue in the first place”. Reflecting on my 

affiliation with the realist philosophy I re-examined my choice of the case study 

approach. Sayer (2000) has said that realism is compatible with a wide range of research 
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methods relative to positivism or interpretivism while recognizing the need for a clear 

logic based on the object of study and what one wants to discover about it. He 

distinguishes between extensive methods and intensive methods. Extensive methods 

take populations and classify attributes. Intensive methods, such as case studies, take 

individual entities and trace causal mechanisms. Since causality is at the heart of realism 

and of my specific project, then the intensive design is far better suited.  

 

3.4.2  Fit with intended contribution and context 

 

I regard both Network Learning and multi-stakeholder theories as having a strong social 

constructivist influence. The implication for methodology is that while social 

constructivists might be satisfied to uncover multiple constructs of reality through 

multiple narratives of a situation, I will look for triangulation and multiple sources of 

data to uncover mechanisms.  The ability to triangulate from multiple sources of data 

and to uncover mechanisms and progressively explore a context in depth suggests a 

good fit with the case study methodology.  

The aim of realist research has been described as “identification and verification 

of underlying generative mechanisms or structures which give rise to actions and 

events, and which can be experienced in the empirical domain” (Bhaskar, 1997). So I 

view Network Learning as a first approximation of a macro-level mechanism which 

may give rise to the events in the case studies. However without connections between 

context, content and process elements of network theory it is from my perspective 

incomplete and not fully satisfactory. Multi-stakeholder learning theory also resides in a 

domain too close to idealism for my tastes. By seeking to integrate the multi-

stakeholder theory with Network Learning I am seeking to connect a very interpretive 
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view of the world with a more causative view of realism that will have greater 

connection with events and discoverable mechanisms and therefore offer greater 

practical explanatory power for managers and other stakeholders. 

This underlying focus on mechanisms allows a further connection with the work 

of Popper and Lipshitz (2000) and their focus on organisational learning mechanisms 

when characterizing the micro-level stakeholder learning processes and then trying to 

connect them with macro-level mechanisms. It also invites a further connection with the 

work of Gnyawali and Stewart (2003) by adopting their classification of learning 

mechanisms into social and informational modes. The underlying project is to discover 

mechanisms combined with regard for the fact that organisational learning theory has 

already provided a rich vocabulary with which to identify, describe and classify 

different mechanisms. So this project should deepen the understanding of mechanisms 

and process in the Network Learning theories and thereby connect it with some of the 

more process-focused and pragmatic parts of the organisational learning literature. 

Eisenhardt (1989) has stated that case study methods are particularly well suited 

to new fields of research since they support an exploratory theory building approach. 

Standardization is little studied from the learning perspective and so the case study 

appears to be a suitable tool to use. 

 

3.4.4 Feasibility of Implementation 

As a practitioner in the field of standards development I had the considerable advantage 

of gaining easy access to the fields of research to study them in some depth. Typically 

this would not be available to anyone not directly working in this setting so it was an 

opportunity I did not want to miss before moving on to a new role outside of the 

standards institutions. Sayer (2000) recognised that intensive methods such as case 
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studies which allow in depth study of mechanisms take a long time, are therefore 

limited to studying a few instances, and must therefore be generalised to theory. 

Whereas extensive studies like surveys that claim greater generalisability to populations 

and take less time than intensive techniques, they may lack theoretical depth. On 

balance I judged that the investment of time in the intensive method was worthwhile to 

fulfill the requirement for in depth understanding, and that I would be able to integrate 

the networking aspect of my work with the requirements of the study. Looking back this 

choice seems valid because by interviewing respondents often face to face I was able to 

make many valuable new contacts for the future. 

 

3.4.5  Consistency of approach 

Yin (2003) argued that whatever choice of strategy was made there should be alignment 

between three key parameters and the research strategy: the form of the research 

question; the degree of control; the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to 

historical events. The events of interest to me were the development of new standards in 

CSR which were contemporary events during my time of research. This ruled out a 

purely archival or historical analysis which as a social constructivist would have denied 

me the opportunity to witness, and be involved in, the creation of a socially constructed 

text. Not only did I chose to investigate contemporary events, but I specifically chose 

events where I had direct professional involvement so that I could deploy methods 

consistent with my philosophy as a researcher such as participant observation and 

reflection.  As a realist I do not believe that one can control social events in the manner 

of a scientific experiment and my project was to discover mechanisms and processes. 

To discover these required an exploration approach consistent with asking the question 

“How?” This rationale therefore led to the research topic level question: 
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How does Collaborative Multi-Stakeholder Learning take place in the 

development of CSR standards? 

 

This topic level question is required to help identify a conceptual framework which can 

address this subject in a suitable way but it is too broad to be the research question for a 

single study. In fact this observation is made from hard experience as I originally 

undertook a pilot investigation using this as a research question and found that it led to a 

diverging and expanding set of data which even a clear inductive process failed to 

converge into a focused set of findings. Subsequently a more focused set of questions 

were developed as discussed in a following section. As an inductive researcher I was 

happy to formulate new questions by refining higher level questions in the light of data 

discovered and in an iterative process. 

So my research choices were to investigate contemporary events, with a degree 

of involvement but without direct “control” in order to ask a series of questions of the 

format how. All of these parameters are consistent with choosing a case study 

methodology and research design (Yin, 2003). 

 

3.2.1 Potential weaknesses of the case study methodology  

 

Some authors (Shavelson and Townes, 2002) believe case studies should be used purely 

for exploratory research, using surveys for descriptive work and experiments for 

explanatory or theory building work. There are three areas of principal concern: (a) the 

potential for a lack of rigour in the case study; (b) the difficulty in generalisation; and 

(c) the concern about length. 
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These concerns will be addressed in this work by the following approach 

 

(a) Rigour 

Firstly a great deal of focus is placed on the creation of the detail of the research design 

– what Miles and Huberman (1994) call “prior instrumentation”. This should allow a 

tight focus on the aspects of the study which are of interest while still staying true to the 

philosophy of pursuing an inductive treatment of the data. The detail of instrumentation 

should also support the second area of concern, generalisability, by making it easier for 

other to replicate this work in other cases. 

 

(b) Generalisability  

Yin (2003) explained that case study‟s make claims to be generalisable to theory not to 

entire populations. Eisenhardt (1989) emphasized the need to relate findings to the 

enfolding literature in order to make generalisation more valid. So this study will aim to 

make claims that can be generalised to Network Learning theory (Knight and Pye, 

2005) and/or to Multi-Stakeholder Learning theory (Payne and Calton, 2004) and to the 

specific propositions formulated from the research questions which are grounded in 

those two theories. Moreover this study will start to pursue a replication logic by 

selecting three case studies in order to show replication in at least one case and to 

predict and explain differences in the other case. Further consideration of this issue is 

given in the section on case selection.  

 

(c) Length 

Case studies, often in their descriptive nature, can be seen as overly long and difficult to 
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read. My strategy to avoid this is twofold: firstly, to structure the case reports in a 

theory driven way minimizing the descriptive detail and secondly, to report on data that 

is relevant to the questions of most interest leaving the potential to review the database 

for other questions for another time. 

 

3.2.2 Implementing the design  

 

Figure  3.1 The case study methodology [after (Yin 2003)] 

3.3 Developing a theoretical framework 

 

An initial theoretical framework was derived in the last chapter so the next section will 

explain the rationale of case selection and outlining the data collection and protocol and 
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the basis of data analysis.  

 

3.4 Research Design 

According to Yin (2003) there are five key components of a research design: the study‟s 

questions; its propositions; its unit(s) of analysis; the logic linking data to the 

propositions; and the criteria for interpreting the findings. The study questions were 

derived in the literature review and re-iterated at the beginning of this chapter. This 

section will develop these questions as propositions and then progress to the other 

design elements. 

 

 

3.4.1 The study‟s propositions 

Yin (2003) recommended that the study‟s questions be put in the form of propositions. 

This does not necessarily limit the researcher to the testing of propositions in a 

deductive manner but it does help to focus the development of prior instrumentation to 

investigate the areas of interest. 

 

If we view the research question R1 through the theoretical lens of Network Learning 

then we focus our attention on the development of common interpretations, practices 

and structures in the standards making network. So this leads us to the proposition: 

 

P1 Differences in participant stakeholder views contribute to the learning 

outcomes by the formation of a common ground of consensus and practices.  

 

This is often conceived of as a cyclic system where differences in interpretations lead to 



 91 

learning outcomes which converge around more common interpretations, structures and 

practices. This is the classic view of standards making professionals who use the 

language of consensus building to describe the process. 

Being mindful of the need to test a rival view of the data we can view the 

research question through the lens of multi-stakeholder theory where we might assume 

that the learning process is driven by the maintenance of a plurality of views and 

practices. This lead to an alternative proposition:  

 

P1
R
 Differences in participant stakeholder views contribute to the learning 

outcomes by the maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and practices. 

 

These propositions reflect the classic stakeholder mis-matching dilemma (Wood and 

Jones, 1995) and the risks highlighted by Payne and Calton (2004) as an area for further 

research that multi-stakeholders dialogues could have limits where they fail because of a 

cacophony of voices failing to reach a productive outcome. Looking at research 

question 2 this can formulated into a proposition: 

 

P2  Consulted stakeholders views contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes by a process of representation via the participant stakeholders. 

 

 

Or rival proposition: 

 

P2
R 

 Consulted stakeholder views do not contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes  
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Looking at the third research question R3 one can also formulate two rival propositions: 

 

P3 The voices of weaker stakeholders are included and discernible in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process. 

 

This proposition would appear to be supported by the rational of multi-stakeholder 

dialogue whereby somehow the voice of absent stakeholders is supposed to be included. 

 

P3
R
 The voices of weaker stakeholders are missing, lost or subsumed in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process.  

 

This view suggests that the voices of weaker or more distant stakeholders absent to the 

dialogue are not included in the learning processes or outcomes. Network Learning 

(Knight 2002) is morally neutral on this point whereas multi-stakeholder learning theory 

highlights the danger of excluding weak voices (Payne and Calton, 2004). Also 

Network Learning theory focuses on the network as closed entity with Boundaries 

whereas multi- stakeholder theory recognises the connections and interdependencies 

between groups (Calton and Payne, 2003). 

 

 

3.4.2 The units of analysis 

 

Yin (2003) stated that the unit of analysis should be derived from the research questions 

and used to give boundaries to the case.  
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R1 How does the diversity in stakeholder views contribute to the collaborative 

learning processes and outcomes during standards development? 

 

Re-examining the fundamental research question, we see that there are two dimensions 

which will allow the bounding of the unit of analysis. The first is given by the context 

“during standards development” – so we are considering “projects” which draw together 

semi-permanent networks in order to address the development of SR standards. To be 

more precise we are considering four discrete projects which address the development 

of SR standards. Although in the section on case selection it will become apparent that 

there is merit in admitting within this definition a negative case where although 

development of a standard was being addressed – no standard was actually produced – 

hence the negative outcome in terms of delivering that dimension of Network Learning 

outcomes. 

 The second boundary must be a time boundary. At first glance a standards 

development project would appear to have a very clear cut beginning and end: the 

beginning is when the project team is formed and the end is when the standard is 

published. However this would truncate the connection with context both at the outset 

and after publication, and in so doing would lose the important dimensions of the 

origins of the standard and its impact once published. So a boundary that considers the 

time dimension but has greater theoretical significance is required.  

Network Learning theory suggested just such a concept of the unit of analysis 

defined as “a Network Learning episode” (Knight, 2002). To bring this into sharper 

focus for these cases the beginning of the episode can be defined as the moment that the 

pressures in the outer context translated into the idea within the inner context of creating 
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the new standard. The timeline then extends throughout the development project and 

into the publication of the standard and its initial impact on the inner and outer contexts. 

In practice once again the case study selected here is one of exceptional scale and time 

and it was not therefore possible to study it all the way to publication. However because 

of widespread awareness and high profile of that particular project we are nevertheless 

able to gain an insight into the impacts of the existence of the project. 

 

3.4.3 Logic of linking data to propositions 

 

The conceptual framework of Network Learning in figure 2.6 together with the 

propositions P1 and P1R have been used to construct the predictive framework of figure 

3.2 below. This framework is derived from two dimensions of the Network Learning 

model (Knight, 2002) namely changes in interpretations and changes in practices. It 

shows two scenarios which also link it to the multi-stakeholder theory (Calton and 

Payne, 2003) where interpretations are either converging (consensus) or diverging 

(dissensus). This model thus delivers a useful tool to link data to the propositions and 

provides another level of potential synthesis of the multi-stakeholder learning and 

Network Learning theories. 

This matrix can be used to predict patterns in the individual cases. By comparing 

the predicted patterns with the actual patterns in each case, conclusions can be drawn. 

So the proposition P1 convergence would be supported by data that shows convergence 

of interpretations and convergence of practices. Alternately, the rival theory of 

divergence and proposition P1R would be supported by data that showed the divergence 

of views and practices over time. Intermediate outcomes can also be identified in the 

other two boxes of the matrix.  
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The first of these is P3 where interpretations have converged but practices have 

not. This would be supported by data that showed a fruitful exchange of views but no 

translation of this into common practices. This might be predicted for an event that 

lacked the processes to convert agreements in principle into shared practices. One might 

also predict that structures would play a role here since persistent structures could 

provide continuity which enables shared practices to evolve over time. 
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Figure 3.2 Matrix of learning outcomes on practices and interpretations 
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The second of these additional propositions is P4 where practices have converged but in 

the absence of a real convergence of interpretations. One could argue that this represents 

a compromised or limited consensus. 

 

3.4.4 Criteria for interpreting the findings 

The question arises: how well does the data have to match the theoretical predictions in 

order for one to claim that the theory leading to those predictions is supported? Yin 

(2003) is clear that there is no exact answer to this question. However the key is to offer 

credible rival theories and to see which of the rival patterns is better matched. This uses 

the technique of pattern matching originally proposed by (Campbell, 1975) whereby 

several pieces of data are related to the same theoretical proposition. 

 As discussed in the literature review Network Learning theory tends to focus on 

the shared practice and supports the proposition P1 that the standards making process 

tends towards learning as convergence. Whereas Multi-Stakeholder Learning Dialogues 

(MSLD) tends to focus on the maintenance of different views and could support the 

rival proposition PR1 that learning tends towards divergence. 

Within the three cases we can match the data of the actual case against the 

predictions of the two propositions and see which one is better matched. We can 

compare this with our prediction about which one would be better matched depending 

on the selection logic for that case. In other words did we predict that the case would be 

a confirming case, a negative case, or an exceptional case. 

This is the theory testing dimension of the case study. However we are also 

interested in building theory via inductive reasoning. This is where we can revisit the 

case data and ask why does it not fit with the main proposition? We can then develop 

the theory further until it would fit the data. This technique is known as analytic 
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induction (Denzin, 1978). Once we reach a level of understanding when the theory fits 

all of the data in all of the cases then we have inductively developed our original theory 

such that it fits the data. 

 

3.5 Case Selection 

Yin (2003) and Eisenhardt (1989) concur that cases should be selected on a theoretical 

basis, and Miles and Huberman (1994) express the same point by saying that sampling 

qualitative analysis is purposive rather than random. The reason for this is that cases are 

supposed to be generalisable by theory and not by generalisable through statistical 

representing of a population. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) have pointed out many different sampling 

strategies. For example Comparable Case Selection, which Yin (2003) calls a 

replication strategy, seeks to find finding several instances of the same phenomenon. 

This would be appropriate when the theory or propositions to be tested are tightly 

formulated and predicted to occur with a high degree of confidence. The emphasis is on 

testing theory and on increasing the claim to external validity by replicating findings. 

An alternative strategy is to pursue Selection for Maximum Variation where one 

aims to identify a range of cases to test if the theory still holds in a variety of distinct 

contexts. This is more appropriate when the proposition to be tested is less tightly 

defined and where indeed the emphasis is on extending and developing the basic theory 

during the case process.   

In a maximum variation strategy the types of case one can select would include: 

The Critical Case and Typical Case: which is the instance that proves or exemplifies the 

main findings. The Confirming case: which helps prove at least some degree of external 

validity by a single replication. The Negative or Disconfirming case: provides the limits 
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of conclusions and the point of greatest variation. Finally the exceptional or discrepant 

case – allows qualification of findings and specification of variation and contingency. 

The current work seeks to test the proposition developed through Network 

Learning theory and a rival theory supported by multi-stakeholder learning theory. 

However it also seeks to develop these theories and specifically to seek areas of 

potential synthesis between the two. In other words it is theory testing and theory 

building in equal measure. The most appropriate strategy therefore is to use maximum 

variation strategy which includes the typical and confirmatory cases to show replication 

and the negative and exceptional cases to stretch the theory.  

Given the novel application of Network Learning theory to this context is not 

possible to predict prior to analysis to what extent the cases would indeed fit neatly into 

these particular boxes. However each case has unique factors which lead one to 

reasonably expect different dynamics. The key is to be alert within each case to the 

elements which permit the theory to be tested and those which suggest extensions or 

limits of the theory. 

The rationale for selecting each of the three cases chosen for this study are 

summarised in the sections below: 

 

Pilot Case certified responsible coffee program 

 

A not for profit organisation based in the Netherlands has established a code of conduct 

for coffee producers and accompanying certification program for responsibly sourced 

coffee. Its value proposition is to ensure compliance to the code and traceability of 

compliant coffee from farm to cup in an otherwise commoditised market. Unlike fair 

trade programs it does not provide a guaranteed premium market price but does 
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introduce knowledge about origins of the coffee into the market which can positively 

affect buying relationships including price. The code also aims to provide productivity 

quality and employee benefits by improving the producer‟s capabilities and working 

environment. 

This pilot case was undertaken primarily to gain experience and develop the 

researcher‟s skills in social science research techniques. Interviews were very open and 

exploratory in structure starting from a central question probing the purpose of the 

coffee code.  

Several key lessons were learned from the pilot and used to inform the research 

methodology. Firstly it was found that an open interview structure had the advantages 

of responding to the points of interest raised by the interviewee and thereby gaining a 

full historical account of the program, but the disadvantage of drifting from the points of 

theoretical interest. This lesson resulted in the choice of the semi-structured interview 

format with a theoretical design for the question set to enable a clear relationship back 

from data to theory.  

The pilot also provided the opportunity to understand mapping techniques and 

software and demonstrated the ability of these techniques to display complex data about 

inter-relationships in a simple and easily accessible visual format. Initially interview 

data was displayed in this way but ultimately matrix formats were adopted because it 

was felt they enabled a more structured comparison of data between cases for most data. 

However, the mapping techniques were retained to show complex data about the inter-

relationships between different network structures and their accompanying standards 

which would be very difficult to show in tabular or matrix format. The technique was 

also retained for building the explanatory systems cycles in the theory building part of 

analyses. 
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 Finally, this case provided significant insights into the overall dynamics of CR 

standards and how the relationships between the outer market context and the inner 

standards context could be expressed using the Network Learning model. 

Ultimately, since the data was not gathered using the same semi-structured 

format, the data from this case was judged not to be compatible with a cross-case 

analysis and given the constraints on space it is not described further in this work. 

 

Case 1 The typical case - Developing an industry standard for sustainable fishing 

 

This case concerns the development of a fast track standard for sustainable fishing 

sponsored by a government department, on behalf of the fishing industry, and with 

involvement from multiple stakeholders. It resulted in the publication of a new standard 

document. The process was run by the UK national standards body BSI (where the 

author worked and was involved in the management of the business unit which ran the 

project). It was quite typical of the development process for many fast track industry 

standards using this method. One would predict that this case would support the 

proposition P1 that learning converged around shared interpretations and practices 

culminating in the publication of the standard. It is therefore selected as a “typical” case.  

 On the question of empowerment of weaker stakeholder‟s voices this case poses 

an interesting dilemma in defining who is the weaker stakeholder voice?  

 

Case  2 The Negative case – Exploration of development of a new standard for ethical 

fashion 

 

This case describes the efforts of a project team within BSI to bring together key 
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stakeholders in a project to standardise ethical fashion. It is an interesting example 

which brings together all of the potential ingredients for learning and development of 

practice but where not new standard results. As such it would seem to fit with 

proposition P3 learning without new practices. It will be interesting to understand the 

conditions in which convergence of interpretation fail to translate into convergence of 

practices. 

 This case is expected to confirm the main secondary proposition P2 that the 

weaker stakeholders voice is lost in the consensus building process since those most 

affected by the issues were distant physically and in terms of representation throughout 

this process. 

 

Case 3 The exceptional and confirming case – The development of ISO 26000 a global 

standard for SR 

 

This case is unique in that it describes the first time that ISO has undertaken a standards 

development project with a consciously multi-stakeholder model so prominently in its 

mind. For many NGOs and stakeholders it is the first time they have participated in a 

process run by what many see as an industry dominated institution ISO. 

To date no standard is yet published but the drafts are progressing through the 

process. One would predict that this case would show both elements of convergence of 

practices but strong elements of divergence of interpretations persisting. It might 

therefore support either P1 or P4 a limited consensus around the finished standard.  

More than any other this case has the power to explore the space between 

consensus and dissensus as drivers of learning and new practices and perhaps to 

generate some new insights to resolve or synthesis elements of the two theories behind 
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these extremes. 

The specific efforts of those running this new process to reach out to 

stakeholders would support a prediction P2R that the voices of weaker stakeholders 

would be heard throughout this process. However it is hard to predict if these voices 

would persist as a discernible influence into the finished practices. 

 

3.6 Data collection 

Yin (2003) points out the three key principles of data collection as: (1) use multiple 

sources of evidence; (2) create case study database and (3) construct a chain of 

evidence. These tenets are wholly consistent with the research philosophy of realism 

(Bhaskar, 1986) where triangulation is essential to seek out patterns and themes and a 

carefully constructed chain of evidence is needed to systematically build up processes 

and mechanisms that lead to the observed phenomena. All three principles were 

implemented in this work as described in the following sections. 

 

3.6.1 Identifying multiple sources of evidence 

 

The primary source of data was semi-structured interviews with participants in the 

projects. Participants were selected in order to provide representation from each of the 

six different stakeholder groups: industry; government; service providers; labour; 

nongovernmental organisations or NGOs; and consumer. In the case of the ISO 26000 

project, this was made easier because the entire process was conceived as formally 

constructed around a multi-stakeholder representation model.  

 The key elements of Network Learning theory concern change. Creating a 

question structure for the interviews that addressed topics of change was quite 
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straightforward. Questions were asked in open format like “what changed as a result?” 

or closed format “did that practice change at this stage?” or more specific variants to 

probe deep and explore a particular thread of discussion. Whatever the precise format 

participants saw these issues more or less as matters of fact, and found response easy. 

Changes in context, changes in structures, internal practices (expressed as processes or 

rules) and practices (usually expressed in context as standards or best practices) were all 

readily grasped by interviewees. This meant that questions could be asked in simple 

direct way and drew meaningful responses from interviewees. 

Relatively speaking, the concept of interpretations might seem more abstract but 

this translated well into questions along the lines of “how did you view this?”, “how did 

the group/your organisation/those you were representing – view this?”, “how was the 

standard received”. Also much of the volunteered responses, i.e. responses not directly 

provoked by a question but given by the interviewee as part of their wider account of 

the case, were a rich source of both personal and wider interpretations. 

The subject of learning was more problematic. Interviewees readily grasp the 

concept of personal learning, and although it required deeper reflection they grasped the 

more abstract idea of organisational learning. However, any concept of Network 

Learning appeared to most respondents as much more abstract than change. In exploring 

this it was found more meaningful to phase the questions in terms of transfer of learning 

or indeed transfer of knowledge from the standards development network to those 

whom the interviewee was representing.  

In total there were only six key questions derived from Network Learning theory 

and two additional questions around personal and wider learning making a total core of 

eight questions. This created a low density of primary questions in interviews that 

typically lasted for an hour. This fits well with the semi-structured interview format in 
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that it is possible to ensure that each of the eight areas of interest were explored in a 

flowing and natural way that drew thoughtful and detailed responses. In addition this 

format permitted the freedom to spend time exploring supplementary questions “in-

vivo” to explore and drill-down into areas that emerged of particular interest. 

Overall, the interview structure was firmly grounded in the structure of the 

constituent concepts of Network Learning. Most of the concepts directly translated into 

the question set, other more abstract concepts required a translator term to link the 

theory and the question. This clear, theoretically driven, yet flexible interview structure 

provided interesting meaningful data, and made subsequent coding and more 

straightforward.  

 Another source of data was from document analysis of the standard, draft 

standards and final project reports, which gave validated evidence of the structural links 

between participants in the project and the related references to other practices. Further 

written data came from archival sources such as published materials and project 

progress reports which validated the data from interviews which was often told as 

recalled by participants. 

 Observation was used to a limited degree where it was possible for the 

researcher to meet the working groups either to participate or simply to take the role of 

non-participant observer. Finally in some cases where the researcher had a higher 

degree of involvement as manager of the division in which the projects took place he 

recorded ideas triggered by participation in the form of a reflective journal and used this 

as a source of data. 
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3.7 Developing a coding scheme 

All of the primary level data whether it was from recorded interviews transcribed, or 

documents analysed, observational notes or reflective diary entries was finally in the 

form of a text. Thus it was possible to develop a single unifying text coding structure for 

all sources of data. The codes were created to enable data labeling and data-retrieval in a 

way that is meaningful to the theoretical design of the study. Miles and Huberman 

(1994) advise creating a starting list of codes prior to fieldwork in order to develop a 

detailed links between conceptual framework and data. An initial list was created from 

the fundamental dimensions of Network Learning theory (Knight, 2002) discussed 

above and in chapter 2. 

 

CH-CNTXT  Change in Context 

 

CH-STRUC Change in Structures 

CH-INTRP Change in Interpretations 

CH-IPRAC Change in Internal practices 

 

CH-PROC Change in processes 

 

CH-PRAC Change in external practices 

 

Down to this level the coding was heavily linked to theory and quite interpretive. These 

were then sub-divided further into quite highly descriptive codes for example: 

 

CH- STRUC-LIA Change in structure to form a liaison 
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CH-STRUC-MEM Change in structure to sign an MOU 

CH-STRUC-JN Change in structure to join 

 

To describe stakeholder roles codes were developed according to the six stakeholder 

codes from the ISO study. These codes were developed in that final case study as a kind 

of in-vivo code identified from the data and retrospectively applied to all data from all 

the other case studies. 

 

STK-GOV   Government Stakeholder 

STK-IND  Industry Stakeholder 

STK-SERV  Servcie and other Stakeholder  

STK-LB  Labour Stakeholder  

STK-NGO  NGO Stakeholder 

STK-CONS  Consumer Stakeholder 

 

Codes were developed to describe the interaction of diverse views: 

 

VW-DIS Dissensus 

VW-CONS Consensus 

VW-CONV Convergence of views 

VW-DIV Divergence of views 

VW-CONF Conflict 

VW-EMPH Empathy  

 

Initially the detailed descriptive codes gave little insight into the overall phenomenon of 
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interest and blurred the focus on the theoretical framework so high level codes were 

used. Equally some phenomena emerged from the data which were clearly significant 

but had no existing codes. Thus a need for in-vivo coding arose. 

In the light of these points of learning, the approach to coding was simplified 

thus reducing the number of codes. This new coding structure proved quicker and easier 

to use in practice and yet fulfilled the requirement set out by Miles and Huberman 

(1994) to reflect structure through a meaningful link with the conceptual framework and 

by Eisenhardt (1989) to relate data collection to enfolding theory. Another significant 

change was that initial coding was carried out on paper as this closer physical contact 

with the data appeared to make the interpretative link easier by offering a kind of total 

immersion in the data. Subsequently data was coded and stored in Excel to make 

retrieval easier. 

 

3.8.2 Creating a case study database 

 

The case study database was constructed to hold each of the sources of primary data and 

evidence as well as the coded and analysed data.  In total across all four cases it consists 

of 60 interviews with participant stakeholders, around 20 documents, and a reflective 

journal of over 100 pages as primary data. Only a fraction of this total database is 

displayed within this thesis but it is anticipated that this will form a rich data set for 

further examination of these cases.  

 

3.8.3 Constructing the chain of evidence 

 

Yin (2003) points out the importance of creating a transparent chain of evidence for the 
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reliability of the study to an external party. This implies traceability from the original 

sourced of evidence to the ultimate case study conclusions, and in a cross-case study 

like this one a means of tracing overall case study conclusions to the evidence contained 

in each case. The key to linking each stage of the chain of evidence was preserving a 

structure based on the underlying theory and its propositions. So the data was gathered 

using the interview structure based directly on theory; leading to coding which again 

was theory driven; and into an analytical process of pattern matching against theoretical 

propositions and into a final case and cross-case structure based on the research 

questions. 

 

3.9  Data Analysis Methods 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) describe the process of data analysis as one of ascending 

the ladder of abstraction. The strength of their approach lies in its systematic ability to 

treat large volumes of data and condense them into displays which are both accessible 

and can claim to be representative of all of the data as called for by Silverman (2000).  

This approach was translated into a series of linked methods used to analyse the data at 

each level. The main source of data was interview transcripts. All interviews were 

recorded in full and professionally transcribed. The transcript was checked by the 

researcher against the recording for accuracy and any errors corrected. The transcribed 

texts were reviewed line by line and coded by the researcher using the codes derived 

from Network Learning Theory as set out in section 3.7. Where no code existed to cover 

what appeared to be a significant theme, a new code was generated.  
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Figure 3.3 Ladder of abstraction of data (after Miles and Huberman, 1994) as 

applied to the current study 
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For example many respondents spoke about the importance of representation, and so a 

code REP was created to describe this. Where a fragment could be classified by more 

than one code it was labeled with all of the codes that applied: for example if a fragment 

concerned a representation process that touched on changes in structures it was labeled 

both CHG-S and REP as shown below from one of the Seafish Case study stakeholders: 

 

“There were 15 in total and really quite diverse. There were a couple of 

stakeholders identified that should have been there.” 

[Theory derived Code: CHG-STRUC, Text generated Code: REP] 

Coded segments were then subject to a content analysis which counted how 

many instances of each code occurred in order to identify which were the candidates for 

significant themes or patterns at the next level of abstraction. Themes were those codes 

that met four criteria: firstly, they related or could be related to the elements of Network 

Theory; secondly, they occurred multiple times in a given case study; thirdly, they 

occurred for more than one participant; and finally, they provided a distinct insight at a 

new level of abstraction. This is consistent with the realist idea of a stratified ontology 

where new properties emerge at a new level and are more than the sum of the parts of 

the constituents at the level below. 

Some themes like „empowerment‟ and „disempowerment‟ were subject to 

simple counting techniques so that the balance of empowerment and disempowerment 

instances could be gauged on an initial level. At the same time the visual displays of 

those counts were displayed in a way that brought in theoretically meaningful 

dimensions by showing how many empowerment mechanisms related to each of the 

Network Learning Elements: structure; process; practices (as shown for example in 

figure 4.11). In this way data displays created accessible insights into the applied 

theory.   

 Some examples of fragments attached to these themes were then put into 
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ordered matrices for example role ordered matrices where the Y axis was type of 

stakeholder and the X axes was derived from either a Network Theory code or a code 

from the text. By viewing multiple instances of similar coded fragments this then 

permitted a connection to be made between theory, the text and the stakeholder 

perspective. This often generated an insight into a new theme at the next highest level. 

For example see below an extract from the table in the Seafish case where 

representation process is placed across the X axis and stakeholders are placed along the 

Y axes. 

Role  Representing - Processes 

Gov 

(S1) 

I thought I had cleared my lines with the FFF but about half way through the 

program they said I know nothing about this because the reporting structures 

were not working. 

Gov 

(S5) 

There was one or more that were probably guilty in not disseminating the 

information from the work they were doing, back down to their affiliated 

members of associations etc.  

Ind 

(S2) 

I would say that most of the time I was on this, I had not communicated 

anything back to the ABC nor was I asked to send anything back to them either. 

Ind 

(S3) 

we are getting policy formulated from our Board and we are communicating 

back to our members, back through the Board and also other members who see 

the newsletter. 

Ind 

(S4) 

Some folk are more interested in running their business and don‟t really want to 

get too involved in the political side of things. 

Ind 

(S7) 

It totally confused me because I never really knew who… I am not sure if it was 

them I was representing. 

 

One significant theme that emerges the representation process was unclear to several 

stakeholders. These themes were then treated in 2 further ways. Firstly they were used 

to create explanatory displays at the next level of abstraction such as the figure 4.2 

which shows a generalised picture of how the data on representation can be explained.   
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Figure 3.3 Theme of Representation broken into sub themes using Network 

Theory Dimensions backed by coded data (see later in chapter 4). 

 

Following the creation of that explanatory framework, new sub-codes were generated 

that split the concept of Representation into three code REP-STRUC for the structural 

dimension, REP-PROC for the representational process, and REP-INTRP for the 

representation as interpretation. This code was then retrospectively applied to the texts 

to generate new coded data to support the theme and the higher concept (in keeping 

with Denzin‟s (1978) iterative concept of Analytic Induction) 

The data in the role ordered matrices from each case were bought together into 

cross-case theme matrices in order to test generalisability of first level coded data. So 

for example the table below puts data from the Seafish case and the ISO case side by 

side in a manner that allows the theme of unclear representation processes to be viewed 

through actual coded fragments. Note: by definition these codes represent multiple 

Representing 

PROCESS –  

How do I represent? 

Representation 

STRUCTURE –  

What networks do I connect? 

Representative 

Interpretation –  

Who do I represent? 

What do we represent? 
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instances of these codes in the case studies but the text is put there to allow greater 

insight by viewing the data simultaneously at three levels: the level of a coded 

fragment; the level of a theme; and the level of a cross-case theme. 

REF 

ISO26K 

Representing – Processes 

ISO 26K 

REF 

Seafish  

Representing – Seafish  

LAB 

(ISO 

19) 

As the process goes on the 

rules are changing… 

Gov 

(S1) 

I thought I had cleared my lines 

with the FFF but about half way 

through the program they said I 

know nothing about this  

NGO 

(ISO 

29) 

ISO is certainly to be 

applauded for thinking beyond 

its traditional approach but it 

could have been thought 

through better.  

Gov 

(S5) 

There was one or more that were 

probably guilty in not 

disseminating the information 

from the work they were doing, 

back down to their affiliated 

members of associations etc. 

CONS 

(ISO 

23) 

It means circulating any 

drafts…get comments, put 

those comments together and 

then passing them through to 

the technical committee. 

Ind 

(S2) 

I would say that most of the time I 

was on this, I had not 

communicated anything back to 

the ABC nor was I asked to send 

anything back to them either. 

IND 

(ISO 6) 

The weakness is that ISO 

tends to lean on...experts but I 

don‟t know how they have 

found them…it is not really 

transparent. 

Ind 

(S7) 

It totally confused me because I 

never really knew who… I am not 

sure if it was them I was 

representing. 

 

The theme level data tagged only as a theme with a brief summary was then also 

compared across cases so that general cross-case findings could be identified as in the 

fragment below taken from the cross case chapter 7 table 7.4 below: 

Case Seafish Ethical 

Fashion 

ISO 26000 Generic model 

Process 

Elements 

 

Theme: 

Unclear 

Representation 

Process 

 

 

Participants 

Consulting 

with 

representative 

associations 

No 

expectations 

set about need 

to consult with 

primary 

stakeholders 

Participants 

Consulting with 

national bodies 

Representative 

organisations 

consulting by 

polling 

constituents 

Posting on web-

site for wider 

communication 

Consulting 

with 

representative 

organisations 

 

Consulting 

with primary 

stakeholders 
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Other sources of data included documents such as published standards, which were a 

rich source of information about the connections between different standards, standards 

making bodies, and other stakeholders. These were primarily used as additional 

evidence to triangulate evidence from the interview transcripts regarding structural 

relationships between these bodies. The information from these sources was often 

complex and better understood as visual displays so these were produced and compared 

against the visual displays generated at higher levels of abstraction from the interview 

data.  

Other methods for treating data were events listings that show each of the major 

events in sequence from left to right in a systematic way. On a basic level these help 

show a condensed narrative and an event listing is featured in each of the case studies 

for that purpose. On another level, events listings give a necessary but insufficient 

criterion for causality: If A caused B then it generally holds that B follows A in the time 

sequence. If a mechanism of causality exists and evidence of triggering that mechanism 

is found in the data then causality can be supported.  Events listings in the case study 

chapters were constructed so that they tell the story of the case using the high level 

elements of Network Learning Theory. In this way the basic model of Network 

Learning where there is no sequence or causality prescribed becomes a model where the 

elements of the model proceed in a specific order as in figure 4. 3.  

On the third level, the aim was to create an overall explanatory framework for 

the case, using elements of Network Learning theory but simultaneously preserving the 

connection with second level case data. This was readily achieved with visual displays 

showing causal inter-relationships via arrows. Each element of the diagram had two 

“tags”. The first a theoretical label showing its meaning as an element of Network 

Learning theory and a second label showing the meaning in the context of the case 
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study. This dual coding preserved an analysis that was meaningful from both theory and 

practice perspectives and made subsequent cross case comparison easier. 

Finally, at the highest level of the case, attempts were made in each discussion 

section to fulfill what Eisenhardt (1989) refers to as re-integration with the enfolding 

literature by employing theoretically rich frameworks and displays to unite the case data 

at the highest level. So for example figure 4.5 attempts to summarise the whole case 

data using a four box matrix derived from selected elements from both Multi-

Stakeholder Theory (Payne and Calton, 2004  ), and Network Learning Theory (Knight, 

2002) alongside Gynawali and Stewart‟s (2003) Contingency Theory. At this level the 

reflective diary was used to generate initial explanatory frameworks that pulled together 

key insights into the high level patterns between the themes. 

In ascending the ladder of abstraction in this way the researcher was mindful of 

the realist perspective of a stratified ontology (Sayer, 2000), whereby higher levels of 

meaning had properties more than the sum of their parts. The data was therefore 

examined for the emergent properties at each higher level of abstraction. 

The approach to theory building across cases was to including an element of 

sequential development of ideas from chapter to chapter across the next three individual 

case study chapters. This is in line with grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1997) 

analytic induction (Denzin, 1978) and (Eisenhardt, 1989) all of whom suggest that 

theory should be developed and tested against the facts and until the theory fits with all 

of the facts. In addition, overall conclusions were suspended until the comparative 

analysis chapter in order to fulfill the potential of theoretically selected cases to 

contribute to an overall theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003).   
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3.10 Case Study report format 

 

Yin (2003) offers six alternative formats for case study reports, and explains the 

suitability of each format to tackle studies that are explanatory, descriptive or 

exploratory. The purpose of this work is to build the theoretical framework required to 

understand how stakeholder diversity generates learning in the standards making 

process. The fundamental theoretical framework brought to bear is Network Learning, 

and so the case studies are structured around the elements of the Network Learning 

model: context; content and process of the Network Learning episode. 

There is also an element of testing rival theories in this work. On the one hand, 

there is the proposition linked to the first research question that that dissensus drives 

learning and on the other or that consensus drives learning. Furthermore, there is the 

second set of rival propositions linked to the second research question that weaker 

stakeholder voices are lost in the process or are expressed through the process. Again 

these specific dimensions of the study were brought out clearly in each section. In fact 

they provide a sharp focus with which to gather data in what could otherwise be a vast 

sifting of data around the Network Learning model. 

For multiple case studies like this work, one of the key requirements is to use the 

same structure between cases to make comparison across cases easier. Moreover since  

the overall strategy was one of selecting cases of maximum variation it was felt to be a 

better mechanism of highlighting similarities and differences by reporting distinct and 

different cases.  

This report format was therefore adopted along the other tip from Yin (2001)  to 

use a more conventional narrative section to briefly describe the case and make overall 

comprehension of the context easier for the reader. So each case is presented with the 
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following structure:  

 

1  Introduction  

2 Summary of the case database 

3 Findings   

 3.1 Context 

 3.2 Content 

 3.3 Process 

 3.4 Stakeholder representation 

 3.5 Empowerment/disempowerment 

4 Discussion 

 

This structure was designed to preserve a consistent theoretical lens for viewing and 

analysing each case so that cross case theory building can be easily undertaken using  a 

logically consistent framework for cross-case comparison. While it is slightly more 

challenging to read than a conventional case format, it does allow the case to be read as 

a series of narratives at different levels and from different perspectives. In other words 

the cases are all told, in accordance with Network Theory, as Network episodes. 

The findings section includes data from levels 1 and 2 of the ladder of 

abstraction including descriptive displays summarising findings. The discussion 

sections include explanatory frameworks at level 3 abstraction developed to address the 

three principal research questions. The cases suspend any conclusion until the cross-

case summary which draws together all of the key cross-case themes discusses and 

analyses them and then presents an overall review. 
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3.11 Summary  

This chapter recapped the objectives of this study to understand, and challenge the 

learning processes and outcome that occur within multi-stakeholder standards 

development. It placed these objectives within the context of a broader realist 

philosophy (Sayer, 2000) to challenge existing social practices. Focusing on it framed 

this within the specific research questions seeking understand multi-stakeholder 

engagement as a complex learning process (Payne and Calton, 2004) and pursue its 

morally normative agenda to empower weaker stakeholders (Van Buren, 2001). The 

case study approach was then justified as a suitable research strategy to explore and 

build theory drawing on arguments from several key authors (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles 

and Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2003). The detailed research design was then set out along 

five key components of covering: the research questions; the units of analysis; the logic 

linking data to propositions; and the criteria for interpreting the findings. Finally, the 

details of how the design was implemented were provided including: case selection, the 

creation of a coding scheme, the approach to data collection, data analysis and the 

format of presentation of results.  

The approach to theory building was explained as including an element of 

sequential development of ideas from chapter to chapter across the next three individual 

case study chapters following the logic of what (Denzin, 1978) called analytic induction 

whereby theory is developed until it can be generalised to fit all of the data. This 

approach is also consistent with both the grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) 

and (Eisenhardt, 1989) observations on theory building. In addition though overall 

conclusions are suspended until the comparative analysis chapter in order to fulfill the 

potential of theoretically selected cases to contribute to an overall theory  (Yin, 2003).    
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Chapter 4  Case 1  Developing a new Standard for Sustainable Fishing  

 

Because people thought: “Who are the Marine Stewardship Council to decide whether 

our fishing is sustainable or not? What gives them the right to decide that?” 

 

Fishing Industry Stakeholder Participating in development of the new standard 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This case was chosen as a typical case for the development of an industry standard with 

predictions that it would show convergence of structures, interpretations and practices 

as a Network Learning episode. The project took place directly within the sphere of 

control of the researcher although the researcher had little direct involvement during the 

project itself. Interviews were carried out after project completion and publication of the 

industry standard. 

 

4.2    Summary of case database 

 

 The case database was compiled from three main sources. The primary source 

was semi-structured interviews with participants in the Seafish standard project. Ten 

people in total were interviewed: 2 from government; 4 from industry; 1 from an NGO; 

2 facilitators of the project; and 1 service provider. All were direct participant 

stakeholders in the classification developed in the literature review. The interviews 

lasted from 45 minutes to an hour over a total period of approximately 6 months. The 

structure of interviews was based around the 3 major components of the Network 
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Learning model, with specific probing around explicit learning, as explained in the 

methodology chapter. The transcribed interviews were coded using codes derived from 

Network Learning theory and mindful of the potential for emergent in-vivo codes. 

 To triangulate this data, an important additional source included the standard 

itself which provided a record of the inter-network structures formed to develop the 

standard and of the related practices that were linked in its reference section. Analysis 

of the document using a simple visual mapping tool (as discussed in the methodology 

chapter) helped to summarise the data on these relationships at a higher level of 

abstraction so that it could be easily cross-validated against the comments of 

interviewees. Other archival sources for cross-validation of the macro-level story about 

context included the trade press articles which appeared at the time of publication of the 

standard (Gander, 2005). 

 A third source was the working reports developed by the facilitators who 

recorded the requirements of the stakeholders at the outset and their relationship to 

some existing standards and best practices (Wilson and Holt, 2006). Another written 

source of information was an article published by the author and a collaborator setting 

out the facilitation methods in the project and suggesting their wider application in 

standards development (McNeillis and Holt, 2006). This article can be seen as the 

embodiment of reflection in practice and was complemented by references from the 

author‟s own reflective diary. These recognised that the author had a moderate degree of 

involvement as manager of the unit that provided the services to develop this standard. 
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4.3 Findings 

4.3.1 Context – Network level perspective 

 

The context part of the Network Learning model links the changes in the external 

context to the changes in the internal context of the Network Learning episode. A good 

place to start is the basic listing of events shown in table 4.1. This data was taken from 

the researchers own notes and from archival sources such as the project plan, published 

news articles and the standard itself. It sets out a basic framework with which to begin 

more conventional narrative about this Network Learning episode. 

In May 2006 BSI published a new standard entitled “Responsible Fishing – 

Specification of good practice for fishing vessels” (BSI, 2006). This was the 

culmination of a standards development project lasting 12 months initiated, led and 

sponsored by UK‟s Seafish Industry Authority. At the centre of the development 

process were twelve independent bodies that had come together in a Network to create 

the new standard. In addition to their role in the project Network most of these 

participants also represented a wider Network of interest, making the project Network a 

hub of distinct networks linked together. In addition, during consultation a wider group 

of bodies were invited to comment, and at the launch event feedback was offered in a 

less formal way. Some welcomed the standard, but some were highly critical. 

The origins of the standard can be traced to the lobbying of Seafish by its 

members, mainly fisheries, to provide a scheme that showed their practices were 

traceable and sustainable. The fisheries felt compelled to drive this for two principal 

reasons: firstly, they recognised mounting pressure on them from supermarkets, and 

ultimately consumers, for assurance of sustainability; and secondly, they were unhappy 

with the existence of a high profile sustainable fishing scheme over which they had no 
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control or input and which they considered to be a financial burden. They wanted their 

own standard. The new standard would be created by fishermen, with a practical 

knowledge of fishing issues but in open consultation with those stakeholders along the 

supply chain and including environmental groups, who were demanding sustainability. 

Table 4.1  Sustainable Seafishing  Standard Events Listing  

  Dates     

Level Autumn 03-

Spring 04 

Spring 04-

Autumn 04 

Autumn 04-

Spring 05 

Spring 05-

Apr 06 

May 06 -

Aug 06 

Outer 

Context – 

wider 

economy  

Demand for 

sustainable 

fishing 

expressed by 

supermarkets. 

Demand for 

new 

accreditation. 

  Government 

introduced 

new 

regulations & 

carried out 

high profile 

raids.. 

New 

standard 

launched 

as a public 

event 

changing 

the outer 

context 

Inner-

Context – 

the 

industry   

Adverse 

reaction to 

MSC scheme.  

 

Advisory 

Committees 

voice need to 

“do something 

on 

accreditation of 

fisheries.” 

Researched 

options. 

Dialogue 

with bodies. 

Met with 

BSI. 

 MSC 

accreditations 

and profile  

rose. 

30 vessels 

signed up 

to scheme 

120 

waiting to 

join. 

Inner-

Context – 

the 

network    

Seafish begins 

to contemplate 

those active in 

its extended 

network who 

could make a 

contribution. 

Advisory 

committees 

approval to 

go ahead 

with BSI 

standard 

option.  

Project 

launched. 

Stakeholders 

selected and 

project team 

formed. 

Drafting and 

development 

of new 

standard 

Widening 

the 

dialogue 

including 

with 

MSC. 

 

The narrative here begins with the introduction by the government of new regulations 

around buyers and sellers, high profile raids and the heightened profile of marine 

stewardship council in accrediting fisheries. Although these factors occurred towards 
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the end of the standard development project, they reflect the pinnacle of a more general 

climate of increasing concern from government and consumers around the sustainability 

of fish stocks. Within the inner context of the industry, fisheries are unhappy that the 

MSC scheme is dictating to them what sustainable means and they express a demand 

for their own scheme. Many learning processes are at work here, but the backdrop to the 

development is the failure of other schemes. The Seafood Scotland scheme was 

paperwork driven but lacked demand and the BRC scheme where some found it hard to 

articulate the value to consumers. The change processes relating to this narrative are 

reactive, with Seafish searching for a mechanism to develop its own standard as an 

alternative to the MSC one. The outcomes in terms of structure are a new structure with 

15 representatives drawn from a close network of Seafish contacts. Interestingly loose 

links with MSC are maintained and relationships improve with the arrival of new 

personnel. On publication these structures turn into exploratory talks. The learned 

outcomes as practices are the knowledge that participants have gained of the standards 

development process.  

 

4.3.2 Context- Stakeholder perspective  

 

Having established these basic facts about the case, it is instructive to dig deeper into 

the accounts of each of the participants. This serves two purposes most fundamentally. 

Firstly, it focuses our attention on the key questions for this study to understand how the 

diverse perspectives come together to drive learning. Secondly, it fulfills our obligation 

to give a full account of all the data in the case, as called for by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967); Eisenhardt (1989); and Silverman (2000),  so that our findings are not distorted 

by unrepresentative selection of data. 
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Tables 4.2 and 4.3 summarise the views of the individual 10 participants as to what is 

driving this link, organised into role ordered matrices with each participant assigned a 

stakeholder class. This demonstrates that the findings are grounded in a consideration of 

all of the data. This base data is then used later on to generate higher level displays and 

a textual narrative in a form that can shed light on the principal research questions. 

 Three out of ten of the respondents directly identified a change factor in the 

external context as an adverse reaction to the existing standard from the MSC. They 

report that this led to the change in the inner context in the form of lobbying of the 

government agency Seafish for the development of the new specification as an 

alternative standard with the legitimacy of the fishing industry‟s own involvement and 

support. These three respondents cover three different stakeholder types: government; 

industry and service provider which adds some validity to this as a general perspective. 

The government interviewee also pointed to renewed activity from the MSC being a 

factor that maintained relevance and interest in the scheme toward the end of the 

development process. 

Four respondents, three industry and one NGO, mention the importance of 

retailers and manufacturers exerting growing pressure for sustainably sourced fish as a 

major change factor in the external context. Two of these respondents refer to earlier 

schemes that failed to take hold because of either lack of ability to clarify the value to 

consumers or lack of demand from retailers. They suggest that unlike these earlier 

schemes the conditions of demand existed in the outer context to make the new standard 

a success. 

Three interviewees point to wider standards and regulations as drivers of 

change. The two facilitators point their own wider research role in the project: namely 

the threat of European legislation as a potential change in the external context that 
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helped drive the internal change to create a new standard; and the existence of several 

international standards as examples of best practice that could be harvested and adapted 

to the UK‟s needs. Both of the government interviewees points to the introduction, and 

rigourous implementation, of new legislation towards the end of the development 

process as a key factor in maintaining interest in the new standard. 

Both government agency and industry stakeholders have the same agenda and 

are focused on the end-goal of a new standard as an alternative to MSC. To some extent 

the service provider has a similar agenda in that they stand to gain from the 

establishment of a certifiable scheme. The NGO representative has their own agenda to 

ensure a balancing influence in an industry dominated forum. The facilitators have a 

neutral agenda with respect to a new standard although they are being paid to support 

the requirements gathering process. Finally, the author‟s own agenda at the time of 

writing was to ensure the successful delivery of a fast track industry standard to the 

paying client which was the government agent.  

It is clear that once the standard is published it has change the landscape of 

power with respect to the MSC standard. In this sense there is a cycle of influence from 

outer context to inner context and back to outer context. 
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Table 4.2  Role and concept matrix of Changes in Outer and Inner Context  

REF Change in External Context   Changes in Internal context 

Gov 

S1 

“The government introduced what we 

call buyers and sellers regulations… 

and at the same time they carried out a 

series of high profile raids…” 

“Brief came out from the advisory 

committees” (to Seafish) “to create an 

accreditation certification scheme”  

 

Gov 

S5 

“The fishing industry has gone through 

some tremendous changes in the last 5 or 

10 years….the catching sector 

particularly is changing almost year on 

year as the fleet size and practices…” 

“The actual process …was a new type 

of process…we had not really gone 

down the route of producing national 

specifications…”  

IND 

S2 

“We had invested a lot of money in BRC 

and we find it very hard to communicate 

how that benefits our customer to them.” 

“We were asked originally…(to) 

participate...as a stakeholder. And 

company A is a part of group B who is 

a member of the British Frozen Foods 

Federation.” 

IND 

S3 

“it was an affirmative approach to what 

the marine stewardship council were 

offering”…. “people thought who are the 

Marine Stewardship Council to decide 

whether our fishing is sustainable or not? 

What gives them the right to decide?” 

“(We)..felt that rather than being 

forced down the MSC route we should 

have an alternative approach and 

rather than doing it as an entire fishery 

it should be done on an individual 

vessel basis.” 

IND 

S4 

“...it was coming through loud and clear 

from the supermarket chains…that all 

their orders had to be sourced from a 

sustainable fishery or accredited vessels.” 

“We had been directly involved with 

Seafish, Seafood Scotland‟s 

scheme…..What we were finding was 

when we got back into port with all 

this paperwork, nobody asked for it!” 

IND 

S7 

“I think all the big organisations and 

supermarkets…want the assurances 

that…people are looking for traceability 

these days.” 

“So again that is why they come back 

with a responsible fishing scheme.”  
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Table 4.3 Context dimension of change and learning  

Role(ref) Change in External Context   Changes in Internal context 

NGO 

(S6) 

“Increasingly we are being 

contacted by the 

manufacturers….suppliers…people 

that either want our approval...or 

want to enquire about the 

sustainability of a product or want 

to know where they can source the 

fish that we include on our fish to 

eat list…” 

“We were interested from the point 

of view of promoting best fishing 

practice to the general public, to the 

consumer…so we wanted to be 

involved from that point of view.” 

Facilitator 

(S8) 

“Initially we went out and did a bit 

of research about what standards 

were out there. We came up with a 

list of…like 30 or 40.” “For 

example there was an Australian 

standard, a UN standard, one was 

European.” 

..” initial stakeholder list there were 

15 in total and really quite diverse. 

…particularly where you have for 

that potential for conflict…” 

Facilitator 

(S9) 

“There was concern in the UK that 

European legislation might pre-

empt anything that the UK wanted 

to do…”  

“…so it became very necessary for 

the UK to get something out in the 

domain quickly.” 

Service 

(S10) 

“I pre-assessed a number of 

fisheries…very keen to move 

forward to the main 

assessments…but…were not likely 

to make the MSC standard. This 

caused a lot of angst amongst my 

clients.” 

 

So I went along to speak with 

Seafish…about a means of 

certifying an individual vessel as 

being a responsible fishing company 

basically regardless of the stock that 

has been targeted. 
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4.3.2 Content 

 

The content of the learning process is changes in structures, interpretations and practices 

and one of the key testing dimensions of this research is to examine whether the 

learning in the standards making process is associated with a convergence of structures 

practices and interpretations. 

The most fundamental element of this is the formation of new structures which 

bring diverse groups with different interests together. This Network Learning episode 

brought together stakeholders, each with their own connection to a wider set of 

networks, and ultimately offered the potential to create huge connectivity across 

standards making networks. One NGO stakeholder, S6, referenced over 17 key 

standards in the sustainability field. Within the PAS standard itself organisations and 

practices are referenced showing that within the codified content of the standard itself 

has become embodied a high number of connections between associated networks and 

practices. This presents strong evidence that the standard signals a convergence of 

practices.  
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Figure 4.1 Visual display of inter-related standards based on data from the 

references within the published standard 
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Overall the published standard had 24 different bibliographic references. In order to 

review the full data set, each of the stakeholders‟ accounts were analysed to see how 

many discrete networks of influence were mentioned by participants. In order to see 

how active the human connectivity in this group was the data were also reviewed to 

determine how many of the networks participants were aware of were actually contacted 

or connected in any way, other than referencing, during the project. 

 

Table 4.4    Stakeholder mentions of standards making networks 

Role  Ref Networks 

mentioned  

Gov S1 7 

Gov S5 3 

Industry S2 2 

Industry S3 5 

Industry S4 6 

Industry S7 4 

NGO S6 13 

Facilitator S8 5 

Facilitator S9 5 

Service S10 4 

Total  54 

 

This project network‟s participants made mention 54 times of other networks. The NGO 

stakeholder had the highest number of connections to associated groups and yet 

relatively few of these were activated during this project. This stakeholder acted more as 

an informed and representative party rather than in an active role in connecting other 

structures. (This theme contrasting representative and representing is developed more 

later). 

One would predict intuitively that standardization is all about the convergence of 

practices, and so any successful case of standardization would show convergence of 

practices. Indeed, individual accounts of participants showed 9 participants only citing 

converging practices against only one of divergence of practices. The citation of 
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diverging practice referred to a historical standard scheme where the standard practice 

and implemented practice started to diverge with a simple explanation. The standard 

called for paperwork records to be kept but customers never asked for it. So the scheme 

fell into disuse and disrepute amongst fishermen because it fell out of step with the 

reality and market demand.  

Having determined that diverse structures and practices converge during the 

Network Learning episode of standards making can the same be said for interpretations? 

To furnish base data on this question each the role ordered matrices of tables below 

show changes in interpretation that are converging and those which show divergence. 
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Table 4.5 Changes in Interpretations of participant stakeholders   

Role Ref Changes in Interpretation  

Gov S1 CONV. “They were quite taken with the BSI logo and carrying that 

badge”. 

Gov S5 DIVR. “when it came to the wider environmental body there was quite a 

bit of criticism. I think maybe through misunderstanding if you like” 

Ind S2 DIVR One of my bugbears is that we often do a lot of good stuff in the 

food industry but the only thing that really ever gets reported is how bad 

we are.” “I really wanted something that was a good, positive slant on 

what the food industry are doing…” 

Ind S3 DIVR because people thought who are the Marine Stewardship Council 

to decide whether our fishing is sustainable or not? What gives them the 

right? 

Ind S4 DIVR They were totally unaware that fishermen are conservation 

minded, we are in this for the long term, we are not going to make a few 

extra bucks…” 

Ind S7 CONV I think it is positive for business…Seafishing has had such a bad 

press in the last few years. We need something positive and we need to 

give people assurances.” 

NGO S6 DIVR There is still an element of the fishing industry that don‟t 

recognise that conservation is, or at least should be, a part of what they 

do….”dinosaurs if you like” 

Fac S8 COVR“You can point to it and it is immediately visually apparent why 

it isn‟t related to any of the others...just the fact that is visual is a bonus.” 

Fac S9 CONVR “I think all the individual stakeholders there...had a better 

understanding of the whole scope of the industry than they had from 

when they came in…” 

Serv S10 CONVR “There is great potential for this scheme to be used as a 

building block towards MSC certification” 

 

The majority of stakeholders did show strong evidence of converging interpretations.  

However not all of them converged to an accepted set of interpretations, notably 

stakeholder S3 from industry and stakeholder S6 from the NGO maintain a view of the 

other stakeholder group that is on some level opposed or different from their own.  

The question arises what are the learning processes that allow the majority of 

stakeholders to converge in both practices and interpretations are any of these processes 

missing from S3 and S4 who are unable to close the gap in their interpretations? This 

links us to the final dimension of the Network Learning theory which is process. 

Each of the unique learning processes articulated by stakeholders has been given 
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a unique code. A learning process here has been defined including one of two 

categories. Firstly, the pragmatic definition along the lines of an organisational learning 

mechanism due to Popper  and Lipshitz (1998) who defined them as “institutionalised 

structural and procedural arrangements that allow organisations to learn”. In addition, a 

broader definition of learning processes has been further classified using the two 

learning processes that fall under the learning modes of Gynawali and Stewart (2003) as 

Social Learning or Informational learning.  

 

Table 4.6 Seafish case-study – Learning processes of participant stakeholders  

Role Social Learning Processes  Informational Learning 

Processes 

Gov 

(S1)  

SPL1 Using humour to overcome potential 

stakeholder conflicts. 

SPL2 Learning as discovering diverse 

stakeholder perspectives. 

SPL3 Learning as listening to criticism by 

wider stakeholders of the published standard. 

SPL4 Learning by 

reviewing lessons learned. 

SPL5 Reflecting on 

representation. 

Gov 

(S5) 

SPL14 Learning by becoming competent in 

the development process 

 

SPL16 Reflecting on the 

commercial dynamic of 

adopting the standard. 

SPL15 Learning by 

researching into external 

context 

Ind 

(S2) 

SPL6 Learning as networking with others 

SPL7 Learning as linking different 

representative bodies 

SPL8 Learning as developing empathy with 

other sectors 

SPL9 Learning by example of other 

companies (IOL) 

SPL10 Learning from past 

standard schemes (variant 

on SL4) 

Ind 

(S3) 

SPL11 Recognising the role of front line 

participants 

 

Ind 

(S4) 

SPL12 Predicting the adverse consequences 

of doing nothing  

SPL13 Learning by challenging the views of 

others 

 

Ind 

(S7) 

SPL20 Learning by listening to the views of 

others 

SPL21Learning the language of SR 

SPL22 Picking things up on the grapevine 
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Table 4.6 Seafish case study - Learning Processes of participant stakeholders 

Role Ref Social Learning Processes Learning Processes  

NGO S6 SPL19 Engaging directly with 

individual organisations as 

consultants/advisers 

SPL17 Comparing & contrasting 

aims and objectives of different 

schemes 

SPL18 Monitoring current 

standards development activity 

 

Fac S8 SPL23 Clarifying meaning by 

using visual (UML) models 

SPL 24 Clarifying key processes 

by using visual (UML) modeling 

SPL 25 Achieving consensus 

Identifying which stakeholders 

should be included and reviewing 

this (missing process) 

 

SPL 26 Recognising practical 

constraints  

Fac S9 SPL 27 Identifying and re-using 

best practices  

 

SPL 28 mapping stakeholders 

explicitly to requirements 

 

SPL29 Learning to transfer 

modeling techniques to other 

standards projects 

SPL30 Learning to create a shared 

picture from jigsaw pieces 

 

 

 

SPL 28 mapping stakeholders 

explicitly to requirements 

 

Serv. S10  SPL31 Learning to adapt 

description of standard to the 

marketplace 

 

Clearly the data overall shows a rich diversity of learning processes at work in this 

episode. Across all interviewees there is a majority of social learning processes, but 

there is a wide variation in the number and type of learning processes by individual. For 

example, S3 only has access to a single learning process, whereas S6 cites 3 learning 

processes however only one of these is a social learning processes, the other two being 

informational learning processes. Interestingly, there are some learning processes that 

have a joint social & informational character: such as mapping stakeholders explicitly to 

requirements. In other words there generate information in real time in a social setting.  
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 Knight (2002) describes the Network Learning model as one where the 

dimensions of context, content and process are constantly inter-related. But how do they 

inter-relate? It is instructive to try and associate each of the learning processes with a 

dimension of the Network Learning model to look for some order in this inter-

relationship. Table 4.7 below shows how the social and informational learning 

processes are associated with each of the three dimensions of learning content: namely 

structure; practices; and interpretations. 

 

Table 4.7 Classification of Learning Processes for Seafish Case 

Network Learning 

Content 

Social Learning Informational Learning 

Structural 4 1 

Practices 8 5 

Interpretations 10 3 

 

Table 4.7 shows that the social learning processes appear to relate to each of the 

Network Learning content. This is consistent with social learning bringing together 

people and facilitating new connections between them (structure) new ideas and ways of 

looking at things (interpretations) and new ways of doing things (practices). The 

majority of social learning processes relate to new interpretations suggesting that the 

social learning mode has a real power to change the way people look at the subject of 

sustainability and are able to change their perspective though interacting with others 

who hold different views. Although the number of social learning process related to 

practices also seems quite high, four of these are held by one group the facilitators who 

arguably are focused firmly on practices related to facilitation by their professional 

focus. Without these, the majority focus on interpretations may be even more 

significant. The informational processes relate mainly to practice elements and seem to 

a limited have role in this case in connecting people or new ways of thinking. There are 
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some processes in informational mode that unexpectedly seem to have a relationship to 

new interpretations. On close examination all three relate to a reflective mode of 

looking at information. Two of these processes are variations on looking at lessons 

learned and the third is reflecting on representation. These three processes show that it 

is possible for learning in the informational mode to change interpretations where they 

are associated with a reflective element. 

 

 

4.3.4 Consulted Stakeholder Representation 

 

For those who rely on their representatives to give them voice the question is how 

effective is that process? Representation is an important concept from the standards 

development perspective because the credibility of standards depends in large part on 

the credibility of representation. Network Learning allows us to collect data along 

several dimensions of the concept representation and to dissect it along dimensions of 

the model. From the perspective of Network Learning in this context the concept was 

initially conceived of as representation as structure whereby representatives were nodes 

that linked different Networks together.  The evidence that emerged however, suggests 

that it may be a concept with potentially several dimensions across the Network 

Learning model. 
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Figure 4.2 The three dimensions of “representation” derived from the 

Network Learning model (Knight, 2002) 

 

 

 

 

Representing 

PROCESS –  

How do I represent? 

Representation 

STRUCTURE –  

What networks do I connect? 

Representative 

Interpretation –  

Who do I represent? 

What do we represent? 
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Table 4.8  Participant stakeholder data on representation  

Role  Representation – 

Structures 

Representing - Processes Representative  

Interpretations  

Gov 

(S1) 

Part of one of the 

engagement 

activities we have 

with industry is 

something called 

advisory groups. 

I thought I had cleared my lines 

with the FFF but about half 

way through the program they 

said I know nothing about this 

because the reporting structures 

were not working. 

By that time these 

were probably the 

wrong set of people. 

They were the right 

set of people to begin 

with...the people 

making it happen but 

they were not the 

detail people. 

Gov 

(S5) 

Maybe one or two of 

the people who 

perhaps should have 

been on it weren‟t 

 

There was one or more that 

were probably guilty in not 

disseminating the information 

from the work they were doing, 

back down to their affiliated 

members of associations etc.  

 

Ind 

(S2) 

 

 

I would say that most of the 

time I was on this, I had not 

communicated anything back to 

the ABC nor was I asked to 

send anything back to them 

either. 

I think it was just 

deemed to be, make 

sure that I was 

representing our 

interests really.  

Ind 

(S3) 

We represent nearly 

every pelagic vessel 

in Scotland 

including the 

Shetlands. 

 

we are getting policy 

formulated from our Board and 

we are communicating back to 

our members, back through the 

Board and also other members 

who see the newsletter. 

Our primary objective 

is to get as bid fishing 

opportunities as 

possible for our fleet. 

Ind 

(S4) 

There is about 25 

boats and 20 of them 

are represented so 

that is 80%. 

Some folk are more interested 

in running their business and 

don‟t really want to get too 

involved in the political side of 

things. 

They felt my God 

some of the members 

will be against this. 

Ind 

(S7) 

 

 

It totally confused me because I 

never really knew who… I am 

not sure if it was them I was 

representing. 
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Table 4.8 part 2 Participant Stakeholder data on Representation 

Role  Representation - Structures Representing – 

Processes 

Representative  

Interpretations  

NGO 

(S6) 

No. I work for XYZ and the 

XYZ is a member of RRR, 

an umbrella organisation of 

NGOs and I was there 

representing RRR. 

 We had the most 

relevant interest and 

work program. 

Fac 

(S8) 

There were 15 in total and 

really quite diverse. 

There were a couple of 

stakeholders identified that 

should have been there. 

There is this thing 

about a requirements 

conflict, how do you 

solve conflicts in 

requirements. 

 

Fac 

(S9) 

There is an important step 

which is quite arbitrary. That 

is the selection of a suitable 

set of stakeholders or 

representatives. 

 

So there is the 

stakeholder view and 

the various use cases 

which essentially 

determine the 

requirements of what 

the standards should 

include. 

Rather I should say a 

group of people who 

are representative of 

the various 

stakeholder roles that 

can be identified. 

Serv 

(S10) 

 

 

To make sure that it 

was all auditable. 

The certification 

industry. 

 

Interestingly for such an apparently formalized process as standards development, 

several of those who took part in this work were often unclear as to whom they were 

representing and what representation as a process might mean. This has implications for 

the inclusion or exclusion of weaker stakeholders (Van Buren, 2001).  

Participants tended to emphasize one preferred interpretation of the concept 

representation along one of the dimensions of the Network Learning outcomes e.g. 

“being representative” industry and having the right interpretations whereas others 

emphasized the structural dimension of “structural connections” to the right linkages 

and therefore presumes representation to occur. A third reports in detail on the process 

dimension focusing on the „process of representing‟ in detail.  

A number of participants recognise that there is missing representation within 

the group, and that this needs to be addressed in subsequent meetings to regain 
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legitimacy as a credible multi-stakeholder process. Although the development process 

generally followed established conventions for standards development, the facilitators 

did introduce some innovative approaches for mapping the requirements of stakeholders 

and even for resolving their apparent conflicts. 

 

4.3.5 Empowerment 

The approach to empowerment and disempowerment taken here follows a realist 

philosophy by seeking to uncover processes and mechanisms that can account for the 

outcomes. The mechanisms identified come from the first hand participant interviews, 

but corroborating evidence for at least some of these is provided from the researcher‟s 

reflective diary and from supporting documentary analysis. 

Many of the mechanisms of empowerment relate to the context and specifically 

to the interaction with the market. Several of these relate to the supply of reliable clear 

information to the actors such as consumers in the market. 

Looking at the structural dimension of empowerment, it is clear that the 

selection and involvement of stakeholders in the standards process is closely linked to 

empowerment. Standardization is a often a process where “no seat” means “no say”. 
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Table 4.9 Data for Empowerment related to Network Learning Element 

Mechanism of Empowerment Network Learning 

model element  

Sponsorship of an industry specification – choosing which 

stakeholders to include  

Structure 

Producing a map of stakeholder requirements  Practices 

Corporate support for SR initiatives e.g. through 

membership  

Structure – financial  

Providing a stepwise progression for smaller organisations to 

progress over time 

Practices – financial 

Providing actionable information on sustainability to inform 

consumer choice in supermarkets 

External Context  

Corporates Seeking endorsement from NGO‟s or action 

groups  

External Context  

Taking first line stakeholders and involving them in the 

standards development process 

Structure  

Clear demand from consumers and supermarkets for 

sustainable products 

External Context  

Appearing on a TV documentary creating empathy and 

understanding of the trawler-man‟s way of life 

Context – information 

Financial rewards for those following sustainable practices  External Context – 

market  

Refusing to join the dominant market scheme and creating 

your own 

Context 

Influencing the government body to create a new standards  Internal Context 

Filling any gaps in stakeholder representation after first 

meeting 

Structure – practice 
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Table 4.10 Mechanisms of disempowerment related to Network Learning elements 

Mechanism of Disempowerment Network Learning model 

element  

Failing to follow up with stakeholders about how 

standards are deployed  

Practices  

Lack of continuity of involvement in standards making 

over long projects 

Structures  

Failing to include stakeholder groups (e.g. 

environmentalists) 

Structures & practices 

Lack of experience in standards development  Practices (skills) 

Lack of reporting on good work achieved by industry  Context – information  

Designing compliance systems with too much 

paperwork for front line fishermen 

Practices  

Supermarkets failing to align buying behaviour with 

standards requirements (e.g. previously implemented 

program 

Context – market 

Consumer confusion through too many product marks External context - 

Interpretation of information 

 

In common with then empowerment mechanisms many of the means of 

disempowerment relate to the market. These are either direct mechanisms, like failing to 

reward the right behaviour, or indirect, such as failing to provide correct information to 

consumers. Again, referring to the importance of structure and selection failing to 

include stakeholder categories in the process or experiencing turnover can cause 

disempowerment of certain groups. 

 

Table 4.11 Tally of processes for empowerment and disempowerment related 

processes 

Network Learning element Empowerment Disempowerment 

Structure 4 2 

Practices 2 3 

Interpretation 0 1 (Overlap with external 

context) 

External Context  4 3 

Internal Context  1 0 
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Many of the factors that can empower or disempower stakeholders lay in the external 

context. These include factors such as market behaviour of buying organisations. Within 

the context of the project, there was the same number of empowerment mechanisms 

associated with structure as with the external context. In terms of being empowered as a 

stakeholder in the context of standardization the message is clear, having a seat at the 

table is empowering. Connecting with the structures that create standards empowers 

stakeholders to influence those structures and not being able to connect for whatever 

reason is disempowering. Some of the external context factors relate to information and 

clarity of understanding around that information. In other words, there is a sense in 

which interpretations can be empowering or disempowering. 

The researcher had extensive experience of this mechanism of developing so 

called publicly available specifications PAS‟s since he was in charge of the department 

for developing them. He reflected on the dilemmas and trade-offs around power of this 

mechanism. On the one hand the mechanism allowed all stakeholders the right to 

develop a PAS and hence to engage with their national standards body and to influence 

the future of standardization. In this sense it was a highly empowering mechanism and 

had the benefits of allowing the national standards body to be responsive and in touch 

with the issues of current concern to its stakeholder base, rather than responding “after 

the event” through slower processes. Of course awareness of this mechanism was 

greatest amongst industry stakeholders and government bodies, as with this case the 

government body Seafish and its industry stakeholders became aware of the process 

before any environmental groups. In that sense, unequal information often affected the 

true empowerment dynamics. 

On the other hand, such projects required fees to funds the dedicated resources 

required to fast track a standard and these fees could arguably not be afforded by all 
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stakeholders. Balancing this was the requirement for these projects to be consultative 

and involve stakeholders beyond the sponsors, which meant that although one 

organisation had to take the lead and sponsor other organisations, other stakeholder 

groups were invited to take part free of charge. 

One recurring concern of the researcher was the immaturity of process design 

for standards development. There was no formal process for identifying which 

stakeholder groups would be affected by a given project and then pursuing a recruitment 

process for the selection of specific representatives of those groups into the 

development group. That was one of the reasons that the author pursued a partnership 

with the firm of systems engineering professionals who took part in the early stages of 

this project. By explicitly mapping the stakeholder interests in a visual format, it 

became an irresistible argument to involve stakeholders from all groups in including the 

environmental group.  

The innovative methodologies used in this project were described and written up 

in a systems engineering conference paper which the researcher co-authored with the 

partners and the paper won best paper of the conference (McNeillis and Holt, 2006). 

The paper argued for a more rigourous and hence more accountable and fairer process 

of standards development incorporating the best of systems engineering approaches for 

example the explicit tracing of stakeholder requirements. Although the partnership with 

the consulting firm lasted for some years, it proved difficult to integrate these ideas into 

the core processes of an established institution. At the end of the project the core 

procedures for developing a PAS remained unchanged but a parallel approach had been 

laid out in the published paper.  
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4.4 Discussion 

 

R1 How do diverse stakeholders contribute to the collaborative learning 

processes and outcomes during standards development? 

 

This case provides insight into this question from three sources of data and their inter-

relationship. Firstly, the high level Network Learning episode provides an insight into 

the macro-level learning processes and their relationship to high level learning 

outcomes. Secondly, the data on changes in interpretations and practices at the 

stakeholder level provides an insight into the overall pattern of learning outcomes at the 

micro or stakeholder level. Finally, the data from stakeholder accounts on learning 

processes and its relationship to elements of the Network Learning model provides an 

insight into how the learning outcomes have been achieved. Each of these sources of 

data is explored using an explanatory framework in the following section. 

The network level analysis reveals a learning episode that centres on the creation 

of a standard in opposition to an existing standard. That narrative can be condensed into 

a single diagram developed and abstracted from the case data to show the progress of 

the case across all dimensions of the Network Learning model. This is shown in figure 

4.3.  
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Figure 4.3  Macro-model of Seafish case based on Network Learning (Knight, 2002)  
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The framework of Network Learning (Knight, 2002) permits us to appreciate the macro-

level of the case. The learning outcomes show the predicted convergence of structures 

and practices and some mixed findings on the convergence of interpretations. The 

majority of stakeholders experience some convergence of interpretations and these 

appear to coincide with social learning processes cited by Gynawali and Stewart (2003), 

such as developing empathy with others points of view. Where social learning processes 

are not reported neither is convergence of interpretations. This suggests a potential 

trigger condition (Bhaskar, 1997) linking effective social learning and convergence of 

interpretations.  This learning episode is certainly an example of productive learning 

and given the predominant composition of the group as from industry, and the ready 

convergence of interpretation for most of those participants it has resonance with the 

success factors identified in one of the case studies that (Knight and Pye, 2005) used to 

derive Network Learning theory i.e. the Toyota learning network (Dyer and Nobeoka, 

2000), where a strong sense of Network identity was cited as a success factor. 

The unresolved differences in interpretations do not breach the standards 

developers‟ definition of consensus, which is simply that there is the absent of sustained 

disagreement (BSI, 2003), nor prevent the publication of an initial industry standard. 

However, they give hints of unresolved debates that re-emerge as the standard comes 

into the wider domain. The adverse reactions of environmental groups show that their 

views have been incompletely incorporated.   

In addition to finding a relationship with other existing standards in the market, 

it is clear that the standard will evolve and change based on the initial feedback from 

stakeholders and from experience of those using the standard. This can be compared 

with the findings of Egyedi and Blind (2008), who found evidence that standards are not 

static entities introducing a theory of what they call standards dynamics. They suggest 
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three categories of change that apply to standards: implementation change whereby a 

standard is altered by being implemented only partially or extended; standard 

maintenance whereby the standard is updated in view of new insights; or standards 

succession whereby one standard replaces or substitutes for another. It would be 

interesting to test the hypothesis that when standards enjoy low levels of consensus, as 

defined by a true convergence in stakeholder interpretations as per Network Learning 

theory (Knight, 2002), they become less stable and more likely to undergo change more 

rapidly. Also Egyedi and Blind (2008) tend to focus on the adverse effects of changes to 

standards because of potential disruption to business, whereas this perspective 

highlights the potential benefits of pursuing true consensus for a superior learning 

process. 

In many ways the case is driven by desire of the industry stakeholders to create 

an alternative network and standard as a balancing hub of power to the MSC‟s network 

and standard. This suggests an extension to Network Learning theory to include an 

Inter-Network Learning level continuing the theme of organisational learning levels 

(Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). The new standard presents a stake in the ground that itself 

changes the wider context and shows us that the standard making is a cyclic system of 

Network Learning, where outcomes go on to influence the wider context.   
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Figure 4.4 A systems cycle as explanatory framework for the Seafish case using 

the Network Learning Theory matched against case data 
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Reviewing figure 4.4 it is apparent that the Network Learning model, when displayed in 

a systems model, has the ability to explain the majority of the high level data in a 

relatively simple way. In that sense it starts to fulfill the criteria that most of the date fits 

the model (Strauss and Corbin, 1997). 

Secondly, it is also clear that the Network Learning process in this case appears 

to be a genuine cycle where changes in the context cascade from outer to inner context, 

triggering a change in interpretations and a learning process whose ultimate outputs in 

turn become a powerful influence on the context. This data abstracted in this visual 

display suggests a sequential progression between elements of the Network Learning 

model. That sequence is changes in: 

 

1. Outer context - changes 

2. Interpretations - changes 

3. external practices - changes 

4. Structures - changes 

5. Several process steps - changes 

6. Interpretations - changes 

7. external practices – changes  

8. Outer context – back to 2 

 

As discussed in the literature review chapter Network Learning simply refers to the 

interaction of changes in interpretations, practices and structures without specifying any 

order or sequence. So this data has potentially to build a version of Network Learning 

theory for this context at least. 

It can be predicted that this cyclic nature would apply to all such learning cycles 
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involving the development of standards for two main reasons: firstly, standards are a 

major commitment of resources in a complex and sometimes time consuming process. 

They are therefore not likely to be undertaken without a clear and strategic set of drivers 

in both outer and inner context that provide a credible mandate. Furthermore, on 

publication standards take their place as part of the outer context so they can create 

significant change for those who created them but importantly for those stakeholders 

who did not. However it will be interesting to see if this apparent sequence is followed 

or varied in subsequent cases.  

The multi-stakeholder learning dialogue perspective (Calton and Payne, 2003) 

allows as to structure data by stakeholder role and probe how these roles interact.  It 

enables us to address the theory testing dimension of this case where we compare the 

two rival propositions: 

 

P1 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

formation of a common ground of consensus interpretations and practices.  

 

Rival Proposition 

 

P1
R
 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and practices. 

 

This case shows the convergence of the majority of participants to a consensus view and 

a consensus set of practices see figure 4.6. What is interesting is that two of the 

participants from different stakeholder groups are willing to compromise around a 

shared practice but have not moved greatly in their interpretation. The path towards 
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convergence of interpretations is facilitated by a number of learning processes. The 

majority of these are social learning processes such as developing empathy and deep 

understanding of the points of view of other stakeholder groups. Significantly, the 

stakeholders that did not reach shared interpretations did not report a high level of social 

learning processes relative to other participants. The case also supports the assertion of  

Capron (2003)  that one of the difficulties of stakeholder theory is considering “mute” 

stakeholders such as the environment or “absent” stakeholders such as future 

generations. This case highlights a more basic mechanism by which stakeholders can be 

absent from a consultation process, because primary stakeholders have chosen not to 

include them. After all, it was only after the intervention of the facilitators that 

stakeholders representing the environment were included. As to the representation of 

future generations the fishermen had some claim to represent them because of their long 

family tradition of passing on fishing from father to son. The process lacked a long term 

impact analysis which could have set the context within which the standard was 

developed. Impact analyses are a device routinely used in the development of new 

regulation (Plambeck and Wang, 2009), but only recently beginning to focus on 

standards (An and Maskus, 2009). If the interests of future generations are to be 

systematically addressed in standards development, this might be one way to start that 

process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 154 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5  Matrix of Interpretations and Practices dynamics with role of 

learning modes 
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Learning 

processes 

Social 

Learning 

processes 

Informational  

Learning 

processes 

Vocalised & 

empowered 

Silent and 

disempowered 

(temporarily) 
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These two explanatory frameworks show a macro-level narrative based on Network 

Learning (Knight, 2002), a micro-level explanation of individual stakeholder behaviour 

based on a consensus-dissensus framework from multi-stakeholder learning (Calton and 

Payne, 2003) and a process view from Gynawali and Stewart (2003) contingency 

model. The question is how does the macro-level narrative relate to the micro-level 

story? 

The macro-level questions at the start of this project were of the nature: who 

owns the right to make a standard on sustainable fishing? How can we as the fishing 

industry come together to make this standard? In what forum and what process shall we 

develop it? Who shall we invite to take part who shares our views? To what extent 

should we invite those who do not share our views? These questions can be viewed as a 

decision of where in the four box matrix of figure 4.6 to start the project. The decision 

can be seen as one to avoid starting in the most difficult box lower left and start with the 

majority of participants in the top left box and some few towards the upper end of the 

lower left box. Once started and funded and underway, the project has an inevitability 

about it concluding on the right hand side of the diagram in a shared practice. Since this 

is an industry specification it does not have to achieve full consensus. [Note in any case 

the standards definition of consensus is a wholly pragmatic one and does not mean 

complete agreement. It has a negative definition “the absence of sustained 

disagreement. So in fact a consensus standard could be far from qualifying in the top 

right hand box where interpretations genuinely converge as shared understanding and 

agreement.] The only question is will participants travel across to the top right where 

interpretations and practice are shared or will some or all drop to the lower level and 

sign up formally to the standard but not genuinely come to a shared view? As figure 4.6 
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shows, the majority reach agreement but a significant minority do not.  

 So returning to figure 4.5 this case provides us with two outcomes: the 

proposition one P1 is supported by majority participants who arrive at the shared 

practice and shared interpretations box. However, not all stakeholders arrive at this 

result. The question is what happens with this residual dissensus? Is it recognised by 

stakeholders? Does it create learning outcomes of its own? Stakeholder learning theory 

cannot describe the learning outcomes of this residual dissensus, but by returning to the 

network level and in fact higher to the inter-network level we see its manifestation on 

the macro level. Just as some stakeholders did not converge in their interpretation 

within the Network Learning episode, so we see that same stakeholder grouping from 

other networks criticising the new standard when it emerges. This offers an important 

lesson that stakeholder groupings who do not genuinely experience convergence of 

interpretation in the learning process may be a bell-weather for the wider stakeholder 

community. Moreover, whereas a local network may empower one stakeholder 

grouping over another, that power if used to short-cut the consensus building process 

may simply be undermined by the re-framing of the argument in a different context with 

different power dynamics. This issue is revisited in considering the contribution of non-

participants stakeholders in the next section. 

 

Research Question 2 

 

How do non-participant stakeholders contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes during standards making? 

 

The dominant model of representation in the Seafish case was “Being Representative”. 
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The participants were chosen by the project sponsor, often from the front-line fishing 

industry because they were considered representative of a body of experience in that 

industry and could therefore contribute some insight and knowledge to the project. The 

implications for learning are twofold. Firstly the learning processes of participant 

stakeholders may be enriched by having access to primary stakeholders who bring 

uniquely relevant knowledge and experience. There was certainly strong evidence of 

this from stakeholders from other groups who experienced a new level of insight and 

empathy with the fishermen that would not have been possible in dealing with an 

appointed representative without the ability to share direct experience.  

The second implication is more concerning however. It was clear from several 

accounts that these primary stakeholders came with a deep sense of “being 

representative” that may have limited their perceived need to consult with others. 

Furthermore, since they were above all fishermen and not trained representatives their 

knowledge of who they were representing or who they were supposed to executed that 

duty was woefully inadequate. The sponsor recognised this dilemma by stating that 

although these stakeholders brought real value at the start of the process, they were 

perhaps not the best people to work through the formal consultation stages. At the start 

they were able to share direct experience and thereby contribute to learning but in later 

stages they were unclear about the processes of representing others and were a poor 

vehicle for collating the views of others and working on a draft document. At that later 

stage, the formal representatives from trade associations would have been better 

equipped to carry out the process. 

This observation raises the interesting general questions of representation over 

time and skills. If participants are to be selected on the grounds that they are 

representative, it must be recognised that if their experience in these processes is limited 



 158 

they will require training to be able to fulfill a wider remit of representing non-

participants. In this way one can maintain effective learning engagement and strong 

empowerment of non-participant stakeholders. 

The secondary model of representation was Structural, in that participants were 

chosen as having a seat on specific collective organisations like trade associations or 

environmental groups that themselves had a broader membership. In many cases, the 

actual connection between the participant and their organisation was a notional one and 

participants were confused about who exactly they were supposed to be representing. 

 The weakest model of representation in this case was Representing, the process 

dimension. Few participants in this case had a clear understanding of what representing 

involved and although they consulted there was little or no commonality of approach 

between participants. This high degree of unevenness in consultation means that some 

non-participants stakeholders will make a strong contribution to learning and be 

empowered to influence the end result and others would be much less involved and 

empowered. This may hold some clue as to why upon publication the fishing industry 

stakeholders who had been consulted, involved and empowered welcomed the standard 

whereas environmental groups who had been less involved were skeptical. 

This result prompts us to re-visit the explanatory framework of figure 4.6 and 

ask how does this reflect the fact that non-participant stakeholder views were poorly 

linked to participants views and this may have resulted in a disconnect between a 

consensus of participants stakeholders but a dissensus of other including primary 

stakeholders. This is revisited in the chapter 7 on cross-case analysis. 
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Research Question 3   

 

How do the weaker stakeholder voices influence the learning processes and 

outcomes during standards making? 

The interesting question in this case is who are the weaker stakeholders? As Capron  

(2003) has said, the environment cannot be classed as a stakeholder, but those acting to 

protect it, can. One‟s first instinct might be to class these stakeholders as the weaker 

group. But in this narrative the fishermen do not see the environmentalists as the weaker 

stakeholders, in fact they are fearful of them and their rising influence: 

 

A Well, we are going to these meetings now and there are more and more of these 

people being represented whether they are saving the dolphins or saving the 

whales, or, they are strong voices as well, they are being listened to and they 

seem to get in everywhere and it doesn‟t matter what you look at, you have got 

people objecting to whether it be the wind farms ... everything that people do 

there is objections to. They seem to get their voice heard sometimes more than 

we do. 

 

On the contrary, they see themselves as the weaker voices in multi-stakeholder 

dialogues. This whole story can be framed as one of apparent fear on the part of the 

fishermen to being controlled by forces outside of their control and their attempt to 

regain control. To achieve this, they create their own space where they are in the 

majority and can reach their own consensus and champion their own standards. Rather 

reluctantly, they do admit some environmental stakeholders into this space. However 

when the standard is published there is some adverse reaction from environmentalist 
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groups so their voices and influence rise again. So which of the two rival propositions 

best describes this case?  

 

P3 The voices of weaker stakeholders are included and discernible in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process.  

Or  

P3
R
 The voices of weaker stakeholders are missing, lost or subsumed in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process.  

 

By taking the view that the fishermen did not feel represented by the MSC whereas their 

practices were influenced by them, there is a legitimate claim of the fishermen to being 

a disempowered group in the existing overall context of marine standards. To that 

extent P3 is true for the fishermen. The new standards making process gave them access 

to a channel to build a limited consensus around their views and offer this to a wider 

public. 

However to rebalance this power it is interesting that they had to create an equal 

and opposite force in their own standards group where environmentalists were relatively 

without power. In this new local standards space and in this Network Learning episode 

P3R was true.  

Only with this rebalancing of power achieved could a genuinely open dialogue 

between the two sets of stakeholders re-open. This case study demonstrates the 

powerful symbolism of creating a standard around one‟s community and practices. 

So far we have provided data relevant to the question of whether or not weaker 

stakeholder voices are represented but the original question is phrased as a “How….” 

question which requires some insight into process. The process of having one‟s voice 
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included in standards making is either through direct participation or through 

representation by those who are participating. The weakest stakeholder voices are 

therefore those who are either not represented or who are not represented effectively in 

the assertion of their voices. So the first question concerns how those taking part are 

chosen. Selection of stakeholders in this case is led by the government sponsor and 

appears to follow little systematic process. There is recognition that some groups are 

absent in initial meetings and some correction of this but the process is poorly executed. 

The author is acutely aware from reflection on his own involvement in this sphere that 

the fast track process lacked an adequate formal discipline of the consideration and 

recruitment of representative stakeholder groups.  

 The second question is how well did the process of representation work? Again 

the data shows an unimpressive execution of this process. Many participants are unclear 

about what representation means, emphasizing the fact that they are representative 

(interpretative dimension) or that are present through structural connection (structural 

dimension). Very few have a concept and practice of representation as a process. As a 

result, one can find little evidence of systematic consultation of those stakeholders 

represented.  

 As this case concluded, the question of power and influence remained a key one 

but shifted into a wider market context. The question became would the new standard 

enjoy support from supermarkets? Would dissenting environmental stakeholders seek to 

criticise and undermine its credibility? (returning to the question raised earlier – what 

happens to dissenting stakeholders?) Would Seafish follow through their discussions 

with MSC and seek to harmonize somehow in the marketplace? Power as with learning 

follows the overall cycle from reaction to influence in the broad outer context that 

describes this case. 
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Chapter 5 Case 2 – Proposing the development of an Ethical Fashion Standard  

 

 

“..the last thing the world needs is another standard. It is estimated that there are 

supposed to be 10,000 different standards out there…What is lacking is standardization 

and that creates all kinds of issues.” 

 

Comment from an NGO Participant Stakeholder 

 

“Following a poll on the BBC’s website, the biggest factor for people who go out and 

buy clothes is style which polled 44% of the vote. Cost was just behind with 43% while 

ethics had a measley 4%. That puts the whole thing in perspective doesn’t it?” 

 

Comment from an Industry Participant Stakeholder 

 

5.1  Introduction 

 

This case was selected as a negative case along the practice dimension of learning 

outcomes since no new standard resulted from the dialogue and stakeholder engagement 

process. It is also interesting in that it was initiated by the facilitating organisation rather 

than being a response to an outside stakeholder group approach. As with the Seafish 

case, the project took place directly within the business unit run by the researcher so 

there was a degree of high level involvement in the project. 
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5.2  Summary of case study database  

 

The Ethical fashion project was initiated by BSI in May 2005. The key milestone was a 

stakeholder workshop in Feb 2006 and the subsequent publication of a report     

(Varbeva-Daley and Lissaur, 2006),  alongside an invitation to join a permanent 

community. Further internal meetings were held at BSI during 2006 to discuss the 

response.  

The first source of evidence was semi-structured interviews with stakeholders 

who had been involved in the BSI facilitated workshop. Nine people were interviewed 

directly for this case over a period of a year, in interviews lasting from 30 minutes to an 

hour. They were selected from a total population of participants of around 50 people 

from the following stakeholder groups: two from industry, three from NGO‟s; one from 

a service provider; one from government and one facilitator. As with each case, the 

structure of interviews was based around the three major components of the Network 

Learning model as explained in the methodology chapter. The transcribed interviews 

were coded using codes derived from Network Learning theory and mindful of the 

potential for emergent in-vivo codes. 

Two other significant sources of data were generated through the key milestone 

of the one day workshop on Ethical fashion held at BSI during February 2006. Fifty 

participants took part from 40 organisations. The author took part in the day as a 

participant observer and was able to make first hand observations of the interactions 

between participants and to capture these in brief observational notes.  

The day was also professionally facilitated using world café and open space 

techniques and its findings were collected analysed and summarised in a BSI report 

which was then fed-back to the participants as a reference point. The author‟s employer 
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BSI was the architect and sponsor of this project and the project manager was a member 

of the author‟s team. So the level of involvement in the initiative was significant. As 

such the author had frequent cause to reflect on the project. On what it had achieved in 

terms of learning and change, and what it had failed to achieve and on the causes of 

these outcomes. 

 

5.3     Findings 

5.3.1 Context – Network level perspective 

The context part of the Network Learning model links the changes in the external 

context to the changes in the internal context of the Network Learning episode. A good 

place to start is the basic listing of events shown in table 5.1. This data was taken from 

the researchers own notes and from archival sources such as the project plan, published 

news articles and the standard itself. It sets out a basic framework with which to begin 

framing a more conventional narrative about this Network Learning episode. 

 Having established these basic facts about the case it is instructive to dig deeper 

into the accounts of each of the participants. This serves two purposes; most 

fundamentally it focuses our attention on the key questions for this study to understand 

how the diverse perspectives come together to drive learning. Secondly, it fulfills our 

obligation to give a full account of all the data in the case,  (Eisenhardt, 1989; Strauss 

and Corbin, 1997; Silverman, 2000) so that our findings are not distorted by 

unrepresentative selection of data. 

Table 5.2 summarises the views of the individual 10 participants as to what is 

driving this link organized into role ordered matrices with each participant assigned a 

stakeholder class. This demonstrates that the findings are grounded in a consideration of 

all of the data. This base data is then used later on to generate higher level displays and 
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a textual narrative in a form that can shed light on the principal research questions. 

Both industry and NGO stakeholders saw implementation as the real challenge not 

standardization, saying it would be essential to get industry sign up to implementation 

even before creating the standard. 

Several stakeholders highlighted the importance of market influences with some 

challenging the notion that there is strong consumer demand for products produced 

more ethically. Some quote the market facilitation mechanism used by the certifying 

organisation in the coffee market: i.e. one of providing information and traceability to 

the market to allow participants to make their own decisions on price. This is designed 

to address the previous point that consumers are not necessarily willing to pay a 

premium. Some respondents saw industry‟s lack of long term engagement with 

suppliers as a limiting factor in making ethical fashion a stable market factor.  

In terms of questioning to the development project some stakeholders expressed a 

strong view not to “re-invent the wheel” through the BSI process referring to the 

dangers of “ETI cloning”. The proliferation of standards was highlighted as something 

that creates confusion in amongst stakeholders. This was expressed by one respondent 

as the need for “standardization not more standards”.  

 It was observed by some respondents that there was not a clear definition of the 

standard to be addressed during the BSI project and some were looking for an 

examination of the existing landscape of standards as a starting point to the engagement. 
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Table 5.1 Ethical Fashion Case Events Listing  

  Dates     

Level May 2005 May 2005-

Feb 2006 

Feb 2006 Q3 2006 Q4 2006 

Outer 

Context – 

wider 

economy  

Public 

consciousness 

heightened by 

brands such 

Nike 

experiencing 

ethical issues 

in their supply 

chain 

Ethical 

Trading 

Initiative 

represents 

members in 

retail sector 

and other 

stakeholders 

Fashion 

week 

running at 

same time 

 Brands like 

Primark 

continue to 

join Ethical 

Trading 

Initiative 

Inner-

context – 

the 

network    

Project 

Launched 

within BSI 

Professional 

Services 

Bi-lateral 

Engagement 

with existing 

stakeholder 

groups 

Multi-

Stakeholder 

workshop 

Publication 

of 

workshop 

report 

Follow ups 

within BSI 

and with 

participant 

stakeholders 
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Table  5.2 Changes in Outer and Inner Context  

Role Code Change in External Context   Changes in Internal context 

Ind EF1 If you look at individual 

voluntary codes folks pretty much 

have the same kind of approach, 

the challenge is always how do 

you implement? 

The last thing the world needs 

is another code of practice. 

What people need is support 

help and guidance. 

Ind EF6 As lot of people would like to be 

organic…but at the end of the day 

if the product is 15/20% more 

with no obvious advantage, you 

will find that most people will 

still buy the cheapest product. 

I think what we are talking 

about here is the 

bandwagon…It is gaining 

momentum but I am not 

entirely aware of anybody who 

is actually taking all of these 

principles on board 

NGO EF2 Inherently you have an industry 

that does not really respect long-

term paybacks …people can be 

very skeptical about actually you 

might respect labour standards 

but do you actually give your 

suppliers enough notice when you 

are changing orders. 

I think you need to make sure 

that the key players were in 

from the beginning and have 

some kind of commitment to at 

least looking to implement the 

standard once it was produced 

NGO EF4 I think the traditional Fair Trade 

model is really about OK there is 

an extra premium to be paid so it 

meddles with the market force. 

What we do ….is say: OK we 

don‟t meddle with the market. 

We just facilitate the 

market…but we don‟t say 

anything about price. 

NGO EF7 There is a lot of competition for 

the word ethical…At the moment 

that means different things to 

different people. 

At the BSI day there was not a 

common understanding among 

the participants of what we 

were talking about as a 

standard. 

 

SERV EF8 I felt like it was almost like 

another group was going to be 

born like an ETI cloning. 

 

 

I would have liked to have seen 

some sort of like a setting all 

the organisations that already 

exist to work together rather 

than create something new is 

how I saw it. 

GOV EF5 For the larger business it is 

possible to make code of practice 

standards but for a small business 

it becomes quite complicated. 

We have been working in 

partnership with the Welsh 

government and developing 

England and Wales 

FAC EF3 What was obvious is that there is 

a great proliferation of standards 

and…fragmentation which 

creates quite a bit of confusion 

amongst the stakeholders. 

We set out to explore the 

problems and issues of these 

organisations…very often 

through the prism of 

standardization because that is 

what we do.  
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5.3.2 Content – Changes in Structures, Practices and Interpretations 

This project brought together forty-five different organisations covering all of the six 

standard stakeholder categories. The project manager created their own categorization 

of stakeholders into eight categories: retailers; academia; not for profit organisations; 

manufacturers; government and suppliers. No permanent new structure was formed 

either leading up the stakeholder engagement or following it. However the participant 

stakeholders included organisations like the Ethical Trading Initiative that represented   

members and a well established structure addressing a similar topic. 

Many of the interviewees agreed that there was a high degree of “consensus on 

the problem”, but this was seen as “a harmonization of intent but not of practice”. 

Equally it was felt that there was a distinct lack of consensus on the implementation of 

any solutions of specific issues: for example about how to deal with issues like child 

labour in practice. There were in the words of one participant:  “too many standards not 

enough standardization”. This apparent paradox can be unpicked if we use 

standardization to refer to the creation of primary standards and harmonization to refer 

to the alignment and convergence of standards. Many of apparently proliferating 

standards were seen by many as derivatives of the overarching ILO frameworks and 

principles. One of the reasons for there being too many standards was “competition 

between initiatives” and this limited harmonization. Despite this some specific 

harmonization projects were mentioned such as JOIN and the Made-by‟s approach of 

creating a ladder of standards that links standards which are progressively more 

demanding in their requirements. Finally, it was recognised that standards in this field 

were both dynamic and inter-related: after an initial proliferation in prior years there had 

been few new standards developed to date. This recognised that standards are dynamic 

entities with an overall life cycle and they evolve in an inter-related system which 
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potentially reaches saturation at a certain point. 

Table 5.3  Changes in interpretations and practices in Ethical Fashion case 

Role Code Change in Interpretations    Changes in Practices 

Ind EF1 Divergence 

Child labour is a good example. If 

you find child labour in a factory 

what do you do? Nobody really has 

come up with a standard method of 

dealing with code violations. 

Divergence 

The last thing the world needs is 

another standard…what is 

lacking is standardization and 

that creates all kinds of issues. 

Ind EF6 Divergence 

The only thing we do in terms of 

ethical production is we write it into 

the terms of our contract. 

Divergence 

So the whole issue of nominating 

ethical production routes in 

companies is fraught isn‟t it 

because it is all down to 

monitoring. 

NGO EF2 Divergence 

The key one for me was 

communication with consumers. A 

huge amount of confusion about 

what it means to be ethical. 

Convergence 

There is a need for this standard 

but…it needs to be 

communicated in a way that is 

both harmonized and easy to 

understand for consumers. 

NGO EF4 Convergence 

We would like to see this as a 

performance ladder, a performance 

criteria …to combine all the 

standards that are already in the 

market  

Convergence 

Initiatives like the JOIN project 

… see how far they can go in 

harmonizing standards. 

NGO EF7 Convergence 

…When you are talking about 

labour standards there is a clear 

convergence I guess there are the 

ILO fundamental principles … 

Convergence  

so I don‟t think proliferation so 

standards is a problem 

specifically around labour rights. 

SERV EF8 Divergence 

There is quite a big gap between big 

corporates and some of these 

activist people…they just don‟t 

understand it from a  corporate 

point of view. 

Convergence 

I actually think what people are 

trying to do is quite 

harmonized… 

 

GOV EF5 Divergence  

I was frustrated with some of the 

attitudes of larger businesses 

Divergence 

One of things that stretched me 

was can standards really be 

generic…there is no one size fits 

all unfortunately. 

FAC EF3 Convergence 

There was some sort of shared 

understanding of what the issues 

and needs are. There was even 

before the workshop. 

Divergence 

But there is a different approach 

when it comes to what can be 

done to address these issues and 

needs. 
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5.3.3 Process 

Table 5.4  Role and conceptually ordered matrix – Processes of learning 

Role Ref Social Learning Processes  Informational Learning 

Processes 

Ind EF1 Meet the people with practical 

experience (see as a missing 

process) 

Linking new standards 

with authoritative 

references (ILO & UN 

dec. of human rights) 

Ind EF6 None Requiring ethical 

behaviour as a contractual 

requirement 

 

Published papers on 

market demand for  

NGO EF2 Formal facilitation techniques  

 

Bottom up learning from suppliers  

 

Producing code of conduct 

NGO EF4 Meeting in multiple forums  

 

Sharing knowledge between 

physically close neighbouring 

organisations  

 

Inputs from a  multi-stakeholder 

board 

Creating a ladder of inter-

related standards through 

analysis 

NGO EF7 Setting up experimental projects 

 

Considering dilemmas between 

environmental and ethical priorities 

 

Responding to fast changing 

environment through slow 

democratic process 

Commissioning and 

publishing academic 

studies  

SERV EF8 Understanding current stakeholder 

needs (see as a missing process) 

 

Formal facilitation techniques  

 

mapping what already 

exists and gaps (seen as a 

missing process) 

GOV EF5 Listening  

 

Large business learning from 

innovative small ones  

Becoming aware of new 

standards  

FAC EF3 Exchanging ideas 

 

Producing the stakeholder map  

Writing the workshop 

report  

 

Producing the stakeholder 

map 
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Interviewees reflected a balance of social and informational processes overt the lifetime 

of the learning episode. However, by adding in a time dimension the picture is quite 

different. All of the informational process took place outside of the workshop event 

either before or after it. For example prior to the event a stakeholder map was produced 

by BSI over a period of 10 months. After the event a 30+ page report was produced. 

Nearly all of the social learning processes took place during the workshop event without 

many informational processes. Several of the participants were led to comment that they 

really enjoyed and found valuable the open facilitation techniques which generated lots 

of social interaction but at the same time they commented that “it was not really about 

learning more about networking”. So the extensive informational work somehow did 

not connect with the social component. 

This lack of connection between social and informational learning processes 

could be an important factor in why the project as a whole was not successful against 

the criterion of engaging stakeholders in the development of new standards. The more 

conventional standards development process engages participants in a task which is 

focused from the outset on the creation of new information and thereby focuses the 

social processes to that end. 

In contrast the process of producing the stakeholder map was clearly one which 

cycled between informational and social modes. An initial map was produced from desk 

research and on this basis the social process of engaging stakeholder was begun. As the 

first stakeholders was consulted and asked the question is there anyone missing, then 

the map was enlarged. Also as the person drafting the map went through the process 

their perception of the inter-relationships changed. This whole process took some time, 

approximately 10 months prior to the workshop. Perhaps, if the qualities of this process 
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could have been extended into the wider project so that social and informational 

learning modes remained closely integrated for all participants the project as a whole 

could have been more productive. 

A significant theme was the feeling that some key potential learning processes 

were missing: for example, the lack of access to relevant stakeholders from 

development agencies who had years of practical experience of addressing the practical 

“on the ground” problems. In addition a missing informational learning process was a 

lack of homework mapping out the existing initiatives to avoid duplicating work in pre-

existing forums and initiatives. In addition it was felt that there was a lack of probing of 

the real demands and needs of participant stakeholders prior to the workshop. This view 

was not shared by those on the project side who felt they had spent extensive time 

researching issues and stakeholders beforehand and in discussing their needs.  The 

paradox of these opposite perspectives is consistent with the explanation offered above 

that informational learning and social learning processes did not connect and combine 

effectively. Perhaps the desire to start the workshops without prejudicing the outcome 

by introducing results of the research combined with facilitation techniques that started 

from a blank sheet of paper led to a failure to weave the research into the social 

interaction and thereby create a project rather than an event on a single day. 

Table 5.5 shows how the social and informational learning processes are 

associated with each of the three dimensions of learning content: namely structure; 

practices; and interpretations. 
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Table 5.5 Classification of learning process - Ethical Fashion case 

 Gynawali learning mode  

Network Learning 

Content element 

Social  Informational 

Structure 3 0 

Practices 6 10 

Interpretations  3 0 

Internal context 5 6 

External context 10 4 

 

The social learning processes appear to relate to each of the Network Learning content 

elements with a majority relating to practices. This is consistent with social learning 

bringing together people and facilitating new connections between them (structure) new 

ideas and ways of looking at things (interpretations) and new ways of doing things 

(practices). 

Interestingly the majority of learning processes in this case relate to changes in 

practices.  This is in contrast to the Seafish case study where the majority of processes 

related to changes in interpretations. This difference will be examined further in the 

cross-case analysis. For now it raises the question was the relative lack of processes 

related to changing interpretations related to the “failure” of this case study in as much 

as no ongoing standardization activity took place after the main meeting. 

The informational processes relate uniquely to practice elements and seem to 

have no role in this case in connecting people or new ways of thinking. Informational 

learning relates to learning about practices in this case. The extreme nature of this result 

suggests that there was no little overall learning for participants about new structures or 

new ways of thinking. Again one has to ask whether this extreme result could be related 

to the failure of the case. In other words if people failed to identify new ways of 

thinking or new structures through this project did this lead them to reject it as not rich 

enough in potential learning to persist with?  
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In contrast with the Seafish case study, this case has a majority of social learning 

processes linked to the external context. This is an environment less about experts 

finding out what is new in the networks of sustainability standards and more about some 

participants picking up new connections to external aspects of sustainability. Again, one 

must question if this result could relate to the failure to take the project forward. If the 

forum was not rich in internal context learning it may not have had the ability to retain 

“expert” participants in a club like context. Here it may be only the novices who are 

picking up new significant external connections. Also in contrast with the Seafish study 

the informational mode shows a very slight majority of internal context related 

processes. So there is information about the standards context available in this 

environment. 
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5.3.4 Stakeholder Representation 

Table 5.6 Representation – learning from consulted stakeholders  

Role  Ref  Representation – 

Structures 

Representing - 

Processes 

Representative  

Interpretations  

Ind EF1 There is not a forum 

out there right now 

which brings 

together folks with 

that kind of 

experience. 

There are folks out there 

in development agencies 

for example who are 

involved in development 

for 20 plus years… 

What we  don‟t need 

is more people 

talking about what 

the issues are, …  

 

Ind EF6 we had about 3000 

licensees but when 

we introduced a fee-

paying structure ..a 

lot of the smaller 

companies dropped 

out 

Our only involvement 

..ethical side of garment 

production for example 

lies in the statement that 

is part and parcel of our 

licensing agreement 

Our interest in the 

whole concept of 

ethical 

production…is that it 

is very topical at the 

moment 

NGO EF2 It is a membership 

organisation with 

around 750 members 

all of which are 

corporate 

companies.  

We consult with other 

NGOs such as the ETI 

to define best practice to 

help companies to 

support them and 

challenge them  

A sort of partnership 

approach with the 

NGO‟s and a 

membership/client 

service approach 

with the companies 

NGO EF4 There are six places 

on the board…2 for 

brands…2 for 

suppliers and 3 for 

NGO‟s.  

These people are 

selected from the whole 

network of suppliers 

brands and NGO‟s… 

the idea is that 

organisation X…is a 

network that equally 

benefits brands and 

suppliers. 

NGO EF7 We have 3 parts to 

our constituency 

…member 

companies, trade 

unions,..and then 

16NGOs 

What we do is look at 

best practices in 

applying company codes 

of conduct  

We have tri-partite 

consensus...normally 

company driven in 

terms of identifying 

what are the most 

problematic areas 

SERV EF8 They are all in the 

ETI…so they are 

doing stuff already 

…you wanted people to 

join something 

else…they don‟t want to 

pay… 

it just does not seem 

very joined up. 

GOV EF5 I was representing a 

newinitiative …quite 

a multi-stakeholder 

approach. 

The key thing for me 

was I did a lot of 

listening. 

 

FAC EF3 What we tried to do 

from the very 

beginning was to 

identify as many 

stakeholder groups 

as possible.  

We have stakeholders 

that contribute with 

active projects;  ideas;  

analytical skills; 

financial backing 

we will never reach 

full consent on who 

constitutes a key 

stakeholder. 
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Some respondents saw it as important to ensure connections between industry and 

government forums to share experience and learning. Others were concerned that 

representation for smaller companies within forums such as the proposed community of 

practice was often prevented by the cost barrier of membership fees. Some respondents 

saw a potential solution as having a flexible pricing model for industry participants 

related to turnover while allowing free of charge access to NGOs as partners.  It was 

recognised that fees charged by collaborative forums can be an enabler of representation 

in that they provide resources for organisations‟ work and a barrier in that they may 

exclude those without sufficient funds. 

Multi-stakeholder governance was seen as an essential pre-requisite of working 

in this field and was widespread amongst the existing initiatives in this space. Typically 

boards consisted of NGOs, brands and their suppliers and sometimes including trade 

unions.  
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5.3.5  Empowerment 

Table 5.7 Mechanisms of empowerment classified by dimensions of Network 

Learning content 

Mechanism  Dimension of 

Network Learning 

model  

Recognising that different stakeholders can make different 

contributions some financial and some non-financial and 

including them in process appropriately  

Structures - Financial  

 

Having a multi-stakeholder representation on the board 

 

Structures  

Influencing the market by providing traceability information to 

inform consumer behaviour 

Context information 

Linking up SMEs and large business to exchange knowledge  

 

Structures 

NGO campaigning resulting in new corporate initiatives 

 

Context  

Experimental and research projects Impact assessments e.g. on 

lives of home workers in developing countries 

Context – information 

 

Several of the mechanisms of empowerment relate to activities in the wider context 

such as research. The majority of the mechanisms of empowerment identified are 

related to structural connections. This reflects the fact that allowing stakeholders access 

to the influential structures around standardization is a simple low cost way of 

enhancing their influence. 
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Table 5.8 Mechanisms of disempowerment classified by Network Learning  

Mechanism of disempowerment Network Learning 

model element 

Financial disempowerment - An industry that does not respect 

long term payback – thereby making it difficult for suppliers 

to invest and address their issues. 

 

Context – financial  

Consumers disempowered due to confusion of standards in the 

market 

 

Context  

Setting standards that suit large corporates but not SMEs 

 

Inner context  

 

SME‟s lacking time and expenses to attend and influence 

standards setting events 

 

 

Inner Context - 

Financial  

 

Consumers not aligning their spending with the espoused 

values so not choosing to buy more ethical products or stop 

buying less ethical ones 

 

 

Context – financial  

Unresolved clashes or dilemmas between ethical and 

environmental agendas or priorities  

 

Context  

 

Missing representation e.g. of labour stakeholders 

 

 

Structure 

A lack of reward from buyers to suppliers for ethical 

behaviour (fear of talking about their treatment for fear of 

losing business) 

Context - financial 

 

Many of the mechanisms of disempowerment relate to the market mechanism, which 

fails to reward the ethical behaviour of suppliers.  The role of structure can be a 

disempowering one if an entire category of representation such as labour is missing 

from the stakeholder model.  

One point of particular note in demonstrating the significance of a realist 

perspective and the triangulation of evidence is in the cross checking of evidence from 

different sources. For example the report from the stakeholder workshop clearly shows 

that international organisations including WTO and ILO were included in the 

stakeholder map. Furthermore, the attendance list shows that a representative of the ILO 
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did attend the event. This is in contrast with the participant stakeholder‟s account who 

stated that it was a faux pas to not have someone from labour involved. So which 

account is true? A constructivist might answer “both are true to those who perceive 

them”. The realist answer might be similar but more nuanced. Clearly the fact that 

stakeholders from all groups were invited and did attend was not clearly communicated 

to everyone so the perception that labour were not present was perhaps a reflection of 

the participation of one individual in a large group where many participants e.g. from 

NGOs were very vocal. 

 

Table 5.9 Tally of empowerment and disempowerment mechanisms 

 Empowerment Disempowerment 

Structure 3 1 

Practices 0 0 

Interpretation 0 0 

External Context  2 5 

Internal Context  1 2 

 

Structure can be an empowering factor in this case as with the previous Seafish case. 

Those who have access to the influential processes such as standards setting gain power. 

The influence of the external context on power in this case is high. Interestingly 

in this case there are a majority of mechanisms cited with a disempowering influence 

compared to those with an empowering influence relative to the previous Seafish case. 

As with the Seafish case, many of these empowering mechanisms are associated with 

providing accurate information to the market. Many others are directly concerning 

financial reward for responsible behaviour. 

Practices and Interpretations are not significant in this case in influencing 

empowerment as they are lacking influence on learning. 
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5.4 Discussion 

 

The evidence in this case can be abstracted to a high level story using the format of 

Network Learning model to address the research question R1 

 

R1 How do diverse stakeholders contribute to the collaborative learning processes 

and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards development? 

 

This macro-level narrative is presented in the figure 5.1 using the elements of the 

Network Learning model. The first immediate observation is that, unlike the Seafish 

case the cycle is incomplete. There is not a finished new standard and subsequently no 

strong influence on the outer context. Interestingly looking at the origins of the case the 

cycle begins not in the outer case as with Seafish but within the inner context of the 

facilitating body. Subsequent to this, a series of one to one engagements with the many 

complex structures and initiatives in this space are undertaken, but no single champion 

stakeholder emerges. The facilitating organisation therefore pursues the project to an 

event where a temporary structure of created.  

Interactions on the day are intensive and high quality. This case is richer in 

social learning processes than in informational learning process. If this imbalance is 

indeed linked to the “failure” to generate successful learning outcomes then it could be 

seen as consistent with the work of Gynawali and Stewart (2003), who state that both 

informational and social learning modes must exist “in tandem” for organisational 

learning to occur effectively. This provides early evidence that this proposition may 

hold true within Network Learning. Similar to the Seafish case, it can be argued that 

with so many participants belonging to existing network structures, this has an impact 
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on their ability to learn and that this suggests the existence of an Inter-Network 

Learning level. This would extend Network Learning theory (Knight, 2002) to another 

level of learning between networks and continue the levels of learning theme within 

organisational learning research  (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). 

It is  hard to argue that this process has led to productive learning (Popper  and 

Lipshitz, 2000) since no collective output was generated. However this does not 

preclude the possibility that the structural links made led to productive bilateral learning 

processes. 

  Some common interpretations of the issues rapidly produced but with no 

permanent structure in place and no driving champion of the project the project 

progresses no further. Some informational learning (Gynawali and Stewart, 2003) has 

taken place in that interpretations have been shared and clarified and even codified in a 

high quality report. But working out what practices are required, i.e. productive 

learning, has to take place in the context of a structure. Thus the project concludes with 

an invitation to join a new structure. However with so many structures in existence 

already and budget to fund these ventures limited take up is low and the project fades.  
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Figure 5.1 Visual high level abstraction of case data of Ethical Fashion Case as a 

system 
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The multi-stakeholder Network Learning perspective allows us to probe the same 

evidence at the micro level to address the two rival propositions: 

 

P1 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

formation of a common ground of consensus interpretations and practices. 

 

Or 

 

P1R differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and practices. 
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Figure 5.2 Matrix of interpretations and practices dynamics for ethical 

fashion case 
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There is a lack of overall consensus of participant stakeholders on the degree of 

convergence of both interpretations and practices in this case. Three of them feel that 

neither interpretations nor practices are converging. Only one feels that interpretations 

are converging while practices remain divergent and this one is in the role of facilitator 

so arguably has a vested interest in taking this view. Two participants see that practices 

are converging but interpretations remain diverse the so-called compromise consensus 

view. Finally, only two of the eight stakeholders interviewed took the view that both 

practices and interpretations were heading for convergence. Taken in combination with 

the other evidence in this case such as the lack of formation of a common, forum, 

project or standard practice, then the evidence in this case does not support the 

proposition that 

 

P1 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

formation of a common ground of consensus interpretations and practices.  

 

But does support the Rival Proposition 

 

P1
R
 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and practices. 

 

This is wholly consistent with the fact that in standardization terms this project was 

viewed as a failure, since by definition a successful standardization project will yield 

standardised practices. 
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Research Question 2 

 

How do non-participant stakeholders contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes during the multi-stakeholder standards development? 

 

The key concept for understanding how non-participant stakeholders contribute to 

learning is representation and in this work the concept of representation has been 

analysed into three dimensions of the Network Learning model: structure; interpretation 

and practices. The question in each case is: what is the dominant dimension of 

representation and what are the implications of this for learning and for empowerment? 

The evidence in the ethical fashion case points towards the dominant model 

being the interpretation one of “being representative”. This model was built into the 

project structure by the project manager who sought to involve participants who were 

representative of each of the stakeholder groups. As with the Seafish case, this model 

seems to carry with it a limitation on the third dimension of representation i.e. the 

process of representing. Where participant stakeholders are told they are entitled to 

attend a project or event because they are representative of a stakeholder class, there is 

no parallel piece of communication placing any expectation or requirement on them to 

consult or communicate with those they are nominally there to represent. In other 

words, they may be representation as process taking place but it follows no prescribed 

rules or approach and is not focused or required. 

The structural model of representation was secondary to this case in that it was 

not the basis of selecting participants to take part. However, the structural dimension 

had very significant implications for the project. The project team was keenly aware that 

several of the participants were linked to existing representative organisations. So this 
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project brought together a link between many other representative structures in the 

ethical retail space. There is a sense in which the learning was taking place between 

interacting networks and one could even suggest this was a case of Inter-Network 

Learning. 

This complexity introduced an important factor for the learning outcomes of this 

case which was to address the underlying question identified by one stakeholder: how 

would this community relate to the structures that already exist? The answer to this 

question could partly be answered by looking at the potentially unique role of this 

forum. In the view of the facilitating organisation that was quite simple. Only the 

national standards body has the authority and mechanism to develop consensus based 

standards. A forum hosted by BSI would address a work program of standardization in 

the field if required. 

The inter-structural dimension also raised the issue of vested interests and 

relative power and influence which is covered in consideration of question R3 below. 

 

Research Question 3  

 

How are stakeholders empowered or disempowered in contributing to the learning 

processes and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards development? 

 

As with the Seafish case, many of the fundamental empowering factors are linked to the 

external context and to markets. While consumers place little value on more ethical 

products or do not feel equipped with reliable information to make the choices they 

wish to then those who want to earn a living from promoting such products will be 

limited in their power and influence. In a similar way, while buyers do not place a value 
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on suppliers who adopt ethical practices and do not provide any reward for their 

behaviour either through better prices or continuity of contracts, then suppliers will have 

no direct incentive to invest in order to be able to make changes in the conditions 

experienced by their workforce.  

In the inner context of the world of standards development, most of the 

empowering and disempowering factors are structural. As one participant pointed out, 

there was no attendance from labour representatives at the workshop. This could have 

been perceived as limiting the power and influence of labour event though efforts were 

made to ensure their presence. If industry has many seats and a loud voice then its views 

may dominate. 

There was a significant access dimension at play in this case that had unequal 

consequences for different types of stakeholder. Although the workshop was funded by 

government and so admission was completely free for all stakeholders. So in Clarkson‟s 

(1995) classification, primary and secondary stakeholders (those affected and able to 

travel) could attend the workshop and in this work‟s classification become participant 

stakeholders.  However the proposal for a community would have required members to 

pay a subscription fee. This could arguably present a barrier to participation to SMEs or 

smaller NGOs. In this case the “weaker stakeholders” mentioned by Calton and Payne 

(2003) would have been “poorer stakeholders” who were unable to afford the joining 

fees. A variable fee model could have addressed this, and it is a typical response for SR 

initiatives in this field. This was certainly under consideration by the facilitating 

organisation. Nevertheless, several participants gave evidence that stakeholder reactions 

to the initiative were coloured by a suspicion that the host organisation was simply “out 

to make a profit”. In this field there is clearly a need to signal recognition of the 

resource limitations of different stakeholder groups and to be transparent about 
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motivation of the leading organisations. 

 A further issue of stakeholder access relates to the scope of the supply chains. 

These tend to be global whereas attendance at the workshop was local to the UK. Hence 

important class of affected secondary stakeholders, those in global non-UK suppliers 

were not participating. 

Combined with the access there was the question of existing vested interests. 

Several participants were from existing membership organisations who strongly 

questioned the value of new initiatives. In taking this stance, it would be naïve not to 

assume a perceived competition and potential threat to their revenues from a new entity 

calling for membership to address similar issues. 

Finally there was another clear dimension to the power dynamics of this case 

which was the classic question of governance and influence. Whose forum would this 

be? How would that relate to existing forums? One stakeholder commented that there 

was a clear opportunity for a commercial organisation to create a more commercial 

approach to addressing these issues. They characterized this distinctly from the tri-

partite and therefore “highly political” multi-stakeholder initiatives. As with the Seafish 

case there is an implication that the stakeholder composition of a group has a direct 

effect on the scope of learning outcomes of collaborative forum.  
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Chapter 6  Case 3 Developing a new international standard for SR: ISO 26000   

 

 

“…a lot of the people that I talked with when you asked them: What is the main 

benefit of this process? The main thing that they say is: Not the standard that is going 

to come out of it but the process itself and the opportunity to talk with people and 

discuss and learn and share perspectives. That really is an underlying benefit that a 

lot of people were seeing from this process is that learning.” 

 

Comment from NGO Participant Stakeholder 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

This case was chosen as the exceptional case because it represents a unique moment in 

standards making history. As one of the largest international consultations since ISO 

9000 and with the additional ingredient of multi-stakeholder involvement this model 

was a test case for the international institution of ISO. The scale, the diversity of 

stakeholders, the number of highly significant liaison organisations involved, and 

indeed the subject matter itself, all make it an exceptional case to study.  

The prediction is that this case would either show convergence of both interpretations 

and practices around a genuine consensus or would reach a more limited consensus 

where a practice emerges but interpretations still vary widely. 

 

 

6.2    Summary of case database 
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This case database was compiled from three main sources: documentary sources like the 

draft standard itself; the researcher‟s reflective diary entries and the transcribed texts 

from semi-structured interviews with 33 participant stakeholders. Those participant 

stakeholders were drawn from four main organisational groups, and classified according 

to ISO‟s new six stakeholder groups classification used for this project. The make-up  of 

the groups was: the UK mirror committee to the ISO committee (eleven people 

interviewed); the Swedish mirror committee (ten people interviewed); ISO central 

secretariat and ISO co-chair (nine people interviewed); and finally liaison organisations 

(three interviewees). The rationale for selecting from these groups was that they met the 

following criteria: easily accessible to the researcher; all the participants had good 

standard of spoken English; participants were actively involved in the ISO 26000 

project.  

The Swedish Standards body had a significant role in the ISO 26000 project as 

joint chair and joint secretariat of the entire ISO 26000 committee along with Brazil. 

The Brazilian co-chair was interviewed as part of the ISO group. These two 

organisations, had high levels of connectivity with the wider ISO group than other 

national groups and therefore were thought to be more likely than other national groups 

to be representative of the wider network. 

ISO was the primary institution at the heart of this process and as such it was 

necessary to understand how it facilitates learning between the different national 

networks. It is also key to understand how the institution itself is learning and changing 

for the future from this unique learning episode in its history. 

The fourth group was the liaison organisations. Only a few organisations were 

interviewed here and once again access and limited time were determining factors in 
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that the researchers‟ own links with certain organisation opened those doors more 

rapidly than others. The significance of this group was that liaison organisations were 

engaged because of their established status power and significance in the “marketplace” 

of CR. ISO realised that if it is to generate a new standard in this area it wants to avoid 

conflict with some of the established standards organisations. 

 

6.3 Findings 

6.3.1 Context – Network level perspective informed by stakeholder views 

The entry of ISO into the area of SR was a significant event for all of these participants. 

Most of the industry stakeholders greeted this event as the chance to apply the tried, 

tested processes and governance of ISO to the unfamiliar ground of SR that they had to 

address. Finally a subject that had been in the hands of so “so-called” standards making 

organisations, private interests and NGOs would receive the legitimisation process of 

ISO. The opportunity was there to put some clear definition and process into what many 

industry stakeholders saw as a „woolly‟ and undefined area. 

NGO stakeholders tended to take the opposite view. They saw ISO as an 

industry dominated forum ill equipped and inadequately experienced to handle complex 

multi-stakeholder issues. Their collective view can be summarised as a highly cautious 

welcome. They welcomed the fact that an institution as powerful and influential as ISO 

appeared to be attempting to embrace the more legitimate multi-stakeholder model, but 

were sceptical both of industry‟s sincerity about addressing the issues and ISO‟s 

competence to run such processes.  

This case was seen by many especially by the NGOs as a test case for ISO. They 

feared greenwash, the superficial treatment of the subject while borrowing legitimacy 

by consultation with high profile NGOs.  For many their participation was openly 
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provisional and they reserved the right to pull out of the process at any time should they 

suspect that the resulting standard was going to be something that they would not be 

happy to be associated with. At the time of researching one very well known 

international NGO had already left. They objected to the fact that the standard would 

not be enforceable as a management system and stated that the human rights section 

would be inadequate compared to their expectations and standards. 

Many labour stakeholders were open in their outright disapproval of the ISO 

venture. They saw it as diluting the existing institutional positions from ILO and UN 

and questioned the legitimacy of an ISO intervention in this field. Nevertheless some 

saw the inevitability of the project taking place and chose to participate to ensure that 

non-existing rights were eroded nor any essential references left out. Partly in response 

to these concerns ISO established memoranda of understanding with both the UN and 

the ILO effectively giving them the right of veto on any key votes for approval of the 

standard. This was intended to act as a reassurance to these key stakeholders but 

inevitably was challenged as giving undue influence by other groups.  

Facilitators welcomed the chance to enter a new sphere of relevance, were 

optimistic about the processes of ISO and its potential to contribute to this subject. 

Overall these respondents show evidence that ISO has sought to address 

standardization in an area with which it is unfamiliar by making some significant high 

level changes to the standardization process. For example: establishing a working group 

rather than a technical committee; seeking multi-stakeholder participation (partly to 

counter the perceptions that it is an industry dominated forum); allowing individual 

stakeholders to express views independent of their countries at working group meetings. 

For some though, the strategic change had come without sufficient capability on 

a detailed level to run the new processes. Traditionalists saw it as a mistake and 
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innovators saw a lack of experience. Given the diversity of initial positions and the 

extent of tensions one might wonder how the project ever got started. One of the 

reasons stakeholders are attracted to participate is recognition of the power and 

influence of the ISO brand. An ISO standard is seen as a potential trump card that must 

be engaged with if existing players are to retain influence. As an institution it is also 

recognised that it has the networks and the means to reach out internationally and 

consult on an unprecedented scale beyond the means of most other institutions and 

NGOs. If anything the current exercise is attracting additional resources – often focused 

on enabling participation of stakeholders from developing countries and extending its 

influence into new countries like Kazahkstan and Serbia. Some saw the opportunity to 

change and influence ISO from the inside. Facilitators from ISO central administration 

saw that opportunity and emphasise that ISO is an institution made up of its members so 

the opportunity to drive change through member countries was there. An unresolved 

question remained however of how ISO plans to resolve the stakeholder model with the 

country representation model when it comes to the crunch of exercising power through 

voting. The only traditional mechanism at ISO‟s disposal is the country vote and yet 

during the early stages of consultation ISO had elevated the independent voice and 

power of stakeholder groups which ultimately had no mechanism to vote.   
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Table  6.1 Events Listing – Project Origins  

  Dates      

Level 2001 2002 2004 2004 2004 2005 

Inner-

Context 

– ISO    

ISO 

Consumer 

Policy 

Committee 

(COPOLCO) 

prepares and 

accepts 

report on 

ISO CSR 

Standard 

Desirability 

and 

Feasibility  

ISO Council - 

adopts 

COPOLCO 

report. 

 

Multistakeholder 

Advisory Group 

on SR (AG) 

formed. 

Final Report 

from AG to 

ISO 

Technical 

Management 

Board 

(TMB) 

Conference 

in 

Stockholm 

and pre-

Conference 

for 

Developing 

Countries 

ISO TMB 

decision to 

proceed with 

development 

of ISO SR 

Guidance 

Standard. 

TMB - 

assigns the 

leadership 

responsibility 

to the 

ISO member 

bodies for 

Brazil and 

Sweden. 

January, 

2005 – 

New 

Work 

Item 

Proposal 

approved 

by 

National 

Standards 

Bodies 
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Table 6.2 Events Listing Project Progression 

  Dates     

Level March 2005 Sept 2005 2006 Jan-June 

2007 

July-Nov 

2007  

Outer 

Context 

– 

dialogue 

on SR  

Pre-WG meeting 

workshop on SR 

for developing 

countries. 

ISO Action plan 

for involving 

Developing 

Countries.  

ISO signs MoU 

with ILO. 

Pre-WG 

meeting 

workshop on 

SR for 

developing 

countries  

Nov - ISO 

Signs MoU 

with UN 

Global 

Compact  

 July held 

awareness 

workshop 

in Dubai. 

August 

Asian 

Workshop 

in Manila. 

Inner-

Context – 

ISO   

1
st
 WG meeting in 

Brazil 

2nd WG 

meeting 

Bangkok  

3
rd

 WG 

meeting in 

Lisbon  

Jan 4
th
 WG 

meeting in 

Sydney  

5
th
 WG 

meeting 

Vienna 

Inner 

Context 

Project  

Group Decides 

scope, terms of 

reference, structure 

of WG, leadership 

of sub-groups, 

working 

procedures, target 

publication date and 

communications 

plan. 

Established a 

structure of 

design 

specification 

for ISO 26000. 

Established 

project plan 

and further 

task Groups. 

Reviewed 

2100 

comments on 

first working 

draft  

 

Produced 2
nd

 

working draft  

3
rd

 working 

draft 

produced 

 

received 

7225 

comments  

Produced 

Working 

draft 4 

 

Started 

integrated 

drafting of 

standard 

 

 

Note: at the time of writing the thesis (April 2009) the project had progressed to a draft 

international standard status and was scheduled to be published in 2010.
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6.3.2 Context & High level Process – Stakeholder perspective 

 

The views of stakeholders could be grouped either according to their national or 

institutional group e.g. Swedish Mirror Committee or according to their stakeholder 

type. Since our primary interest is in the diversity of views contrasting views of 

different stakeholder groups has been adopted.  

Because the scale of this case is far greater than the previous two not all of the 

data is presented in this chapter. However table 6.3 shows an example from each 

stakeholder group in order to give an insight into the primary data to be consistent with 

the previous two cases. A full primary level analysis can be found in the appendix B 

with tables of each stakeholder group and coded elements showing their perspectives on 

change in the external context and internal context. Finally the summary account draws 

on all of the data from each stakeholder accounts. 
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Table 6.3 Selected primary data from stakeholders on changes in outer and 

inner context: 

Code  Change In External Context  Change in Internal Context  

NGO 

(ISO 17) 

We work against commercial and 

sexual exploitation of children…we 

had been doing quite a lot of work in 

the corporate sector. 

When this is done…I think it will 

play a very important role in the 

future of ISO. 

If it turns out well. If this takes the 

wrong way we will just jump off 

the process.  

We would not want to be the 

scapegoats with the greenwash… 

GOV 

(ISO22) 

 

 

During earlier times consumer wanted 

to know facts from us…for instance if 

there was something dangerous with 

some toys…what we are looking for 

now is a new way of getting assurance 

or information which we can rely on to 

the consumers. 

There was a proposition that 

Nordic countries should start 

making a sign to tell consumers 

that this product has been produced 

in a sustainable way. 

I could answer we don‟t think it is 

a very good idea because we are 

working with this international 

project 

IND 

(ISO 28) 

 

I think to be fair ISO did a lot of 

preparatory work. They has this 

advisory group set up under the ISO 

TMB, which I think worked for nearly 

two years in producing a report, so a a 

lot of background work went into how 

they were going to address the subject. 

Where I think they made a mistake 

is in not actually setting up a 

proper technical committee to 

handle the work….I think I know 

the reason…the idea that they 

could keep more control of it. 

CONS 

(ISO 31) 

There are some developing countries 

where there is a lot more struggle to 

actually gain basic rights if you 

like….what we regards as far more 

basic consumer rights we are probably 

moved on from. 

But I think when you look at the 

Consumers International policy 

paper communicated to the ISO 

meetings it hangs together quite 

well.  

SSRO 

(ISO 15) 

There is not today a clear definition. 

European Union has written their white 

book… 

 

That is why I spend so much time 

as I do on ISO because I think it 

would be great to have one 

international re-definition of what 

is SR 

LAB 

(ISO 19) 

From the labour we are not really able 

to get ISO as an orientation…because 

we are all believing that it is not really 

the task for ISO to do that. That should 

be under the umbrella of ILO because 

there is competition between the 

international standard of ILO which we 

think is the standard to follow. 

 

 

Our hope is of course that the 

industry guideline will be a 

guideline to guide different 

stakeholders groups in these task to 

follow the ILO conventions and 

follow the human rights of the 

UN… 
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ISO 7 

(ISO 

CS) 

There are many different initiatives in 

this area, most of them uncoordinated, 

some going in diametrically opposing 

directions. 

We were face with a fairly basic 

question which was “Can ISO do 

anything useful in this area and if 

so what?” 

 

They basically felt that ISO could 

provide a central focus for some of 

the mainstream initiative in this 

area subject to certain conditions. 

 

One of those conditions was that 

we needed to review our processes 

to ensure effective stakeholder 

engagement with the developing 

countries and some of the types of 

stakeholders who traditionally take 

part in standardization. 

 

 

6.3.1 Content  

 

6.3.1.1 Structure and practices 

 

Table 6.4 Changes in structures over the project meetings: 

Meeting date  Location  ISO Member 

countries 

International 

organisations 

Experts  

1
st
  March 

2005 

Salvador 

(BZL) 

43 24 225 

2
nd

 August 

2005 

Bangkok 54 24 350 

3
rd

 May 

2006 

Lisbon  55 26 320 

4
th

  2007 Sydney  54 28  

5
th

 Nov 

2007 

Vienna 71 37 400 

 Data from the ISO SR official web site archives (ISO 2009) 
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The number of ISO countries has been growing throughout the duration of the project – 

engaging widely across ISO and reaching many developing countries. ISO has 157 

members which are divided into three categories: member bodies (105); correspondent 

members (40) and subscriber members (11). [Correspondent members are from 

countries that do not yet have a fully operational national standards program but want to 

be informed, and subscriber countries are those with very small economies who want to 

stay in touch]. So at 71 member bodies in attendance at the 5
th

 meeting it has reached 

over 50% of the total member bodies attending to engage. This shows the growing 

awareness of the issue amongst ISO‟s core members. 

In a similar pattern the number of liaison organisations in attendance grew from 

a steady base in around 25 and jumped to 37 at the latest meeting. This could be in part 

due to a geographical density of such organisations in central Europe, or to the 

impending completion of the document, which would raise interest in organisations like 

SR initiatives likely to be affected by the new standard.  

One of the principal ways that a new standard creates change in practices is by 

introducing references to other standard practices. These can either be normative 

references that must be used, for example a measurement methodology, or broader 

references provided for information, usually in a bibliography. In the working draft of 

the ISO 26K standard there were several types of reference to other standards and 

important regulatory documents. The categories are summarised in the table 6.5.  
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Table 6.5 References in working draft 4.2 of ISO 26000  

Category of reference Number  Example 

ISO documents 15 ISO 9000 on quality, ISO 22000 on food 

safety 

Authoritative International 

Instruments 

123 UN Universal declaration of human rights 

& International convention on elimination 

of all forms of racial discrimination. ILO 

Migration for employment convention. 

SR Initiatives  49 The global reporting initiative, UNEP, The 

global e-sustainability initiative. 

 

The document made a clear distinction between these three categories that carries with 

it an implied hierarchy. Firstly, ISO documents are referenced as being established 

standards that are legitimate within ISO‟s frame of reference. Secondly, the 

authoritative international instruments are documents upon which ISO is conferring 

special importance in this context. They are from the UN and ILO and reflect the 

specific Memoranda of understanding that was established between ISO and these two 

bodies. Finally, the third category is referred to as SR initiatives. This includes bodies 

like GRI, Accountability and SAI which for many stakeholders produce widely 

recognised standards. For ISO though these are outside of its process and cannot 

therefore be recognised and named as “standards” but must take the less prestigious 

label of “initiatives”. Choosing which “initiatives” to include and which not to include 

had been the subject of some controversy so at the start of this research period no 

decision had been made as to which ones to include. Later with the publication of the 

ISO CD 26000 the committee draft they had chosen to include a large number of SR 

initiatives. Each initiative was named, descriptive information provided, and its scope 

mapped against the seven core subjects of SR as defined in the standard. In addition it 

was mapped against key areas of the draft standard that address the integration of SR. In 

terms of informational learning (Gynawali and Stewart, 2003), participant  stakeholders, 

and consulted stakeholder and any non-participant stakeholders reading this document 
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via the open web-site would have access to what must be the world‟s largest single 

reference on the topic of SR initiatives. 

 

Changes in interpretations and practices from stakeholder accounts 

 

As with the section on changes in context there is too much data to include all of the 

coded primary data selections for each of the 31 stakeholders. However, it was felt 

crucial to show some primary data to keep the connection with the source data and to 

show how meaning has been built from primary data into level 2 data and beyond. 

Table 6.6 shows a selection of one piece of primary data from each stakeholder type, 

this is followed by corresponding secondary data i.e. the observations on the primary 

data. An overall summary account of changes in interpretations is given as a short 

narrative drawing on the whole data set. Finally, stakeholder responses are mapped onto 

an overall grid showing the balance of accounts indicating convergence or divergence of 

interpretations and practices. 
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Table 6.6 Samples from each stakeholder group of Changes in Interpretations 

and Practices  

Code  Change In Interpretations   Change in Practices  

NGO 

(ISO 

29) 

Diverging 

There is a tension  between national 

positions and stakeholder positions and 

sometimes I found that sort of 

personally uncomfortable. 

Diverging 

The human rights section...was not 

going to be sufficiently full and 

clear statement of the human rights 

responsibilities of organisations.. 

GOV 

(ISO 

22) 

Converging 

Through discussing very important 

questions and objections and trying to 

describe what your different 

perspectives are…after a few years you 

look at something different  

Converging 

The new world order requires new 

working effort for us to fulfill our 

future goals. 

IND 

(ISO 

18) 

CONVERGING 

From another perspective this whole 

project is about creating consensus on 

how to handle SR. Sweden is a very 

consensus-oriented society so it means 

we have rather small problems 

reaching consensus. 

 

DIVERGENT 

There are of course positive aspects 

but there are also negative aspects 

of it when it is driven too hard. 

You see what people are too fast to 

create consensus on top of perhaps 

different views. 

CONS 

(ISO 

31) 

Converging 

We try to ensure there is no single 

interest group that is gaining weight, 

that it is balanced plain, that it is usable 

by all parties 

Diverging 

Whether they all co-exist..I don‟t 

know really…There will probably 

be a bit of a shake out. 

SSRO 

ISO 4 

Divergence 

Very rarely do we come up with a 

consensus NGO position.  

 

Convergence 

I suspect that will probably 

increase as we go towards the 

standaridsation process…I think 

then they are more likely to say OK 

we need to take a stance on this. 

LAB 

(ISO 

19) 

Converging 

We are not really decided so far 

because we have a competition lets say 

between different trade unions in the 

world…we must have…a joint position 

in all kinds of statement and all this 

will require negotiations of all the 

problems are to be resolved. 

Diverging 

We all believing that is is not really 

the task for ISO to do that. That 

should be under the umbrella of 

ILO…which is the standard to 

follow 

FAC 

(ISO 7) 

Divergence 

 

I think people are learning how to 

handle these perceptions and agendas, 

just basically the interaction between 

people who agree to disagree. 

 

Convergence 

 

They are committed to the process 

and know…that everyone is going 

to have to make compromises. 
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Some NGO‟s experienced a tension in the representation model between establishing 

national consensus and stakeholder agreement. One highly reputed organisation decided 

at a key point that practices in the standard had diverged from the values and practices 

upheld by their organisation. They felt unable to continue their participation and 

withdrew from the process. 

One national contingent recognised an ability to converge around shared 

positions to achieve consensus but recognise the potential downside that this may 

happen too fast and may leave real views unchanged. The implications for learning 

could be that differences are not explored and mined for their learning value sufficiently 

and that learning outcomes are shallow and do not penetrate of alter pre-existing 

interpretations or views. Some saw conflict as inevitable given the division of 

stakeholders into groups. However they recognised that sometimes conflict can be 

productive. The implication for learning is that constructive resolution of conflicts can 

have deeper learning outcomes. 

Views on consensus varied, with some viewing consensus building as the task of 

maintaining a balance of interests of all parties. Others saw consensus as a process that 

is emergent but not necessarily gradual or smooth. If a view is needed to be reached “to 

take a stance” then it will be. But if not necessary then a consensus does not 

automatically emerge from this diverse group. Some saw simply the flow of information 

as a force for convergence between competing standards and many predicted a “shake 

out” of standards ahead provoked by the new ISO. The process of convergence was 

seen by many as a process of multiple negotiations even amongst different unions in the 

labour group and then later with other stakeholder groups.  

Some labour stakeholders were uncompromising stating that there is no higher 

reference than ILO‟s standard and ISO must be subservient to that. Others saw the 
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convergence of practices as a necessary compromise, but one not necessarily 

underpinned by a genuine convergence of interpretations. Rather it is a negotiated truce 

between parties who will never really agree that closely. As some recalled, there was 

opposition from some labour stakeholders and NGOs from the outset to ISO getting into 

an area with many other existing bodies and practices. 
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6.3.2 Processes 

Table 6.7 Example data set learning processes from each stakeholder group 

Ref Social Learning Processes Informational Learning 

Processes  

 

NGO 

(ISO29) 

missing process - Improving facilitation 

skills 

 

learning what is a reasonable compromise 

education and awareness of a 

broader audience 

 

Passive listening mode 

GOV 

(ISO 

22) 

Bringing developed and developing country 

perspectives together  

Learning to operate in a multi-stakeholder 

context as opposed to a bi-lateral labour 

industry context  

Managing influence over long timescales  

Briefing ministers  

Offering national examples and 

lessons learned  

Educating next generations 

about the issues  

 

IND 

(IS026) 

Resolving differences and addressing 

dilemmas (missing process) 

 

Translating opinions into a draft standard 

 

Knowledge transfer of an 

approach from another context   

 

Translating opinions into a draft 

standard 

CONS 

(ISO 

31) 

learning to work with those who oppose 

your views  

 

ISO‟s ability to learn from feedback 

(missing process) 

Avoiding backsliding by 

referring to information 

captured in archives of meetings 

and drafts 

SSRO 

(ISO 4)  

Review and revise rules of standards 

development process 

 

Trust as a facilitator of learning   

Review and revise rules of 

standards development process 

Identifying existing standards or 

initiatives  

ISO19 Identifying stakeholders nationally 

(missing) 

 

ISO Learning to adapt processes (missing 

process) 

Reviewing the project 

communications and documents  

 

Posting news on the project via 

the web-site  

FAC 

(IS032) 

Learning from peers at home and abroad 

 

Inviting stakeholders from under –

represented groups  

Creating certainty over final 

decision  making processes 

(missing) 

Reviewing stakeholder 

composition of existing 

committees 

 

As with previous cases some of the learning processes seem to have components that 

span both social learning mode and informational learning mode. For example, the 

process of drafting, discussing commenting and amending the draft standard is one that 
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involves participants in rich and diverse learning process and both modes. Also 

reviewing and revising rules for the development process involves an assimilation of the 

current rules and review and analysis followed by a negotiation of changes deletions 

and additions and a re-codification of the results. Hence it too spans both social and 

informational modes of learning.  

A significant theme was the way in which the different stakeholder groups 

viewed the role and contributions to learning of their own and other stakeholder groups. 

The government stakeholders saw themselves as educators with a need to transmit 

knowledge and expertise to their wider stakeholders in the informational learning mode. 

The facilitators perceived that labour stakeholders faced a great challenge working in a 

multi-stakeholder environment because this diluted and weakened their influence in a 

more complex and less confrontational process. One remarked that labour and industry 

often “end up in the same bed…pushing for an instrument that will be fairly weak” but 

for different reasons. Labour did not want to undermine the existing ILO labour 

conventions which they see as the rightfully governed instruments, whereas Industry did 

not want to stringent requirements. 

As in the previous cases, some potential learning processes were pointed out as 

very important in principle by stakeholders, but in their view as processes that were 

missing in practice. For example, it was observed that ISO was failing to learn from 

feedback, with interviewees saying that ISO “does not listen” and had failed to take on 

specific points of feedback with respect to ensuring credible labour representation. 

There was also criticism of the variable quality of facilitation in the sessions, so clearly 

that role had a strong influence on the group‟s ability to experience effective social 

learning processes.  Another missing process was the issue of simultaneous translation. 

It was commented that with an international delegation the lack of translation in key 
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sessions limited the contribution of many participants whose first language was not 

English. This was held to adversely affect both informational and social learning modes 

by denying factual information and slowing social interaction. [Note translation of draft 

texts into several different languages was provided by several working groups]. A major 

criticism of ISO was that they had not communicated how the transition from 

stakeholder consultation to country voting would work. There was an informational 

learning process here that was neglected and as a result, expectations around the level of 

influence of stakeholders through the “new model” were raised, confused and ultimately 

disappointed. 

 

Table 6.8  Ratios of Social to Informational mode learning processes by 

Stakeholder group 

 Social 

Learning 

processes 

(S) 

Informational 

learning 

processes (I) 

Ratio 

S/I 

Dual 

processes 

Missing 

processes 

NGOs 18 7 2.6 2 2 

Government  12 7 1.7 0 0 

Industry  22 17 1.3 2 4 

Consumers  13 4 3.2 1 2 

SSRO  17 8  2.1 1 2 

Labour  8 4 2.0 0 2 

Facilitators  24 13 1.8 1 2 

Total  114 60 1.9 7 14 
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6.4 Stakeholder Representation 

Table 6.9  Stakeholder ordered matrix of representation  

Ref  Representation - 

Structures 

Representing – Processes Representative  

Interpretations  

LAB 

(ISO 

19) 

As the process goes 

on the rules are 

changing… 

The communication is 

..easy for everybody who 

wants to follow the 

process on ISO (web-Site).  

One thing I really don‟t 

like is the process of how 

they select  

people…especially from 

the developing world. 

NGO 

(ISO 

29) 

One crucial 

stakeholder did not 

have their own 

grouping and that is 

investors.  

ISO is certainly to be 

applauded for thinking 

beyond its traditional 

approach but it could have 

been thought through 

better.  

I don‟t think there was any 

kind of reconciliation of 

the particular NGO‟s there 

and the issues that the 

standard should cover. 

CONS 

(ISO 

23) 

I am representing 

British Standards 

Society which is 

the UK official 

standards users 

body. 

It means circulating any 

drafts…get comments, put 

those comments together 

and then passing them 

through to the technical 

committee. 

My organisation has 

nothing to do with who I 

represent on the 

committee. 

IND 

(ISO 6) 

The weakness is 

that ISO tends to 

lean on...experts 

but I don‟t know 

how they have 

found them…it is 

not really 

transparent.  

You seldom find rules or 

regulations on how they 

internally have decided 

who is going to develop 

what and what process.  

If you can get the right 

people…you can 

guarantee that the contents 

of these so-called 

standards …will be 

injected into the ISO  

26000 project.  

GOV 

(ISO 

14) 

formally I only 

represent my 

organisation… 

 

I do not check every word 

I say but I know our 

context, I know what we 

are working for 

 

We almost have a 

Swedish perspective on 

this. 

SSRO 

(ISO 

15) 

I am representing .. 

network they are 

more than 50 

businesses and 

organisation being 

members. 

I am reporting back all the 

time. I talk to them and 

they get back to me with 

questions and so there is 

an ongoing dialogue. 

I have a mandate from the 

Swedish organisation and 

from the board. It is very 

open and they rely on my 

common sense and 

knowledge in this area. 

FAC 

(ISO 7) 

ISO was the only 

body that can bring 

together all those 

diverse 

stakeholders into 

some sort of 

dialogue. 

…if we can put together a 

system which would help 

convince the NGO 

community that ISO is the 

sort of place where we can 

address things like fair 

trading or sustainable 

commerce… 

ISO is often see as an 

organisation that is 

industry driven… this is 

an opportunity for us to 

demonstrate...practices 

and processes which lend 

themselves to listen to 

stakeholder dialogue. 
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The most fundamental theme to emerge on representation was the basic confusion on 

the definition of stakeholder. For many it was unclear if this meant a stakeholder of ISO 

or the groups to which the standard should apply when it was implemented. A specific 

criticism of ISO was that there was no attempt to match the issues with the 

organisations that should be representative of stakeholders affected by these issues. 

Instead there was simply an open criterion that if you classify as an NGO you can be 

admitted to the process. Selection of representatives in each stakeholder category came 

in for some significant criticism as not all participants were satisfied that this was clear 

and transparent. 

In contrast, ISO‟s self perception was that it had unique structural reach through 

it international infrastructure. By overlaying a new process onto this, it felt it could 

throw off the perception that is industry dominated and demonstrate a new relevance in 

the CSR and sustainability areas. The implication for learning is that the institution of 

ISO itself is going through considerable learning while facilitating learning for others. 

These two levels of learning – learning new process while using that process to learn 

about specific issues could lead to unpredictable outcomes. 

Another strong theme to emerge with respect to representation was peer 

recognition: for example, when one participant put himself forward as representing the 

views of labour his peers did not recognise him as legitimate because he was not a trade 

unionist, other stakeholders made it clear they did not recognise some participants as 

“genuine NGOs” if they had a perceived commercial orientation. So there appeared to 

be a social process of peer recognition as a member of the group underlying the more 

formal creation of a structure. The implications for learning are that this may result in 

the formation of a group with a common identity which can communicate well with 



 211 

other groups presenting a uniform and challenging view to other groups, However, 

within the group it may limit the opportunity to learn from different views. Those who 

equate labour representation with Union representation see the attempts to insert non-

Union representatives as a subversion of the process and an anti-union approach. 

Another important theme was a widespread concern and uncertainty around the 

changing rules regarding the structure and process of representation during the project. 

This arose from the fact that during first rounds of consultation and drafting, the 

participants were all structured into stakeholder groups and their identity, structures and 

representation were all focused on a stakeholder perspective. Going forward to a final 

resolution of the development process it was uncertain whether ISO would continue 

with a stakeholder process or switchback to its country voting process. This was 

perceived by some as “changing the rules during the game”.  

 A simple but significant challenge to representing others effectively was the 

sheer volume of information to absorb. Although the information was publicly available 

the volume and complexity of it made consultation on the details a commitment or 

burden of effort that not all stakeholders could commit to. This highlighted the potential 

limits of learning in informational mode. If there is not social learning mode through 

engagement with those represented, then the information itself could sometimes have 

little meaning and will generate little feedback. 

Although representation as a process was widely misunderstood there was one 

specific well defined process associated with this function: commenting on drafts where 

the representative‟s role becomes one of collating and communicating, and perhaps 

organizing comments received by those they represent. This processes focuses on the 

informational mode of learning with potentially less social interaction. Its advantages 

were perceived to be that it records and codifies and sometime aggregates the views of 
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those represented and transmits them more directly than less formal processes. It also 

provides a kind of audit trail if a third party were to ask – how did you represent the 

views given to you? 

Many of the interviewees described consultation with those they represented as a 

largely one way process of reporting back to those represented. There were few 

mechanisms for receiving inputs back from those they represented. They also faced the 

challenge of having to make decisions and input during live meetings with an inevitable 

time lag between them and any consultative mechanism. Some were happy to accept the 

implication of this by seeking a mandate and agreeing in advance positions and 

boundaries for any negotiations. Others saw themselves as empowered experts with 

implied trust of their stakeholders and the ability to execute decisions based on a trust of 

their “good judgment and common sense”. In contrast, some recognised the need to be 

actively questioned by those they represented and to account for the positions they 

represented. The implications for learning are that learning mechanisms between 

participant and non-participant stakeholders may be subject to several challenges and a 

considerable variability.  

 

 

6.5 Empowerment  

 

Many of the interviewees made reference to the empowerment of limits to 

empowerment of weaker stakeholders in terms of being able to contribute to the process 

and hence contribute to the overall learning process. The table 6.10 summarised the 

number of mentions of stakeholder empowerment or limits to empowerment by each 

stakeholder group.  



 213 

Table 6.10 Stakeholder ordered matrix of dis/empowerment mechanisms  

Role Number of 

interviewees 

reviewed  

Mentions of Weaker 

Stakeholder 

empowerment  

Mentions of weaker 

stakeholder dis-

empowerment    

NGO 3 1 5 

Gov 3 3 1 

Industry 5 6 3 

Consumers 3 1 1 

SSRO 3 2 2 

Labour  2 --- 2 

Facilitators 4 3 --- 

Total  23 16 14 

 

The data in table 6.10 shows that the NGO group is sensitive to disempowerment 

mentioning 5 different mechanisms by which this can occur and identifying only one by 

which empowerment occurs. Labour are equally sensitive to disempowerment pointing 

out two examples of how this can occur and finding no examples of empowerment in 

this process. The facilitators emphasise the mechanism designed to empower weaker 

stakeholders as often they have designed and deployed these mechanisms and are proud 

to highlight them. Government also emphasise empowerment being equally involved in 

providing for this via funding. Industry stakeholders find more than twice as many 

mechanisms for empowerment than for disempowerment. Consumer groups and SSRO 

are balanced in recognizing an equal number of disempowering and empowering 

mechanisms. Overall there are slightly more mentions of empowering mechanism than 

disempowering ones. However, when this is normalized to unique process there is an 

absolute balance in numbers: 13 processes that concern empowerment and 13 that 

concern disempowerment. To understand the balance more deeply one must examine 

the nature of these processes. The specific empowering and disempowering mechanisms 

are listed in the tables 6.11 and 6.12. 
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Table 6.11  Stakeholder Empowerment mechanisms  

Empowerment mechanisms Network Learning model 

element  

(FAC + IND) Empowerment of developing countries 

through appointing as co-chair of overall process. 

Structure 

(FAC) Active search for un-represented stakeholder 

classes. 

Structure 

(FAC + GOV + IND) Establishment of a specific trust 

fund for attendance and training of individuals from 

developing countries to participate. 

Structure & Practices 

(SSRO) establishing ad-hoc funds for developing 

country participants to attend meetings. 

Structure 

(SSRO) helping create a market for social entrepreneurs Context – market 

(GOV) educating children on conditions in other 

countries  

Context – information 

(GOV) Challenging ISO‟s dominance by powerful 

industry stakeholders 

Context – wider structure 

(CONS) Having a representative body at national and 

international level  

Structure 

(NGO) previous experience of representing at these 

negotiations leading to a focused strategic approach e.g. 

consumer group 

Practice (skills) 

(IND) involving new countries previously outside of 

ISO 

Structure 

(IND) Signing an MoU with the ILO to ensure 

alignment and protection of workers rights 

Structure  

(IND) gaining media attention by putting on a publicity 

stunt  

Internal Context – 

information  

(IND) Socially Responsible Investment funds exerting 

influence over industry  

Context – Market  
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Table  6.12  Stakeholder disempowerment mechanisms  

Disempowerment mechanism  Network Learning 

element  

(LAB) Passing off industry representatives as representing 

labour interests to undermine union influence 

Structure  

(LAB) Resource limitations for those with small delegations 

in an environment where multiple meetings take place 

simultaneously conversely (SSRO) pointed out those with 

large delgatins can exert high influence. 

Structure – finance 

(SSRO) if you are committed by being present you have a 

voice if you are not then you don‟t have one. 

Structure  

(SSRO) with no simultaneous translation non-English native 

speakers have reduced impact  

Practices – information 

(GOV) organized labour viewing a multi-lateral context as 

diluting their bi-lateral influence and power diluting ILO  

Interpretation  

(CONS + IND) real power is in the hands of only 25-30 

influential people  

Interpretation  

(NGO) NGO scepticism of many NGO‟s leading to non-

participation 

Interpretation  

(NGO) lack of active search from ISO to match issues to 

interests of stakeholder groups 

Structure  

(NGO) lack of definition of an NGO leading to questionable 

representation 

Structure & 

Interpretation 

(NGO) turf wars between initiatives diluting influence Context  

(NGO) Focusing stakeholder engagement on those with a 

strong voice (leading to overlooking the weak) 

Structure  

(IND) Dilution of the NGO voice in a country consensus 

vote 

Practices  

(IND) Multi-national companies seeking international 

influence via trade associations 

Structure  

 

Table 6.13 Tally of empowerment and disempowerment mechanisms related to 

Network Learning elements 

Network Learning element Empowerment Disempowerment 

Structure 7 7 

Practices 1 +(1) 2 

Interpretation (2) 

 

(2) 

External Context  4 1 

Internal Context  1 0 

 

From table 6.13 it is clear, as with previous cases, that structure is a leading factor for 

empowerment or disempowerment of stakeholders and that standardization favours 
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participant stakeholders over those who may not be able to attend. It also confirms that 

the external context is an ever present factor over power mechanisms, many of these 

relating to either financial or informational factors. Interpretation and information are a 

factor in empowerment, but are combined with other factors like structure in the case of 

a poor definition of NGOs, leading to uncertain and diverse representation and dilution 

of their impact as a group. 

To triangulate the interview data other sources were reviewed. On the ISO SR 

web-site there are links to documents that set out some of the specific measures to 

increase the participation of developing countries. This makes reference to the key 

elements of the ISO Action plan for developing countries 2005-2010, which sets out the 

following measures designed to increase and support participation from these countries: 

 Improve awareness of key stakeholders 

 Capacity building of developing country ISO members 

 Increase national and regional co-operation 

 Enhance electronic communication 

 Increase active participation in ISO technical work 

 

Specific measures to support SR Standardization cited are: 

 

 Twinning of developed developing countries for all leading positions in the 

working group 

 Formation of specific task Group on funding and stakeholder engagement 

 ISO/DEVCO workshops to enhance understanding, encourage involvement and 

identify and support needs  
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The accounts of individual stakeholders and the ISO archive information provide 

triangulation on each of these major mechanisms of empowerment. There is no doubt 

that ISO took significant steps to enable empowerment and active participation of 

participant stakeholders in this process. 

 

6.4 Discussion 

 

The evidence in this case can be abstracted to a high level story using the format of 

Network Learning model to address the research question R1 

 

R1 How do diverse stakeholders contribute to the collaborative learning processes 

and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards development? 

 

This story is presented in figure 6.1 
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Figure 6.1 A systems cycle, using the components of Network Learning theory 

for a macro-level explanation of the ISO 26000 case. 
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The multi-stakeholder Network Learning perspective allows us to probe the same 

evidence at the micro level to address the two rival propositions: 

 

P1 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

formation of a common ground of consensus interpretations and practices.  

or 

P1
R
 Differences in stakeholder views contribute to the learning outcomes by the 

maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and practices. 

 

Given that this project had not reached completion and a published standard it will not 

be possible to provide a definitive answer as to which of these propositions is best 

supported. It is conceivable, although highly unlikely, that the project could collapse 

and no new standard be published. In this case P1 would clearly not be supported. 

However the wide spread of stakeholder views at the time of this research does 

highlight two key points: if a common practice is to be achieved then participants‟ 

views much change and evolve over time. Also, the other two outcomes of the four box 

matrix are possible and would raise some interesting further questions. In the case of P3 

(agreement without action) no standard would be published in spite of widespread 

agreement. The scenarios for this happening could be limited. For example, if the UN or 

ILO were to exercise their veto on a standard that otherwise enjoyed complete 

consensus. This would be difficult because it could show a disconnection between the 

ISO country voting consensus and the mechanisms for protecting stakeholder rights. 

  The case of P4 a compromised consensus is much more likely and in the view of 

some it is the classic ISO model. Even though many stakeholders still maintain highly 

diverse views, and even in some cases oppose the project, they may still be willing to 
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reach formal consensus on a document they view aids their best achievable negotiated 

position. 

 Finally, this case showed early examples of stakeholder exit and evidence that 

several other stakeholders might consider such a move. This raises the interesting 

question of what happens to those stakeholders who exit the process? Will they oppose 

the standard? Will they ignore it? Will they seek to influence alternative sources of best 

practice? The wider question is how will each organisation choose to position itself 

relative to the published standard? This has implications for the issue of empowerment 

and is discussed further in that section. 

 Figure 6.2 maps data from each stakeholder account i.e. the full data set 

contained in appendix C onto a four box matrix showing divergence and convergence 

for interpretation and practices to show the overall trends. 
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Figure 6.2 Convergence of Interpretations and Practices Matrix showing 

stakeholder outcomes 
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A major theme from all interviewees was the degree of convergence of interpretations 

of the issues. Some interviewees were in stand-off mode where they saw little 

convergence of ideas and reserved their opinion on convergence of practices. The 

majority of interviewees though reported a convergence of thinking without stating a 

final convergence of practices. This can still be read as a positive outcome from the 

Network Learning perspective and indeed from other learning perspectives like Spicer 

(2005) that emphasise learning as a process of developing shared mental models. With 

respect to the non-convergence of practices, this can be read in the context of a project 

that has not yet reached a fully formulated new standard practice.  

The bottom right quadrant of figure 6.2 may be more concerning in that it 

suggests a sizeable proportion of interviewees see the project producing convergence of 

practices but without necessarily changing thinking. This fits with views such as a 

negotiated order between stakeholders that agree to disagree. It also fits with the view 

that ISO in the words of one respondent produces “the lowest common denominator”. 

In the top right corner are those participants who believe that both perspectives 

and practices are converging. These are the potential advocates of the new standard to a 

wider audience. There is no data to show whether these interviewees travelled a path via 

the top left or bottom right quadrants or simply went directly to a shared view and 

agreement on practices but this would be an interesting dimension for future studies to 

explore. 

 

Research Question 2 

How do non-participant stakeholders contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes during the multi-stakeholder standards development? 
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The key concept for understanding how non-participant stakeholders contribute to 

learning is representation and in this work the concept of representation has been 

analysed into three dimensions of the Network Learning model: structure; interpretation 

and practices. The question in each case is: what is the dominant dimension of 

representation and what are the implications of this for learning and for empowerment? 

 The evidence in the ISO26000 case points towards the dominant model being 

the Structural one of connecting ISO member countries. This is the classic ISO 

institutional model which says if all members of ISO are connected by a project and 

send delegations to participate then that project is one with fair representation.  

Clearly though, the classic ISO model has been significantly modified for this 

project by the inclusion of the stakeholder model. On one level this has simply extended 

ISO‟s structural paradigm by making further structural connections to groups like the 

UN and ILO. But in addition ISO has actively sought to be inclusive of wider 

stakeholder groups that it traditionally has not reached. To achieve this ISO has tried to 

translate the representative dimension back into a structural one by requiring balanced 

delegations with delegates from each of six stakeholder groups. This has taken ISO into 

the dimension of being representative of some new wider stakeholder interests. This 

new dimension is reflected through the language that refers to delegates as experts. 

They are attending because of their ability to be representative of a point of view 

because of their expert knowledge of that view. 

Questions are raised about ISO‟s ability to import a representative model 

effectively into its structural model with specific criticisms around missing 

representation. ISO was criticised for leaving out whole stakeholder groups like 

financial investors; for failing to achieve country delegations with representation from 

all six stakeholder groups; and for offering ill defined groups like NGO‟s leading to 
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diverse and weakened groups. 

These two models the Structural and the Representative are vying for dominance 

through the case which commences with an emphasis on the representative dimension – 

with stakeholder groups interacting and dominating at meetings, but reverts to the 

classic structural country model as the project progresses.  

The management of expectations of this transition is problematic as clearly 

many participants see the stakeholder representative model as empowering of their 

interests and the structural model as one in which their voices, their influence and their 

power become diluted under those of industry interests which they see as classically 

dominating the structures of ISO. 

Finally, the process dimension is one that most people would expect an 

organisation like ISO to excel at. Certainly the author is aware of mature and well tested 

processes for consulting with wider constituencies that form the backbone of national 

standards bodies and of ISO itself. However in this case it is without a doubt the least 

developed and most problematic dimension of the three. The views and practices of 

participant stakeholders about how they should take part in processes to represent non-

participants stakeholders vary and appear ad-hoc and unguided. As a result there are 

significant implications for non-participant stakeholders for both learning and 

empowerment. How can these stakeholders contribute to learning if they are not 

systematically consulted? If not consulted then their ability to influence is also 

diminished along with their power. 

This result appears to be a curious and unintended consequence of adopting the 

new model and the root cause may, perversely, involve the drive to empower participant 

stakeholders. Participant stakeholders are referred to in this case, and refer to 

themselves as “experts”. There is a clear sense of entitlement to take part in the process 
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and for many this makes representing a non-issue along the logic – I am here, I am 

representative therefore representing has taken place. Some participants even elaborate 

on this to the point of implying that those who do not attend are not committed and 

therefore are not deserving of influence. There is no communication from ISO placing 

any expectation or requirement on them to consult or communicate with those they are 

nominally there to represent. In other words, there may be representation as process 

taking place but it follows no prescribed rules or approach and is not focused or 

required. 

The dysfunctioning of the process dimension of representation is highly 

problematic for learning and empowerment for several reasons: over-reliance on 

representative attendees – although representative stakeholders may bring unique 

insights and experience (especially where they are representative of front line 

stakeholders), there is a high degree of uncertainty over how representative they may be 

of a wider much larger population. 

Non-consultation – being representative is taken to imply having a mandate and 

thus speeds up decision taking in real time. But without structured consultation with a 

wider stakeholder base, how does this mandate arise and what precisely is its content 

and boundaries? 

Danger of drift – there is a danger that a network of experts grows develops and 

learns as a network, but the connected character of that network to its wider 

stakeholders as intended by introducing the multi-stakeholder dimension becomes 

inactive. At this point there is a danger that the network fails to represent the interests of 

the wider stakeholders and thereby dis-empowers them. 

Limiting the learning cycle – a process of representing involving frequent and 

detailed exchanges of information maximise the opportunities for inputs and outputs to 
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flow between participant and non-participant stakeholders and therefore maximises 

opportunities for learning. Conversely the absence of such consultation reduces these 

opportunities. 

 

Research Question 3  

How are stakeholders empowered or disempowered in contributing to the learning 

processes and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards development? 

 

The single biggest step ISO took to empower stakeholders in this case was to form 

stakeholder groups at the international level for the first time in its history. Arguably 

though, this was matched by a subsequent disempowerment by giving the decisive 

power of voting to countries and not to stakeholder groups. The question then is: what is 

the degree to which stakeholder influence during the first phase will be preserved in the 

final published document. Without a process of tracking stakeholder requirements from 

their expression to their representation in a standard this question will be hard to 

answer. Nor can it be fully answered until the project is completed in around 2010. 

 Another powerful mechanism was the power of veto under memorandum of 

understanding with ILO and UN. For some this mechanism created an imbalance for the 

equality of participant stakeholders. For others it provided an essential guarantee that 

the strongest instruments for the protection of the rights of the weak could not be 

compromised in this new project. Practical measures of empowerment for participants 

included financial aid for participants from developing countries to attend. 

 As with the other two cases the “representative” dimension of representation had 

the potentially perverse effect of limiting formal consultation with primary stakeholders. 

There is no sense that participants in this project wanted to exclude primary 
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stakeholders nor is a lack of ad-hoc examples of engagement with their constituencies. 

There was simply a lack of direction from ISO as what was expected from 

representatives to consult with stakeholders and information on best practices in this 

regard. There is a real sense that the International Network of participant stakeholders 

was developing without sufficient engagement and empowerment of the wider primary 

stakeholders. 

As highlighted in the opening section, there is the shadow of a post publication 

dimension cast over this project and carries with it some implications for empowerment. 

The question is what position will stakeholder stake when the standard is published? As 

one stakeholder pointed out, standards once they come to market are often used much 

differently from the purpose for which they were intended. So for example,e will the 

intended restrictions to ensure this will not be a verifiable standard still hold or will 

market demand and vested interest from certification bodies find a way to certify to the 

new standard? For those stakeholders who exited the project will they appear lacking in 

influence or a pragmatic approach or will their stature rise for defending higher 

principles? What will be the influence of the standard on primary stakeholders? Will 

anyone be monitoring these impacts and providing a feedback learning loop for a next 

revision of the standard to ensure primary stakeholder interests are represented more 

effectively from actual experience? The end game of ISO 26000 and its effects on 

empowerment lies far ahead of the publication but stakeholders are clearly considering 

them even as the project was in these early stages.  
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Chapter 7  Cross case comparisons and contribution to theory 

 

7.1  Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the data from each of the three cases in way that 

contributes to building a theory of how diverse stakeholders contribute to the 

collaborative learning processes and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards 

development. To meet this goal the data are examined for commonalities and for 

differences that can be explained in a consistent theoretical manner. Primary data has 

already been presented in the same structure in each case so this is not reproduced 

further. Secondary data is drawn together where this is convenient for comparisons and 

tertiary level data and higher is used to make higher level comparisons which can 

inform overall theory building.  

 This chapter begins by making a macro-level comparison between the three 

cases across each major element of the Network Learning model to understand the key 

narrative themes and to understand the power of the Network Leaning model to describe 

the data in these cases. It then looks specifically at the sequence of events in each case 

and examines how the data has modified the initial basic model proposed in chapter 2 

based on a contextualization of Network Learning theory (Knight, 2002) and multi-

stakeholder learning theory (Calton and Payne, 2003) to standards development. The 

following sections examine the cross-case data related to each of the research questions 

presenting findings and discussing them in an integrated way.   Sections 7.3 and 7.4 

focus on the research question R1 How do diverse stakeholders contribute to the 

collaborative learning processes and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards 

development? by examining learning outcomes and processes. 

       Section 7.5 looks at the cross-case findings on representation of non-participant 
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stakeholders and revisits the research question R2 How do non-participant stakeholders 

contribute to the learning processes and outcomes during the multi-stakeholder 

standards development? Finally, section 7.6 looks at the cross-case data on 

empowerment raised by the third research question R3 How are stakeholders 

empowered or disempowered in contributing to the learning processes and outcomes 

during multi-stakeholder standards development? A brief summary section reviews the 

contribution and new insights from the cross-case comparison.  

 

7.2 Cross case Comparisons of high level Network Learning elements 

 

Table 7.1 summarises the high level narrative of each of the three cases using the basic 

elements of Network Learning theory (Knight, 2002). By comparing the highly 

abstracted narrative we have the opportunity to examine two issues: (1) to draw out 

common themes and differences across each study to understand more about the content 

of learning outcomes in the context of standards development, and (2) to test the ability 

of the Network Leaning model to explain the data about context and how it influences 

learning outcomes and processes. 

There are several common themes that emerge from these data, but given our 

focus on theory building rather than content per se, one strong common theme will be 

examined in detail: that in the making of standards there is no such thing as neutral 

territory. This is a fundamental “law of turf” that can be concluded from the evidence of 

the three cases presented in this thesis. The forum in which a given standard is being 

developed arouses strong reactions and has marked effects on the nature of the 

stakeholder engagement and learning processes and outcomes.  

In all cases there was some pre-existing landscape of standards. None of these 
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projects was the first to engage stakeholders in the standards development endeavour in 

this field. This is an interesting observation reinforced by many individual stakeholder 

accounts that the CR and sustainability spaces have in the last decade exploded with 

codes of practice, industry standards and NGO led or membership initiatives.  

Against this background it is interesting to compare how each case fared in 

bringing its own stakeholders together to create another standard. In the first case, the 

fishermen of the British fishing industry started their project as reaction to the claims of 

an outside body the MSC, on they what they saw as their legitimate stake. They allied 

themselves with the government body they felt was most supportive of their interests 

and harnessed a process using the national standards body where they felt they could 

exert most influence over the end result. They were initially reluctant to engage with 

other kinds of stakeholders but nevertheless saw the value of having some voices from 

the environmental side involved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 231 

Table 7.1 Cross-case comparison of Network Learning elements  

 Seafish Case Ethical Fashion ISO 

Overall cycle Complete cycle  Broken cycle  Almost complete 

cycle  

Learning 

Outer context 

Reacting to and 

influencing outer context 

Stimulating outer 

context 

Reacting to an 

influencing outer 

context 

Inner context 

 

 

 

Inner context 

– structures 

Opposing standard 

defines the project 

 

MSC standard and 

network 

Perceived need for 

harmonization drives 

project 

Ethical trading 

initiative, Sedex  

Perceived need for 

clear definitions 

drives project 

Multiple related 

SR initiatives 

 

Funding 

Model 

Single Sponsor Single sponsor (then 

multiple sponsor) 

Single sponsor 

ISO 

Structures 

 

Industry centric 

structures limited 

NGO/environmental 

input 

Mixture of primary 

and representative 

groups 

Six stakeholder 

group model 

combined with 

country voting 

Interpretations Industry consensus on 

published standard  

Shared view of 

problem diverse 

views on solution 

and practices 

Dynamic field of 

views with some 

drop outs 

Practices New standard and 

inspection regime 

None Draft standard 

Learning 

Processes 

Facilitated workshops 

Face to face meetings 

Comments and revision 

of draft texts 

Feedback on published 

standard 

BSI Research 

Single Workshop 

Feedback on 

published report 

Research projects 

Conference on 

topic 

International 

workshops 

Comments on 

drafts 

 

In the second case, the ethical fashion group was surprised by the involvement 

of BSI in the issue of ethical fashion. They were familiar with the Ethical Trading 

Initiative and the database for ethical supply chains Sedex, but saw BSI as more of 

technical industry standards body and less of a participant in the world of SR. In the 

absence of resources to maintain a longer term engagement process and with existing 

initiatives prepared to defend their turf, there was perhaps little chance of reaching a 
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tipping point where the new community or new standards would actually be developed. 

Finally, the ISO 26000 case provided the ultimate meeting of two turfs. ISO was 

seen as the heavy hitting giant but very much the territory of industry, rooted in a 

traditional of engineering and product standards and champion of management systems 

standards like ISO 9000 for quality management. The mere fact that this institution 

became involved in CR caused strong reactions throughout the world of NGOs, labour 

and human rights institutions and activists who saw this as their turf. They saw no value 

and some potential damage in ISO‟s engagement with issues that for years had been 

framed and addressed through what they saw as more suitable institutions like the UN, 

the ILO, and newer initiatives like the GRI. Many questioned the legitimacy of ISO as a 

forum for such subjects, pointing to deficiencies in stakeholder composition, 

governance and capability to run complex multi-stakeholder processes. Those who took 

a more constructive view made it clear that some far reaching changes would be 

necessary to make ISO the kind of institution capable of legitimately handling such 

issues. This was a test case for all those stakeholders new to ISO and they approached it 

as such. ISO was clearly aware of this and while it made the public case that this was no 

more than a natural extension of its existing processes, there was clearly an extensive 

effort to innovate and adapt to a new kind of project for a new kind of subject.  

Table 7.1 sets out the content of each Network Learning element across each 

case, and suggests some connections. However since Network Learning Theory 

(Knight, 2002) is silent on the sequence of these elements or the nature of the 

connections between them it is instructive to compare the data on the dynamics of the 

case episodes. 

Both the Seafish case and ISO case start with a change in the outer context in the 

ISO case it is consumers trying to make sense of SR claims and information, whereas in 
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the Seafish case it is pressure from both regulators and consumers that starts demand for 

a sustainable product. The players in the inner context respond, although in each case it 

is not immediately the standards body itself that acts. Seafish takes on the task of 

identifying possible responses and for ISO the consumer policy committee carries out 

research into the desirability of a SR standard. It is this pre-work by a single stakeholder 

group that prepares the ground for a consistent championing of the project which was 

lacking in the ethical fashion case. 

As soon as the champion stakeholder group has a mandate to act, they realise 

that they need to engage with other stakeholders and a structural task begins. Seafish 

connects with the national standards body and establishes that the process of developing 

a PAS can provide connection and consultation with other stakeholders but retain 

control. It recognises the trade-off between consensus and control and opts to make that 

trade of because it perceives the need to create an overall re-balancing with the 

existence of the MSC standard. ISO creates a multi-stakeholder group recognizing that 

the subject of SR will demand this and sets about deploying a multi-stakeholder 

consultation and development model. In contrast the ethical fashion case does not 

immediately create a new structure for several reasons: firstly because many 

stakeholders are already members of many networks in a complex web of initiatives, 

secondly because fees may be charged to take part and thirdly because one to one 

engagements have been undertaken as a preferred approach. 

When the structures have been created the stakeholders in ISO and Seafish cases 

come together and interpretations and practices start to be compared. The drafting and 

re-drafting process is the focus of this activity with face to face meetings playing a key 

role in building trust required to seek to understand and empathises with the 

interpretations of others. In the ethical fashion case, participants do not get to meet until 
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the workshop and it is not clear that there will be any continuity beyond that one event. 

The analysis preceding the workshop is not fed into the event and although a high 

quality report is produced, it is not clear that this need further input from participants. 

So there is not ongoing task to engage with and develop a draft of any kind in this case. 

 As the Seafish case concludes, there is clear re-engagement with the outer 

context, i.e. the marketplace. Stakeholders are presented with the standard and reactions 

are mixed. However the publication of a new standard practice has clearly changed the 

outer context from which it was spawned. In the ISO case the long shadow of the 

delayed publication is cast in many directions as the mere prospect of an ISO standard 

in this area starts to influence many organisations‟ views and priorities and an active 

outreach program of events prepares the ground for an internationally influential 

standard. In contrast the ethical fashion project is an incomplete cycle. The final output 

is a report a set of shared interpretations as the Network participants try to make sense 

of the issues (Weick, 1995) but these attempts do not deliver a solution which can be 

translated into action as a shared practice. As a vehicle to describe the issues and 

problems but not the solutions they lose momentum and fail to influence the outer 

context. Arguably the established networks and initiatives have locked out the 

newcomer to their sphere. The national case and the international case show interesting 

contrasts in that ISO, in spite of encountering vigorous opposition to even entering this 

space, is able to trump any national or initiative objections and riding on the back of a 

clear through and strongly championed case for the standard is able to follow through. 

The ethical fashion case lacks both the „trumps‟ power of ISO, or the champion power 

of Seafish and ISO and so it stalls as the bright idea of the facilitating organisation even 

though arguably the needs are clear well articulated and urgent.  

So describing these phenomena on the most general level we can derive an 
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explanatory framework for Network Learning in multi-stakeholder standards 

development networks. Standards development networks have the power to respond to 

key needs in the context of SR. They are effective when championed by a strong voice 

of a stakeholder group. The gain credibility and maintain an openness to learning 

processes when certain conditions are fulfilled: namely that broad stakeholder groups 

are identified and engaged in the development process; that semi-permanent structures 

are formed to allow this to happen; and that the learning processes between participants 

and representational processes for non-participant stakeholders work effectively. The 

dual learning process of discussing and amending drafts delivers practices which enjoy 

a high degree of shared interpretations and practices (Weick, 1995). These practices can 

then go on to be influential in the outer context to which they responded. The degree of 

influence will depend on the credibility and effectiveness of the development and 

learning processes that took place in their development. 

 

7.3  Discussion of cross-case findings on macro-level  

 

There are several implications of these cross-case findings for Network Learning theory. 

Firstly Network Learning theory is neutral about the inter-play of its elements of 

context, content and process (Knight, 2002). In these cases in the context of standards 

development the data suggests a specific dynamic that has where the outer context of 

one standards development network is shaped by the existence of other standards 

development networks. The conceptual framework proposed at the start of this work in 

figure 2.6 showed a rough sequencing of some elements of the Network Learning model 

indicating that the outer context would shape the inner context and the learning 

outcomes which were shown as occurring in parallel, part from the final result of 
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external practices resulting. These cross-case data have supported elements of that broad 

sequencing in that the external context. Often the agency of a single stakeholder group 

stimulates the inner context of standards development. However, the data then suggests 

that formation of new structures becomes the key sequence as a necessary step before 

changes in practices and interpretations can begin. These appear to progress and often 

feed back, and are then followed by the production of the new external practice. Finally, 

the data suggests a feedback loop and cyclic structure whereby the standards then go on 

to influence the outer context and trigger further actions from stakeholder groups.  

Thus the original framework for “Multi-stakeholder network learning” (Calton 

and Payne, 2003) has been shown to have the form of a cycle in the case of standards 

development as illustrated by figure 7.1. Understanding these dynamics could inform 

the development of an overall theory of standards dynamic contributing to the field 

initiated by Egyedi and Blind (2008). Secondly, the structural dimension of many of 

these networks is that they are themselves composed of representative entities that are 

networks. This invites an extension of Network Learning theory to an inter-Network 

Learning level continuing the theme of learning levels (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). 
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Figure 7.1  Generalised dynamics of standards development as a cycle of 

Network Learning 
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7.4  Comparative analysis of learning Content  

 

Figure 7.2 shows each of the three studies mapped onto the 2x2 grid. The interpretation 

and practices dimensions of the Network Learning theory (Knight, 2002) are on each 

axis with the converging diverging scenarios are derived from multi-stakeholder 

learning theory (Calton and Payne, 2003) as described in chapter 2. 

For the successfully completed and published standard in the Seafish case, we 

see convergence of interpretations and practices to a high degree. The remaining 

stakeholders who converged around the published standard but who still perceive deep 

differences in interpretations are the compromise stakeholders who were willing to 

support the practice but have clear reservations. 

For the partially completed ISO 26000 we see a wide spread of opinion. Those 

who are already converging in interpretations and practices and those who are reaching 

shared interpretations suggest a positive way forward. Those who are in the lower right 

hand box are more worrying and raise the question of what to do with those who  

For the “failed case” of ethical fashion, it is clear that with a majority in the 

divergence space there is little ground for convergence of either interpretations or 

practices. 
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Figure 7.2 Matrix for the convergence of interpretations and practices across all 

three cases 
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7.5 Discussion of implications of cross-case findings on learning content 

 

The first observation is that simply by describing the data in a way that combines both 

individual stakeholder outcomes and links them to Network level learning outcomes, 

this framework is creating an underlying assumptive proposition that individual and 

network level learning are linked as Crossan et al. (1999) have suggested. Since all of 

the data can be described by this framework the evidence tends to support that 

proposition. This theme is developed further in the learning processes section. 

 

Looking at the specific research questions of this study. This cross-case data addresses 

the first research question R1  

 

How do diverse participant stakeholder views contribute to the Network Learning 

processes and outcomes during standards making? 

 

This was also expressed as two rival propositions 

 

P1 Differences in participant stakeholder views contribute to the Network 

Learning outcomes by the formation of a common ground of consensus and 

practices.  

Or  

 

P1
R
 Differences in participant stakeholder views contribute to the Network 

Learning outcomes by the maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and 

practices. 
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The data in figure 7.2 shows that all four possible scenarios can be, and indeed were 

experienced by some stakeholders. Two of the three cases, ISO and Seafis,h resulted in 

convergence of practices as published or draft standards thus supporting the proposition 

P1 where differences are resolved into a productive outcome of a standard.  

The third, ethical fashion case, did not. Its supports the second rival proposition 

P1R. If we set as a requirement that Network Learning is intended to have productive 

learning outcomes (Klimecki and Lassleben, 1998), like the publication of a standard, 

then in that sense it  provides a failed instance of Network Learning to the empirical 

studies cited as examples of Network Learning (Knight and Pye, 2005). This may also 

contribute to the wider understanding of barriers to organisational learning (Gieskes et 

al., 2002) by suggesting the proposition that if the successful structures for stakeholder 

engagement are not maintained, this may present a significant barrier to learning from 

stakeholders. Interestingly that case did see considerable consensus on the issues 

evident in the convergence of interpretations. The implication is that Network Learning 

in the context of standards development can be both productive (Klimecki and 

Lassleben, 1998) (resulting in published standards) and unproductive (resulting in 

agreement but no action). These learning outcomes depending on key factors including 

factors like access to networks the interplay of existing networks. Again, some of the 

critical factors point to the importance of Inter-Network dynamics and a potential 

extension of theory along learning levels (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). 

Thirdly, as the Seafish case shows, it is possible to have convergence of 

practices with a limited convergence of interpretations. The implication is that although 

convergence around common practices can be an outcome – and in that sense the ISO 

definition of consensus (ISO, 2004) is met, this does not necessarily mean that there is a 

complete convergence of interpretations. The Seafish case showed the potential future 
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implications for this scenario P4 with its limited or compromised consensus which may 

have implications for the future stability of the standard. Again this contributes to the 

theory of standards dynamics pioneered by Egyedi and Blind (2008) by suggesting a 

specific proposition that low levels of consensus may result in less stable standards. 

 

7.6  Comparative analysis of processes  

Table 7.2 shows learning processes associated with each of the three dimensions of 

learning content: structure; practices; and interpretations, across cases classifying each 

learning process into one of the two main learning modes suggested by (Gynawali and 

Stewart, 2003). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 243 

Table 7.2  Cross-case analysis of learning processes 

SEAFISH CASE  Gynawali 

learning mode 

   

Network Learning  

Content  

Social 

Learning 

Informational 

Learning 

Total Ratio S/I 

Structural 4 1 5 4 

Practices 8 5 13 1.6 

Interpretations 10 3 13 3.3 

Total 22 9 31 2.44 

ETHICAL 

FASHION CASE  

    

Network Learning 

Content element 

Social  Informational Total Ratio S/I 

Structure 3 0 3 -- 

Practices 6 10 16 0.6 

Interpretations  3 0 3 -- 

Total 12 10 22 1.2 

ISO 26000 

CASE 

Gynawali 

learning mode 

   

Network Learning 

Content element 

Social  Informational Total Ratio S/I 

Structure 26 7 33 3.71 

Practices 70 46 116 1.52 

Interpretation 23 6 29 3.83 

Total 119 59 178 2.01 

 

From table 7.2 it can be seen that the overall ratio of social to informational process is 

considerably higher in the Seafish and ISO cases, being over 2 to 1, than in the ethical 

fashion case which is approximately 1:1. This is a surprising result in that the feedback 

from the participants was very positive regarding the interaction on the day of the 

workshop. It may be however that there is a relationship with the time dimension in that 

the participants in the Seafish and ISO cases met on many occasions, whereas the 

ethical fashion participants met on one day only. It may be that social learning 

processes, however well facilitated, need time to develop. 

Looking at the relationship between Network Learning dimension and learning 

processes it can be seen that the majority of learning processes in the ISO and Ethical 

Fashion case relate to practices. Only in the Seafish case are there a majority that relate 
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to interpretation. This suggests there were specific processes that made this case more 

able to move towards new interpretations. Only in the ethical fashion case in the 

informational mode is there a pronounced imbalance with all process being related to 

practices. This suggests that no new information is being provided on structures or new 

perspectives. This may be consistent with the lack of subsequent engagement with 

stakeholders who reported nothing new in the content of the workshop. 

There were two specific categories of learning processes that are of particular 

interest, namely missing processes that were highlighted by participants and dual nature 

processes which had a clear character of both social and informational learning modes. 

The cross-case data dual and missing processes are shown in table 7.3. 
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Table 7.3 Dual and missing learning processes – cross case comparison 

Case Dual Processes # 

and (% of total 

processes in case) 

Missing Processes Ratio 

Seafish 1 (3.1) 1 (3.1) 1 

Ethical Fashion 1 (4)  3 (12) 0.33 

ISO 7 (3.9) 14 (7.8) 0.5 

 

The number of dual and missing processes is relatively small compared to the total 

number of processes in each case. The highest proportion is the percentage of missing 

processes in the ethical fashion case. In contrast these processes appear to have high 

significance and influence on the outcomes of each case. The lowest ratio of dual to 

missing processes is in the ethical fashion case. 

 There were some dual processes that were common across cases. In the Seafish 

case a dual process was mapping participant stakeholders explicitly to their 

requirements which involved eliciting factual information and negotiating its form and 

relationships via social interaction. In the Ethical fashion case a dual process involved 

was producing and revising a stakeholder map although this did not take place in a 

multi-stakeholder group but following bilateral discussions. Finally, in the ISO case 

there was a missing process with much in common with the aforementioned dual 

processes which was a methodology of mapping issues to stakeholders. 

Similarly there was commonality of some significant missing processes across 

cases. The missing process in the Seafish case is a systematic process to identify which 

stakeholders should participate. This corresponds to the missing process in the ISO case 

of matching issues to stakeholders. These have some commonality with two of the 

missing processes in the ethical fashion case which were to map which existed already 

and identify the gaps and to understand current stakeholder needs. The final missing 

process in ethical fashion case was to involve those stakeholders with front line 
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experience of addressing issues in developing countries. The commonality across all 

cases is that both dual and missing processes often relate to stakeholders and their 

requirements.  

The ISO case study yielded the highest number of missing processes (though not 

the highest percentage) which is not surprising since it was the largest study. Moreover 

many participants were aware of the text case nature of this project for ISO and were 

very keen to contribute their constructive criticism via this study. Some of the specific 

missing learning processes cited included: 

 

1. Improving facilitation skills (P) 

2. translation to enable better dialogue (P) 

3. Resolving differences and addressing dilemmas  (P) 

4. Transition from stakeholder views to country voting (S) 

5. ISO Transferring learning back into ISO (P) 

6. Transferring learning back into National Standards Body (P) 

7. Matching issues to stakeholder groups (common) 

 

Reviewing these processes against the narrative of the case it is clear that the first two 

processes play a relatively tactical role in the learning outcomes of the case. 

The second processes 3 and 4 played a pivotal role in the evolution of learning 

outcomes in the case since they relate to the entire design of the engagement. In the first 

phase stakeholders engage in groups at international level and develop their positions 

and wield high levels of power. In the final stages, a transition to country voting is on 

the horizon. In the view of some stakeholders the design of this process was a missing 

piece of learning. Furthermore, missing process 3 suggests that an inevitable resolution, 
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not to say conflict of opposing views, has been postponed even aggravated by this twin 

model.  

Processes 5 and 6 relate to the facilitating institutions learning lessons from 

feedback and from experience. Clearly these are critical views and outcomes can only 

perhaps be fully judged once the project is complete and reviews have been carried out. 

Process 7 is common across all cases and is a basic design factor that one would 

imagine had been identified. 

 

 

7.7  Discussion of implications of cross-case analysis of learning processes 

 

The cross-case analysis of learning processes classified into social and informational 

modes appears to support Gynawali and Stewart's (2003) proposition that both modes 

are required for successful learning to take place. In these cases „successful‟ Network 

Learning being defined as one where both interpretations and practices converge 

sufficiently for a consensus based standard to emerge. It is also interesting that this 

work has shown that standards development has a small number of dual processes that 

are both rich in social interaction and in information, such as mapping stakeholder 

requirements that could play a pivotal role in the successful learning outcomes by 

binding the social and informational dimensions together and giving it a focus. These 

dual processes suggest an interesting extension of the Gynawali and Stewart (2003) 

model to include an area of overlap between modes. 

Participant stakeholders volunteered considerable information in all three cases 

about missing learning processes. These could be seen as contributing to the tradition of 

barriers to learning within the organisational learning literature (Gieskes et al., 2002). 
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However the identification of specific missing learning processes also shed light on the 

research agenda posed by (Calton and Payne, 2003) to explore the potential design of 

successful multi-stakeholder learning dialogues. This data also contributes to the realist 

project (Sayer, 2000) by identifying this class of learning processes even though, or 

perhaps especially since, they are as yet un-triggered and remain potential identified by 

stakeholders. 

 

 

7.8  Comparative analysis of representation  

The concept of representation has been analysed in each case by decomposing it into 

three dimensions using three elements taken from the Network Learning model of 

content namely: structure; practices (processes); and interpretations. This has created 

three alternative perspectives on representation.  Along the dimension of structure, we 

have representation as the joining together of representative bodies like the member 

countries of ISO. Along the dimension of practices, we have regarded representation as 

a process undertaken by participant stakeholders on behalf of those non-participants. 

Finally, we used the dimension of interpretations to derive the concept of being 

representative of a wider body of stakeholders.  

In making the comparison of findings across all three cases, we have in mind 

several questions that link us back to the key research questions: Firstly, we want to 

know in each case: what is the dominant dimension of representation at work? Then we 

want to understand the implications of this dominance for learning and for 

empowerment. The data on representation are extensive and complex and not amenable 

to simple counting techniques. So to find out what is the dominant dimension of 

learning we can define this further as: 



 249 

 The dimension most cited by stakeholders as matching their own involvement 

 The dimension cited as being the institutionalised model at work 

 The dimension which the analyst would rank first after reviewing all the data 

and placing the models in order 1,2 3  

Each of the cases contains reference to all of the three dimensions of representation so 

the character and balance of a particular case is illustrated by assigning an approximate 

position on a three axes model depicted in figure 7.3. The placement is not intended to 

be an exact measure but to create a visual aid for comparison. 
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Key:  

1= Case 1 Seafish Sustainability standard 

2= Case 2 Ethical Fashion project 

3=Case 3 ISO 26000 

A= classic standards development project 

B= classic “stakeholder engagement” proiect 

 

Figure 7.2 Ideographic cross-case comparative analysis showing relative 

dominance of the three Network Learning dimensions of representation 
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Each case has contributed to a specific element of an overall model for stakeholder 

learning and these are given in Table 7.4 

Table 7.4  Matrix Cross-case comparison of Network Learning elements of 

“representation”  

Case Seafish Ethical 

Fashion 

ISO 26000 Generic 

model 

Structural 

Elements 

 

Theme: 

Structure 

provides 

access and 

power 

Seafish linked 

to fishing 

industry 

 

Alternative 

hub of 

standardization 

to MSC 

Engaged with 

existing 

initiatives like 

ETI, Sedex, 

ethical fashion 

forum. 

Complex 

structures. 

ISO linked to 

member 

countries 

 

ISO signing 

MoU with ILO 

and UN 

 

ISO outreach to 

SR initiatives 

Of the many 

possible 

connections 

decisions are 

made to 

connect with 

some not all 

relevant 

entities 

Process 

Elements 

 

Theme: 

Unclear 

representation 

 

Participants 

Consulting 

with 

representative 

associations 

No expectations 

set about need 

to consult with 

primary 

stakeholders 

Participants 

Consulting with 

national bodies 

Representative 

organisations 

consulting by 

polling 

constituents 

Posting on web-

site for wider 

communication 

Consulting 

with 

representative 

organisations 

 

Consulting 

with primary 

stakeholders 

Interpretative 

Elements: 

 

Theme: 

Stakeholder 

map driven by 

mental map 

Choosing 

primary 

stakeholders  

And 

professional 

representatives 

to participate 

 

Mapping and 

re-mapping the 

stakeholder 

landscape 

Missing labour 

representatives 

Choosing 

specific 

representatives 

to participate 

Formulating six 

stakeholder 

groups 

Process of 

mapping issues 

to stakeholder 

groups (missing 

process)  

Choosing 

specific 

representatives 

to participate 

Mapping 

issues to 

defined 

stakeholder 

groups 

Choosing some 

organisations 

to represent 

and not others 

Inevitable 

missing 

representation 
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7.9 Discussion of implications of cross-case data on representation. 

 

This section focuses on the implications of the cross-case data for the research question: 

 

R2 How do non-participant stakeholders contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards development? 

 

In chapter 2 the idea was introduced that stakeholder learning was related to structural 

factors like the distance of stakeholders from the development process. This challenged 

Clarkson's (1995) categorization of primary and secondary stakeholders by suggesting 

that in the context of public institutions like standardization primary stakeholders might 

be thought of as the usual members, experts and delegates. Secondary stakeholders as 

those groups affected would, in the case of SR, be a huge group. A more useful 

categorization of stakeholders in this case was related to structural factors like access to 

the consultation process.  Multiple specific factors related to access were identified from 

being selected by the hosts of the process to having the funds to participate and these 

are revisited in the section on empowerment. 

 

The research question was also expressed as two rival propositions: 

 

P2  Consulted stakeholders views contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes by a process of representation via the participant stakeholders. 

or 

P2
R 

 Consulted stakeholder views do not contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes  
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These cases have shown how specific mechanisms of access and consultation are vital 

for non-participant stakeholders to have any influence on the learning processes. They 

have shown some representational processes that do operate, such as consulting 

members of the represented organisation on draft documents and asking for their 

comments or developing policy parameters with stakeholders prior to representing them 

to ensure a clear understanding of their requirements and their boundaries.  This data 

provides some support the first proposition P2. 

However other data have highlighted the fact that although Stakeholder 

representation is becoming an accepted term in standards making  (ISO 2002; ISO 

2004), it is, on the evidence of these cases, poorly understood and highly variable in its 

practice. Participants in all four cases are clear that somehow they are stakeholders in 

the process, they welcome the opportunity to be involved and are in no doubt they are 

there to represent a series of interests beyond their own and their organisation‟s. They 

do their best to engage in good faith with the views of others and many seek to 

understand the alternative views and the stakes behind them. However, faced with the 

apparently simple question of what representation means, their certainty crumbles and 

they are mostly lost to give a clear explanation of this as a process. This evidence 

supports the rival proposition P2R that Consulted stakeholder views do not contribute to 

the learning processes and outcomes. 

On balance these cases show real concerns that the process by which consulted 

stakeholders can contribute in any meaningful way to the learning process is severely 

constrained. Three key dimensions of Network Learning (Knight, 2002) have provided 

a framework with which to understand this complex construct of representation more 

clearly. By analysing representation along structural; interpretative and process 
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dimensions this work provides insights into what (Calton and Payne, 2003) refer to as 

the need for better process design for multi-stakeholder learning engagements.  

Network Learning is enriched by this concept of representation in multi-stakeholder 

networks because it shows how the theory would need to take account of connecting 

with those outside the network boundary if it is to be applied in a multi-stakeholder 

context. 

It is also possible to examine the interplay of the first two research questions and 

their propositions in a single framework. The framework developed to illustrate how 

Network Learning outcomes progress depending on stakeholder interactions can also be 

extended to show the non-participant stakeholder data as per figure 7.4. The evidence 

from all three cases makes it possible to bring together all of the learning outcomes: 

practices, interpretations and structures along with the idea of a representative process 

into a single framework. This framework was developed to have the power to explain 

the narrative of each of the cases. 

Figure 7.4 demonstrates this framework by showing a possible scenario of 

Network Learning outcomes for participant-stakeholders and non-participants 

stakeholders. The former converge and end in the top right where their interpretations 

and practices are aligned. However a significant body of non-participant stakeholders 

expressed dissent and a lack of alignment in interpretations, although in the bottom right 

corner, they appear at least for a while to tolerate the consensus view and accept a 

published standard. This corresponds to the Seafish case. This mismatch of learning 

outcomes between representers and represented, between participant and non-

participant stakeholders could be thought of as a kind of „dislocated learning‟ because 

the learning outcomes for those participating are different from those not participating 

but seeking representation. In other words, the process of representation as learning is 
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not functioning. Again this contributes both to the new synthetic theory of multi-

stakeholder learning but also to the established literature on barriers to organisational 

learning by raising the specific proposition that if the learning outcomes of stakeholders 

and their representatives are out of alignment, there could be adverse consequences for 

the overall learning outcomes. 

The yellow layer between participant and non-participants stakeholders signifies 

the representation process, and the dissenting and consensus groups are shown in 

different colours to show they are largely composed of different stakeholder types. The 

breaks in the yellow layer illustrate that only some structures are in place to connect 

participant stakeholders to non-participants stakeholders and these inevitably represent a 

series of imperfect choices at a moment in time. The effectiveness of this representation 

process could be illustrated by the thickness of the layer. A thick layer showing an 

ineffective process would lead to a lack of alignment between participants and non-

participants stakeholders, and a thinner layer would be associated with an efficient 

process whereby participant and non-participant views are closely aligned. 

This new model of consensus offers many permutations and combinations 

between participant and non-participant stakeholders leading to a high number of 

distinct scenarios. As such the model has high predictive power and this is discussed 

further in the chapter 9 on further research.  

 



 256 

 

 

Figure 7.4 Matrix of revised conceptual model of consensus showing 

representation and illustrating concept of “dislocated learning”  
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7.10 Cross-case data on Empowerment 

 

It is instructive to compare the numbers of mechanisms of empowerment and 

disempowerment linked with specific Network Learning elements. In this way the 

model of Network Learning developed in this context will not suffer from the usual 

criticism of ignoring the dimension of power. In addition it maybe instructive to 

understand the extent to which these dimensions of the Network Learning model are 

significant for learning and for power in order to shed some light on the relationship 

between learning and power in this context. 

 

Table 7.5 Cross-case comparison of numbers of dis/em-powerment 

mechanisms and their relationship to Network Learning elements 

 

 EM 

Seafish 

Dis 

Seafish 

EM 

Ethical 

Fashion 

Dis 

Ethical 

Fashion 

EM 

ISO26000 

Dis 

ISO26000 

TOT 

Structure 4 2 3 1 7 7 22 

Practices 2 3 0 0 1 +(1) 2 9 

Interpretat

ion 

0 1 0 0 (2) 

 

(2) 5 

External 

Context  

4 3 2 5 4 1 19 

Internal 

Context  

1 0 1 2 1 0 5 

 

EM = Empowerment  

Dis = Disempowerment 

 

The cross case data on empowerment and disempowerment show that in the world of 

standardization, power strongly related to structural factors. Having access to the right 

forums where influential standards are created means having the high level of influence 
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enjoyed by those who participate rather than joining the weaker voices of those who 

must be represented. 

Organisations like ISO in the 26000 case show an acute awareness of this factor and 

take a series of specific empowering mechanisms to address the situation, for example 

awarding the co-chair of the committee to a developing country and making specific 

provision for funding to enable attendance by delegates from developing countries. But 

not all standards making activity is vigilant on these matters, and there is a missing 

process in terms of seeking to identify stakeholders from the outset of a project and to 

ensure they are effectively engaged and represented. 

The cases show that the external context is a strong influence on empowerment 

that is frequently referenced by participant stakeholders. Within the internal context of 

standards development the power dynamics and interaction of different stakeholder 

groups will affect levels of empowerment. 

Across the cases there are clearly specific practices that empower stakeholders 

and awareness. The data on number of empowerment and disempowerment mechanisms 

sheds some light on the existence of specific mechanisms and their frequency of 

occurrence but not their dynamics. As Sayer (2000) said, a realist‟s perspective is that 

why something happens, or what conditions trigger it, has little to do with how many 

times it happens. To get a further insight into mechanisms it is necessary to look at the 

power dynamics in each case. Looking across cases one can map the actions and power 

dimensions of the actors using an analysis of the levels of learning the Network 

Learning processes and the power dynamics. This is shown in tables 7.6-7.8 and 

discussed in the next section 
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Table 7.6 Seafish case sequence of power elements with Network Learning 

elements 

REF Unit of action  Level  Network 

Learning 

process 

Power 

process 

Related to 

1 Fishing 

industry  

Stakeholder 

group 

Interpretation 

– different 

from MSC 

Influence  Government 

2 Government  Single 

organisation   

Internal 

practice 

Influence BSI 

institution 

3 BSI 

institution  

Network hub Create new 

structure 

Convening 

stakeholders 

Other 

stakeholders 

4 Fishermen Stakeholder 

group 

Social 

learning 

Domination  Other 

stakeholders 

5 BSI 

institution  

Network hub Create new 

practices  

Institutionalis

ation  

Wider 

stakeholders  

 

Table 7.6 Ethical fashion case sequence of power elements with Network Learning 

elements 

REF Unit of 

action  

Level  Network 

Learning 

process 

Power 

process 

Related to 

1 BSI  Institution Structural 

(convening) 

Influence Stakeholder 

groups 

2 Multiple 

stakeholders 

Stakeholder 

groups  

Interpretations  Domination 

(Failed) 

Multiple  

stakeholders 

3 BSI  Institution Structural 

(convening) 

Institutionalis

ation  

(failed) 

Multiple  

stakeholders 
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Table 7.6 ISO case sequence of power elements with Network Learning elements 

REF Unit of 

action  

Level  Network 

Learning 

process 

Power 

process 

Related to 

1 Consumer 

Group 

Stakeholder 

Group  

Practice  Influence ISO  

2 ISO Institution structure Convening  Multiple  

stakeholders 

3 Stakeholder 

groups  

Stakeholder 

group 

Influence Domination Stakeholder 

group 

4 ISO Institution structure Institutionalis

ation 

Multiple  

stakeholders 

 

7.11     Discussion of implications of the cross-case data on empowerment 

 

The data on empowerment shed light on the research question: 

 

R3 How are stakeholders empowered or disempowered in contributing to the 

learning processes and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards 

development? 

 

By highlighting specific mechanisms of empowerment the data contributes to and 

support of these forwards both the process design agenda (Payne and Calton, 2004) and 

the empowerment agendas of Van Buren (2001). The question was also framed as two 

rival propositions: 

 

P3 The voices of weaker stakeholders are included and discernible in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process. 

Or  

P3
R
 The voices of weaker stakeholders are missing, lost or subsumed in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process.  
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The cross-case data shows some evidence that specific mechanisms exist to empower 

weaker stakeholders to connect to the learning and development process that is 

standardization. For example in the ISO case where there has been a conscious effort to 

design specific mechanisms such as awarding governance to a developing and a 

developed country; such as creating an entire working group to look at funding grants 

for organisations to attend global workshops. This evidence strongly supports 

proposition P3.  

However the cases also show evidence of specific mechanisms which limit the 

empowerment of stakeholders: for example in the ethical fashion case, where some 

stakeholders are potentially dissuaded from creating a new structure to address the issue 

because of the need for membership fees. This evidence supports the rival proposition 

P3R. 

Clearly the cross-case data, rather than providing a crude yes or no answer to 

each proposition, has provided insights into the kind of factors that are trigger 

conditions (Bhaskar, 1975) for empowerment and those that prevent it. By relating these 

empowerment mechanism to the dimensions of Network Learning it is possible to see 

what these trigger conditions might expressed in terms of the Network Learning model. 

The findings suggest that structural factors like access to the process are most 

fundamental, with external factors bearing on stakeholders being a major factor, and 

finally that a number of specific practices can be implemented that contribute to the 

empowerment of weaker stakeholders. Understanding the mechanisms of stakeholder 

empowerment in this key institution supports the normative agenda of Van Buren 

(2001; Calton and Payne, 2003),  and the wider movement within social science to 

pursue a normative agenda (for example Squires (1993). 
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The data on the sequences of power and influence show an interesting pattern 

across the cases. The Seafish and ISO cases show a single stakeholder group exerting 

influence as a power mechanism over an institution or institutions: government and BSI 

in the Seafish case and ISO in the ISO case. This institution then exercises convening 

power a structural dimension of Network Learning to create a new structure and bind 

together multiple stakeholder groups. During the interpretative learning phases, the 

groups attempt to exert power of domination over each other. Finally, the new practice 

sanctioned by the standards organisation goes on to exert power of institutionalisation. 

This is shown as a modified Network Learning cycle including power in figure 7.5.  
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Figure 7.5 Generalised dynamics of standards development as a cycle of 

Network Learning showing power elements  
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issue 
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Rules of interaction formed  
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DRAFT EXTERNAL 

PRACTICES 
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PUBLISHED 
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STRUCTURES 
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Convening power  

Institutionalisation   

Domination   
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This cycle can be further abstracted into a format similar to (Lawrence, Mauws et al., 

2005) four I plus power model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.6  Standards development as a cycle of Network Learning (Knight 

2002) showing levels of organisation and power elements (after (Lawrence, Mauws 

et al. 2005)). 
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The model derived from the case data has some similarities and differences with that 

model. As in Lawrence's model (2005) the smaller unit, in this case the stakeholder 

group, has to exert influence on the larger units. However, in this case the first larger 

unit is the complex one of an institution. In turn that institution creates new Network 

level structures using its powers of convening and selecting stakeholders. Once formed 

that stakeholder network undertakes the learning phases of changing and evolving its 

interpretations and draft practices. The voices within that network  influence the outputs 

of the institution by a power process of domination which is analogous to how the 

groups exert power on individuals in the Lawrence, et al. (2005) model. Finally the 

institution creates a learning outcome by publishing a standard which has the power 

over individual stakeholder groups by the power of institutionalisation. This points to 

two critical mechanisms which define stakeholder power, the first being their ability to 

access and influence the standards organisations, and the second being their ability to 

dominate the discussion and drafting processes. Ultimately all groups are seeking to 

wield the institutional power of the standards organisations and in that sense it supports 

the Lawrence et al. (2005) model by showing a case of power integrated into learning at 

even higher levels. 

 

7.12 Summary 

 

The macro-level comparison between the three Network Learning episodes highlighted 

common themes about standards development such as the importance of standards in 

relation to one another. This highlighted the significance of standards and their 

supporting and sometimes rival networks of stakeholders as an integral part of the outer 
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business and social context. 

 It then looked specifically at the sequence of Network Learning elements across 

all cases. The data showed that although elements of the sequence proposed in the initial 

conceptual model of chapter 2 were supported, there were some notable differences. 

Within the context of standards development, Network Learning takes place as a 

learning cycle and that following the cascade of influence from the outer context to the 

inner context the next step is the formation of suitable structures. This provides a rich 

case that extends the empirical studies of Network Learning (Knight and Pye, 2005). 

The following sections examined the cross-case data related to each of the 

research questions and their rival propositions. The first question R1 How do diverse 

stakeholders contribute to the collaborative learning processes and outcomes during 

multi-stakeholder standards development? The data showed instances that supported 

both the proposition  

 

P1 Differences in participant stakeholder views contribute to the learning 

outcomes by the formation of a common ground of consensus and practices.  

And the rival proposition 

 

P1
R
 Differences in participant stakeholder views contribute to the learning 

outcomes by the maintenance of dissensus and diverse views and practices. 

 

The differences were understood through the framework synthesised from both 

Network Learning theory (Knight, 2002) and multi-stakeholder theory (Calton and 

Payne, 2003). Bringing those frameworks together created an underlying proposition 

that individual stakeholder learning outcomes and Network level learning outcomes are 
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linked as Crossan et al. (1999) have suggested. The fact that the framework is able to 

fully describe the data suggests this proposition is supported.  

The framework showed four possible scenarios for learning outcomes. These 

scenarios create an interesting connection between the two theories and highlight the 

classic dichotomy within organisational learning literature of the Cognitive perspective 

(Fiol and Lyles, 1985) and the Behavioural perspective (Edmondson and Moingeon, 

1998). 

The role of learning processes in leading to learning outcomes was reviewed and 

the data supported the proposition inherent in the learning theory of Gynawali and 

Stewart (2003), that both social and informational learning modes are required to lead to 

successful learning episodes. The specific processes identified, and in particular the 

special classes of dual processes and missing processes, contributed to the better process 

design agenda called for by Payne and Calton (2004). 

The cross-case findings on representation of non-participant stakeholders addressed the 

research question  

 

R2 How do non-participant stakeholders contribute to the learning processes and 

outcomes during the multi-stakeholder standards development?  

 

The data here was less ambiguous because although some data supported  

 

P2  Non-participant stakeholders’ views contribute to the learning processes 

and outcomes by a process of representation via the participant 

stakeholders. 
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The majority of data suggested that the consultative process was ill defined and 

ineffective supporting the more critical proposition: 

 

 P2
R 

 Non-participant stakeholder views do not contribute to the learning 

processes and outcomes  

 

Network Learning theory demonstrated its potential to contribute to a better 

understanding and a better practice of consultation by offering a construct of 

representation dissected into three key dimensions. Where the understanding of which 

dimension was in operation was there at least there was clarity and transparency in the 

learning process.  

Bringing together these two key research questions, it was possible to create a 

single framework that illustrated the learning outcomes for both participant and non-

participant stakeholders in figure 7.4. This model in itself is a contribution to a synthetic 

theory of multi-stakeholder network learning. By reviewing the case data the 

implications of misalignment between representatives and those not consulted were 

discussed. It was shown that these could include creating instability in the resulting 

standards with implications for the field of standards dynamics (Egyedi and Blind, 

2008). 

Finally the cross-case data on empowerment focused on the third research 

question  

 

R3 How are stakeholders empowered or disempowered in contributing to the 

learning processes and outcomes during multi-stakeholder standards 

development? 
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Much of the data from the ISO case supported the first proposition providing 

encouraging evidence that  

 

P3 The voices of weaker stakeholders are included and discernible in the 

learning outcomes of the standards making process. 

 

However, it is clear that standards makers cannot be complacent because other case 

such as the ethical fashion and Seafish cases showed that there were an equal number of 

mechanisms by which stakeholders could be disempowered an fail to make their voices 

heard. Network Learning demonstrated its utility again in breaking down empowerment 

mechanisms into a few key dimensions and showing that basic factors like access to the 

process and specific practices to empower weaker stakeholders were key to addressing 

this concern.  

The power dynamics of the standards game were show to have much in common 

with the (Lawrence, Mauws et al., 2005) model where smaller entities, in this case 

stakeholder groups exert influence hoping to set off the Network Learning cycle with 

the ultimate aim of creating outputs that exert power on other stakeholder groups via 

institutionalisation. Depending on the access to the process, and the ability to dominate 

during the drafting process, stakeholders experience more or less empowerment. 
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Chapter 8 Potential Contribution to Practice 

 

8.1  Introduction 

 

This study was undertaken with three objectives in mind:  

 

1  To contribute to theoretical understanding of learning and change in multi-

stakeholder process of standards making 

2    To contribute to practice of multi-stakeholder learning in standards making  

3 To make a moral contribution to the empowerment of weaker stakeholders 

 

To some extent this work, a study of practice carried out by a practitioner with a 

perspective shaped by both theory and practice is an integrated work where theory and 

practice cannot be completely separated. However given that the previous chapter 

examined in great detail the theoretical contribution this chapter is intended to focus on 

the specific contributions to practice. It follows the same structure as the entire work 

examining the implications of the findings in each area of the Network Learning model 

following the sequence of the research questions: starting with the macro-level, 

following through learning outcomes; learning processes, the question of representation 

and empowerment. 

 

 

8.2  Network Learning perspectives – contribution to practice 

 

By adopting a learning perspective this work has brought a new dimension to the 
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practice of standardization. Until now the practice has been studied from perspective of 

quality literature (Uzumeri, 1997), economics (Temple et al., 2004), practice (Bolin, 

2005) and an emerging business/institutional perspective (de Vries, 1999). By adopting 

a learning perspective, practitioners now have the potential to dig deeper into the 

concepts and language of standards development. For example understanding these 

dynamics of the model presented in figure 7.5 could inform the development of an 

overall theory of standards contributing to the field of standards dynamics initiated by 

Egyedi and Blind (2008). 

This work framed a dichotomy between diversity of views from multiple 

stakeholders as shown by multi-stakeholder learning theory (Calton and Payne, 2003) 

and a convergence of views in a productive standards making network using Network 

Learning theory (Knight, 2002). It concluded that both theories and their synthetic 

constructs of a joint theory, like dislocated learning, have much to offer practitioners. 

As a result it has produced a four box matrix of in figure 7.4 showing convergence and 

divergence of interpretations and practices which helps practitioners to look beneath the 

surface of consensus. 

 The implications of Network Learning in standards development being a cycle 

are that standards have an impact on the outer context and on its stakeholders. 

Participants in multi-stakeholder development have existing economic relationships in 

the market and these cannot be ignored when they enter the realm of standards 

development. When regulation is formulated an impact assessment is seen as part of the 

due process that accompanies it. Why should standards not take a similar path with 

some kind of impact analysis going alongside the technical development process? This 

will require a shift of mindset from leaders in the world of standards development to 

recognise that the instruments they create become market instruments and the 
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development a discipline of standards impact analysis. 

 

8.3 Learning content - Contribution to practice 

 

From the moment of defining stakeholder, this work has challenged the existing 

definitions of stakeholder from (Clarkson, 1995), (Mitchell et al., 1997) and (ISO, 2004)  

to yield  a new and more relevant definition which connects theory and practice. 

Standards developers must make more effort to identify and engage those stakeholders 

who will be affected and to examine their levels of access to the process.  

As the Seafish case shows, it is possible to have convergence of practices with a 

limited convergence of interpretations. The implication is that although convergence 

around common practices can be an outcome – and in that sense the ISO definition of 

consensus (ISO, 2004) is met, this does not necessarily mean that there is a complete 

convergence of interpretations. The Seafish case showed the potential future 

implications for this scenario P4 with its limited or compromised consensus which may 

have implications for the future stability of the standard. This challenges the 

conventional notion of consensus amongst standards practitioners and may also 

contributes to the understanding of standards dynamics pioneered by Egyedi and Blind 

(2008). 

 

8.4   Learning processes contribution to practice 

It is clear that several innovative examples of learning process were demonstrated 

within these cases. For example: BSI‟s use of the best practice techniques such world 

café (Brown and Issacs, 2005) to facilitate a large group workshop; ISO‟s openness in 

communication by posting many documents to a public web-site (ISO, 2009); and the 
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use of systems mapping techniques to capture stakeholder requirements (McNeillis and 

Holt, 2006) in the Seafish project. Some of the simplest classic standards development 

processes such as commenting on drafts were also shown to have a very important dual 

role in terms of facilitating both social and informational learning (Gynawali and 

Stewart, 2003).  All of these processes should be examined and trialled for their ability 

to improve overall process performance from the perspective of effective and 

productive learning.  

The main deficiency in these projects was not the lack of any single best 

practices, but the lack of an overall design capable of bringing all of these elements 

together in a process designed to achieve specific outcomes. The facilitating 

organisations need to embrace design and to start this process by asking what are the 

outcomes we are seeking? This work has presumed several outcomes which are stated 

explicitly here: 

 

 To identify and engage the right stakeholder groups in the development of CR 

standards. 

 To actively involve as many stakeholders as possible in the development process 

specifically reaching beyond participants or secondary representative 

organisations to remote stakeholders. 

 To maximise the learning outcomes from the engagement process. 

 To achieve productive learning through the delivery of a final consensus 

standard. 

 To track and measure the scope, scale and quality of the engagement and 

learning processes 
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These top level requirements are offered for debate and reflect the importance of setting 

goals or outcomes or high level requirements at the outset of a multi-stakeholder 

standards development process. With these outcomes clarified a suitable process can be 

designed. Should trade-offs be required between the different goals then these can be 

identified and debated. Individual best practices can then be imported into an overall 

design to achieve the outcomes required. 

 

8.5  Representation – contribution to practice 

 

The cross-case data suggests that the understanding of representation amongst 

practitioners of standards development and its stakeholders is very poor. The 

implication is therefore that there is a need for better process-design, and clear 

communication of that design. ISO has made a commitment to a new model of 

stakeholder representation, and took pioneering steps to introduce new practices in this 

new domain (ISO, 2004). It and other key institutions now need to follow on and 

address the consultation challenge. The three dimensions of representation derived from 

Network Learning theory can also provide a ready reference tool for standards 

developers to diagnose and design transparent and clear representation practices for 

their stakeholders. The model derived in figure 7.4 can also serve not only as a 

theoretically derived framework but also as an aid to the design and evaluation of better 

consultation processes to check that the participants and consulted non-participants are 

in alignment.  
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8.6  Empowerment – contribution to practice 

 

Kelly (2002) said that CSR movement should “focus less on inspiring discretionary 

actions…” and “more on system design…to craft new structures of power where power 

is wielded not by the few but by the many”. By bringing to light the dimensions of 

stakeholder empowerment in the high profile international institution of standards 

development this work seeks to contribute to the cause of stakeholder empowerment. 

The specific mechanisms identified in each of the cases provide a source of 

empowerment mechanisms for practitioners to draw on. Without doubt technology 

should have a greater role in allowing greater access to more stakeholders to participate 

in the standards development process. The challenge will then shift from engagement to 

co-ordination. 
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Chapter 9  Limitations, challenges and ideas for further research 

 

 

9.1 Introduction 

 

This section suggests some further research potentials classified into four categories: 

 

1. Extension - research that addresses limitations on this study 

2. Theory focused 

3. Practice focused 

4. Application focused 

 

The first of these categories will permit an integrated approach to reviewing limitations 

and suggesting how future studies could overcome them. 

 

9.2 Extension – understanding and overcoming the limits of this study 

 

The most obvious limitations of this study were a result of the constraints on time. 

Standards development is a process that is large scale and takes place over many years. 

It was therefore only possible to study 1 pilot and 3 theoretically selected cases, whereas 

it would have added to the validity of the results to have more than one case in each 

category to test the replication logic (Yin, 2003). Nor was it possible to study the 

entirety of the longer running case ISO 26000 across its entire lifespan from proposal to 

publication, although defining a learning episode as recommended by Knight (2002) 

helped maintain the integrity of the study.  

There is certainly scope for follow on studies to examine the learning processes 
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as the standards are implemented and in time revised. This would provide further 

insight into the concept derived in this work that Network Learning is a cycle where the 

published standard goes on to affect the outer context. It will be interesting in particular 

to see how the standard affects the landscape of voluntary SR standards and whether it 

complements or replaces them.  

 Developing and testing an interview protocol with strong theoretical grounding 

that was also easy to implement took some time. This meant that the pilot study data on 

the coffee standard was gathered using a different more open interview structure and 

could not be directly admitted into the cross-case analysis. This excluded a potentially 

very interesting case where stakeholders such as farmers at the base of the value chain 

but also consulted by the standards development organisation were involved. It would 

make an interesting study to revisit that network to understand better how they achieve 

involvement of “weaker” stakeholders. From both a practice and theory point of view 

the challenges of engaging stakeholders could lead to several exciting studies. 

The potential disconnect between participant and non-participant stakeholder 

learning outcomes was a major finding of this study. However, the data on this point 

were derived from participant stakeholders and their reports of their consultation (or 

lack of it) with wider stakeholders. This should be tested by data derived directly from 

participant and non-participant groups with a specific focus on the consultation process. 

This overlaps with the theory focused section where this framework is suggested as a 

major are for future research.  

 

9.3 Theory focused research 

 

From the theory point of view the foundations of a new theoretical concept – multi-
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stakeholder Network Learning derived from Network Learning and multi-stakeholder 

learning have been laid. This has yielded two major conceptual outputs, both of which 

suggest testable propositions. The first of these is the concept of Network Learning as a 

cycle. 

Following the logic of the standards as a Network Learning cycle there is an 

interesting study to predict and then analyse the impact on stakeholders as part of 

opening a research agenda into impact analysis of standards in the same way as in the 

field of regulation (An and Maskus, 2009). 

The second of these is the new model of consensus synthesised from Network 

Learning and MSL and shown in figure 7.4. This model offers many permutations and 

combinations between participant and non-participant learning outcomes, each of which 

corresponds to a predictive scenario and a proposition which can be tested. A few of 

these scenarios are illustrated in figure 9.1 followed by a brief commentary on the 

potential research insights and approaches for each one. The scenarios are show as 

illustrative cases of the model in 7.4 and so are abbreviation in their illustration showing 

I as the interpretation axis and P as the practice axis. 
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Scenario 1 “Compromised consensus” – an example of dislocated learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario 2 “Lost Flock” – an example of dislocated learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario 3 “Squabbling leaders” – an example of dislocated learning 

Figure 9.1 New model consensus – illustrative predictive scenarios of the model. 
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Some of the more interesting possible scenarios highlighted by this framework are 

detailed below: 

 

Scenario 1 “Compromised consensus” (example of dislocated learning) 

This is the Seafish case scenario whereby all stakeholders consent to the creation of a 

new standard but hearts and minds have not been won.  

 

Scenario 2 “The lost flock” (example of dislocated learning) 

This is the scenario where participants come to a learning outcome of converged 

practices and interpretations around the standard but where non-participants agree with 

neither. This is a scenario that predicts a total failure of the consultation mechanism.  

 

Scenario 3 Squabbling leaders 

This scenario is where the non-participants have an underlying consensus on problems 

and how to solve them plus the kind of practices to deal with them but their 

representatives are unable to agree on either.   

 

Scenario 4 Alignment (alignment learning) 

This is the scenario (not shown in the figure 9.1 since it is quite trivial to illustrate) 

where participant and non-participant stakeholders are completely aligned. It predicts 

the existence of a perfect consultation mechanism where stakeholders arrive at the same 

learning outcomes as their representatives. 

Each of these scenarios begs a number of specific research questions on at least three 

themes: antecedents; process design; and consequences. The questions arising in 

considering antecedents include: What are the conditions that led to: (1) a compromised 
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consensus? (2). a real alignment? (3) another scenario. The questions raised by process 

design include: what is the role of the consultation process in creating alignment or 

differences between participant and non-participant stakeholders? Questions related to 

consequences might include: what follows from this scenario? In the case of the 

compromised consensus it would be fascinating to study the implications of a 

compromised consensus and dislocated learning for the stability and future development 

of the standard. Will it lead to a rapid revision of the standard, and expansion of the 

stakeholders consulted, better consultation or the creation of a breakaway group? This 

would link the field of learning with the emerging branch of standardization literature 

concerned with standards dynamics. 

Given the in-built tension in the synthetic product of a theory that strongly 

emphasizes the wholeness of a learning network and another that emphasizes its 

diversity, there should be a rich vein of research exploring the resolution of the two 

forces. Apart from the obvious vein of looking into conflict resolution there is the more 

lateral subject of dissent. Two of the case studies showed examples of stakeholder 

dissent. In Seafish and entire group dissented from the status quo whereas in the ISO 

case some specific members of sensitive stakeholder groups dropped out. What are the 

effects of small scale dissent from some stakeholder groups? How does it evolve and go 

on to effect the overall context and the consensus group? Do dissenters ever re-join 

consensus groups? If so on what terms and what timescales? 

It would also be valuable to pursue the link with the emerging field of standards 

dynamics pioneered (Egyedi and Blind 2008) by studying how „stable‟ the standards are 

in terms and when and how the revision processes take on board the learning 

experiences from implementation. Given that this work found that standards 

development is strongly affected by the prior existence of other standards it would be 
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useful to study the evolution of standards as an inter-related set of learning networks, 

structures and practices. This suggests the opening of a field of study of Inter-Network 

Learning – taking the theme of learning levels (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004) to another 

stage. 

 

9.4 Practice focused 

The learning process component of the study was highly generative, many learning 

processes were identified and so not all could be studied in detail. Linking this practice 

based view to the Gynawali and Stewart (2003) model helped gain an initial insight into 

the role of these processes, but it was not possible to trace causality and to understand 

the exact conditions when these social learning processes are triggered (Bhaskar, 1997). 

Understanding these mechanisms more deeply would help practitioners and add to the 

better process design research agenda (Payne and Calton, 2004).  

On a more tactical level some of the specific processes such as the dual nature 

social and informational processes of mapping stakeholder requirements merit further 

study and application as has been suggested in a recent practitioner paper (McNeillis, 

2005). 

 Technology is starting to impact practice as some standards bodies such as 

Accountability have already started to experiment with new online methods based on 

social networking tools like wiki-style consultation online on new draft standards. 

These practices could be usefully studied from several perspectives: their ability to open 

the consultation process to a wider set of stakeholders; their effectiveness as learning 

process and their potential; and their potentials and limits compared to face to face 

interaction in resolving mis-matches of stakeholder requirements. 
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9.5  New applications 

 

Although it is increasingly appreciated as a widespread tool for business (Bolin, 

2005) and society to address important, complex (ISO, 2004) and economically 

significant (Temple et. al, 2004) issues, standards development can still be seen as an 

esoteric activity by some. However, as was suggested at the outset of this work, 

standards development can be taken as a specific instance of the general case of multi-

stakeholder learning and of network learning. As such multiple potentials exist to apply 

the findings and questions raised by this work in new contexts. For example the 

networks here must have parallels with another productive learning activity in the co-

design of products and service between commercial organisations and their prospective 

customers and wider stakeholders (Ramachandran et al., 2007) which is an expanding 

new field. The design principles derived in this study could be applied in this new 

context and the application of multi-stakeholder Network Learning could be extended. 

The consequences of alignment or alternatively dislocation in learning outcomes here 

could have acute commercial consequences if participant stakeholders were out of 

alignment with the wider market for whom products were being designed.  

Understanding the specific case of standardization, aNetwork Learning started as 

a task that focused on CR standards as a “rallying point for a new movement” (Oakley 

and Buckland, 2004), but the potential applications of the new theoretical constructs 

derived by this work go much wider. Developing and applying new concepts like 

dislocated learning suggest a promising future for the field as a rallying point for a new 

and sustainable approach to learning, with stakeholders, how to co-design the business 

models of the future. In those models, if the network form is able to fulfill its potential 

to deliver large scale productive learning outcomes to match the large scale challenges 
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of SR then this task may be pursued by networks rather than by individual corporations. 

It could be then, that we are leaving an era of CR and entering an era of Network 

Responsibility. 
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