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ABSTRACT 

 

Purpose – To explicate the strategic contribution of the corporate communication/public 

relations function (PR) to enterprise strategy development at macro organisational level 

with the aim of contributing towards its institutionalisation.  

Design/methodology -- Literature review and conceptual analysis.  

Theoretical approach -- Reflective PR paradigm and corporate social performance 

approach. 

Findings – i) Enterprise strategy is the suggested mechanism and a relevant strategy 

process for incorporating societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and 

standards into the organisation’s strategy development processes. ii) Enterprise strategy 

explicates corporate communication/PR’s strategic contribution at the macro organisational 

level. iii) Societal expectations, values, standards and norms: 

• are expressed through concepts such as CSR, corporate governance, good corporate 

citizenship, sustainability, and the Triple Bottom Line; 

• manifest through non-legislative measures such as the Global Sullivan Principles of 

CSR, the Global Reporting Initiative, the Social Responsibility Investment Index of the 

JSE, as well as voluntary codes such as the Cadbury Report (UK) and the King 

Reports I, II and III in South Africa (SA); and 

• are addressed through legislative measures such as the Sarbanes Oxley Act (US) and 

the Employment Equity/ Broad-based Black Economic Empowerment/ Financial 

Intelligence Centre Acts (SA).  

Originality/value – This article addresses the dearth of literature on enterprise strategy and 

corporate communication/PR’s strategic role at top management level by conceptualising 

enterprise strategy and explicating corporate communication’s strategic contribution within 

its framework - indicating corporate communication’s focus to be on the social (People) 

and environmental (Planet) pillars of the Triple Bottom Line approach, rather than its 

financial aspects (Profit). 

Keywords -- Enterprise strategy, strategic role of corporate communication/PR, societal 

expectations, stakeholder expectations, non-financial goals. 

Paper type – Conceptual paper. 
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ENTERPRISE STRATEGY -- A CONCEPT THAT EXPLICATES  

CORPORATE COMMUNICATION’S STRATEGIC CONTRIBUTION  

AT THE MACRO ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the new business paradigm, characterised by a Triple Bottom Line approach to sustainability 

(economic, social and environmental), organisations are increasingly ‘regulated’ by societal and 

stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards for good corporate governance and 

socially responsible/ethical behaviour, rather than only by the law. The ‘business of business’ is 

no longer business (‘Profit’) only and shareholders are no longer the only important stakeholders. 

In their strategic decision making and behaviour, private and public sector organisations now 

need to consider the environment (‘Planet’) as well as strategic stakeholders such as employees, 

customers, regulators, the community, the media, activists and a myriad of others (‘People’). In 

this new era, society might even be considered the most ‘strategic’ stakeholder.  

 

Organisations of the 21st century, whether they be political, social, or economic, are seen as 

legitimate only when their actions or outputs are "consistent with the value-pattern of society" 

(Sutton, 1993, p. 3). If society's evaluation of the appropriateness of an organisation's activities is 

indeed the criterion whereby legitimacy is established, then all organisations are dependent on 

society for legitimisation. Organisations therefore have to consider and adapt to societal and 

stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards in order to obtain and maintain a good 

reputation; be regarded as societally (socially, environmentally and economically) responsible, 

trustworthy, a good (corporate) citizen and thereby secure legitimacy (Steyn, 2003a, 2009, in 

Toth, 2007).  

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Few organisational decision makers (especially in the private sector) would disagree that there is 

an increasing need to incorporate societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and 

standards into their organisation’s strategy development processes. Likewise, few corporate 

communication/PR practitioners or academics would disagree that the strategic role of corporate 
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communication/PR needs to be further explored, especially with regards to its contribution to top-

level strategies and key organisational priorities.  

 

As a case in point, the topic of the 2006 Euprera Congress in Carlisle was centred around 

‘Strategic Communication.’ The latter was again extensively discussed at the 2008 Euprera 

Congress in Milan around the topic of ‘Institutionalising Public Relations and Corporate 

Communication’ -- i.e. are its practices and activities standard and generally accepted in 

organisations (Grunig, 2006). The conclusion was drawn that technical/managerial 

communication has indeed been ‘institutionalised,’ and that the practice of strategic 

communication was on the increase in certain countries. However, it was generally felt that the 

contribution of communication/PR practitioners to organisational strategy formulation/ PR’s 

strategic role is still not fully understood/practised by many nor taught in PR curricula world-

wide). This view is supported by Grunig (2006, p. 151) in stating that “the greatest challenge for 

scholars now is to learn how to institutionalize strategic public relations as an ongoing, accepted 

practice in most organizations. “ 

 

There are various reasons for, and theoretical/practical problems with regards to the above, 

notably the following:  

Firstly, which mechanisms/concepts exist or which theoretical guidelines are to be followed to 

incorporate societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards into strategy 

development, and what is the relevant strategy process into which they should be incorporated? 

Secondly, who is to take responsibility for identifying these societal and stakeholder 

expectations, values, norms and standards, and how is it to be done?  

Thirdly, what are these societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards that 

are to be incorporated and how do they manifest in practice? 

 

To address these questions, the major research objective of this article is to explore enterprise 

strategy as a concept that explicates corporate communication’s strategic contribution at the 

macro organisational level. In support of the major objective, the following secondary objectives 

have been set: 

1) To explicate the concept of ‘enterprise’ strategy (Ansoff, 1979; Freeman, 1984; Digman, 1990; 

Judge and Hema, 1994; Hemphill, 1996; Stead and Stead, 2002; Steyn, 2002a, 2003a) as a 
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mechanism/theoretical guideline and a relevant strategy process for incorporating societal and 

stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards into the organisation’s strategy 

development, in order to achieve the organisation’s non-financial goals (Steyn, 2002a, 2003a; 

Steyn and Bütschi, 2004, 2008; Prinsloo, 2004; Global Alliance, 2005; Worrall, 2005; Steyn, in 

Toth, 2007; Steyn and Niemann, 2008; Niemann, 2009). 

2) To explicate how practitioners, playing the role of the corporate communication/PR strategist, 

can make an important contribution in identifying societal expectations, values, norms and 

standards as input for the development of enterprise strategy (Steyn, 2000a, 2000b, 2002b, 

2003b, 2009; Steyn and Everett, 2009).  

3) To explore the literature for concepts that could be seen to express/embody current societal 

expectations, values, standards and norms.  

4) To explore the literature for guidelines or recommendations (non-legislative measures) as well 

as laws (legislative measures) that address these expectations, values, standards and norms. 

 

Secondary Objectives 1 and 2 are to be achieved through a conceptual analysis, leaning on the 

theoretical framework of the study. A conceptual analysis, according to Mouton (1996, p. 175), is 

“the analysis of the meaning of words or concepts through clarification and elaboration of the 

different dimensions of meaning”. The design is non-empirical, the type of data is secondary 

textual data and the strengths of this method are to bring conceptual clarity, explicating 

theoretical linkages and revealing conceptual implications. Secondary Objectives 3 and 4 are to 

be accomplished through a literature review of secondary data, in this case specifically to come to 

an understanding (through inductive reasoning) of how societal and stakeholder expectations, 

values, norms and standards manifest in practice.  

 

THE CONCEPT OF ENTERPRISE STRATEGY  

 

In the strategy literature, Schendel and Hofer (1979) identified a level of strategy that they called 

‘enterprise’ strategy, which directly addresses the relationship of an organisation with society. 

According to Freeman (1984), questions of enterprise level strategy have a long history, at least 

as far back as Berle and Means (1932), and perhaps even to Adam Smith (1759). Enterprise 

strategy is the broadest, overarching level of strategy, and addresses the political and social 

legitimacy of an organisation (Ansoff, 1977). It is also known as societal role strategy (Freeman, 

1984); bridging strategy (Meznar and Nigh, 1995); social strategy (Hemphill, 1996); institutional 
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strategy (Bowman, 2000); the strategy level that achieves non-financial goals (Steyn and Puth, 

2000; Steyn and Niemann, 2008); and top management's orientation toward an organisation’s 

role in society (Ansoff, 1977; Freeman, 1984; Freeman & Gilbert, 1988).  

 

In the public relations literature, the concept of enterprise strategy was introduced as the strategy 

level at which corporate communication/PR practitioners could or should make a strategic 

contribution, in Steyn (2000a, 2002a, 2003a, in Toth, 2007, 2009); Steyn and Puth (2000); Steyn 

and Bütschi (2004); Prinsloo (2004); Worrall (2005); Bütschi and Steyn (2008); Steyn and 

Niemann (2008); Niemann (2009).  

 

There are at least two separate sets of questions that need to be addressed when formulating a 

statement of mission for an organisation (Freeman, 1984, p. 88): the first concerns a broad set of 

issues around values, social issues and stakeholder expectations. This level of analysis Freeman 

regards as the ‘enterprise’ strategy. The second set of issues address the range of business 

opportunities available to the organisation and rests on an understanding of how the stakeholders 

can affect each business area. This level of analysis is usually called the ‘corporate’ strategy. 

Digman (1990, pp. 36-37) concurs with these views in stating that an enterprise needs a “clear, 

unambiguous concept of its mission and purpose—its role in society—to guide formation of 

corporate policies and strategies in other areas. Thus, the enterprise strategy acts as a 

framework or envelope within which other, more specific types of strategies will operate.”  

 

According to the father of the stakeholder concept (Freeman, 1984), enterprise strategy stems 

from research on the social responsibility of business and answers the question of what the 

organisation should do. In part, enterprise strategy represents the moral/ethical component to 

strategic management (already identified in the 1960s by early researchers, but not acted upon) 

and joins it with strategic thinking -- providing the best reasons for the organisation’s actions 

(Hosmer, 1994). “Corporate strategists have ignored this level of strategic thinking for too long” 

(Freeman, 1984, p. 107).  

 

While the enterprise strategy aligns social and ethical concerns with the corporate strategy (the 

latter traditionally reflecting business concerns), it is not simply another call for corporate social 

responsibility or business ethics. Enterprise strategy is important because organisational survival 

depends in part on some fit between the values of the organisation and its managers, the 
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expectations of its stakeholders, and the societal issues which will determine its ability to sell its 

products (Freeman, 1984, p. 107; Steyn and Puth, 2000; Steyn, 2003a). Developing enterprise 

strategy clearly articulates organisational values and helps to ensure that they are in touch with 

societal and stakeholder expectations and norms.  

 

It is important to note that enterprise level strategy does not necessitate a particular set of values 

or requires an organisation to be socially responsive in a certain way. It does however require an 

explicit and intentional attempt to answer the question of “what do we stand for” (Freeman, 1984, 

p. 91). The point of enterprise-level strategy is that an organisation needs to address this question 

intentionally, specifically, and cohesively. Enterprise strategy is thus concerned with the question 

of “consistency” among the key elements of an organisation’s relationship with the environment 

(p. 107). 

 

Since enterprise strategy is specifically aimed at aligning organisational behaviour and strategies 

to changing societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards (Steyn, 2002a, 

2003a, in Toth, 2007), it can be described as a ‘bridging’ strategy which focuses on adapting 

organisational activities to conform with external expectations. Bridging implies that the 

organisation actively tries to meet and exceed regulatory requirements in its sector or that it 

attempts to rapidly identify changing societal/social expectations so as to promote organisational 

conformance to those expectations in order to minimize the risk to its reputation. In bridging, 

organisations promote internal adaptation to changing external circumstances (Fennell and 

Alexander, 1987; Grunig, 2006).  

 

Bridging stands in contrast to ‘buffering’ -- a strategy in which the organisation tries to influence 

the external environment and keep it from interfering with internal operations. Buffering implies 

that an organisation is trying either to insulate itself from external interference or to actively 

influence its environment through means such as contributions to political action committees, 

lobbying, and advocacy advertising. By buffering, an organisation thus resists environmental 

change or tries to control it (Fennell and Alexander, 1987; Grunig, 2006). 

 

Strategic management researchers (Ansoff, 1977; Schendel and Hofer, 1979) and scholars of 

business and society (Freeman, 1984; Miles, 1987) have argued that the values of top managers 

play an important role in determining the attitude of an organisation toward external stakeholders. 
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Enterprise strategy, as top management's orientation toward an organisation’s role in society, can 

be conceptualised as having two components (Meznar, Chrisman and Carroll, 1991). The first is 

the degree to which the organisation’s top management emphasises collaboration with external 

groups (Miles, 1987), and the second is the degree to which it has a philosophy of being a pioneer 

or leader in meeting societal/social expectations.  

 

The corporate communication/PR/public affairs activities of organisations whose (top) managers 

have a collaborative, socially pioneering philosophy are expected to differ from those of other 

organisations. Top managers interested in achieving organisational legitimacy through 

collaboration with multiple external stakeholder groups would naturally be more willing to bring 

about internal changes (that is, to adapt and bridge) in making the compromises necessary for 

effective collaboration. Therefore, collaboration -- an ‘institution-orientated’ philosophy (Miles, 

1987) -- is in essence a bridging mechanism, used as a means of securing legitimacy in the eyes 

of stakeholders and society as a whole. If top management follows the philosophy of being a 

pioneer in social matters, bridging is likely to be emphasised as it requires continual interaction 

with social groups in order to take the initiative on, and comply with, expectations regarding 

emerging issues (Meznar & Nigh, 1995, pp. 975-997).  

 

Although enterprise strategy is often not formally stated in organisations, it exists nevertheless. It 

manifests by way of mission/vision statements, codes of conduct/ethics, approach to stakeholders 

(Ansoff, 1977); multi-stakeholder dialogue, ethical conduct, broader value orientations, 

symmetrical communication (Holmström, 2002, p. 9); committees on social audits, corporate 

philanthropy, ethics and public issues (Carroll, 1996); partnerships and alliances (Hemphill, 

1996). It also manifests in how an organisation responds when faced with public crises. Whether 

it responds to stakeholders in a positive, constructive, and sensitive way reveals the presence or 

absence of soundly developed enterprise-level strategy. The latter can also express a desire to 

maximise shareholder value, satisfy stakeholder interests, and increase social harmony or the 

common good (Freeman, 1984). 

 

Stead and Stead (2000, p. 310) extended the scope of enterprise strategy to the ecological level of 

analysis, calling it ‘eco-enterprise’ strategy. This provides a sound theoretical framework for 

ethically and strategically accounting for the ultimate stakeholder, which is ‘Planet Earth’. Within 

the framework of enterprise strategy, a value system based on sustainability can provide a sound 
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ethical basis for developing ecologically sensitive strategic management strategies. In doing so, 

organisations are able to satisfy the demands of a myriad of stakeholders for whom the protection 

of the environment is critical. In a recent survey by McKinsey & Co., CEOs identified increasing 

environmental concerns as the most important trend influencing societal expectations of business 

(Bielak, Bonini and Oppenheim, 2007). The research also indicated that CEOs were increasingly 

incorporating environmental, social and governance issues into core organisational strategies. 

 

Based on the literature review, the researchers summarised the characteristics of enterprise 

strategy in Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1: Characteristics of Enterprise Strategy 
 

Characteristic Enterprise Strategy 

Responsibility 

of: 

Top management (Ansoff, 1977); Board of directors (Ansoff, 1977; Steyn and Puth, 2000); Corporate 
communication strategist (Steyn, 2003a, p. 20). 

Component  

of: 

The environment to which an organisation adds value (stakeholders). 
The type of value an organisation adds (benefits) (Meznar, Chrisman and Carroll, 1991, p. 52). 

Directly 

related to: 

The role of the organisation in society. 
The principles/values of the organisation. 
The obligations the organisation has towards society at large; and 
The implications thereof for current business and allocation of resources (Freeman, 1984). 

Goals to be 

achieved: 

• Non-financial goals, including the attainment of legitimacy, trust, a good corporate reputation, 
being viewed as a good corporate citizen, and the maintenance of sound relationships/ 
partnerships with government and other stakeholders (Steyn, 2003a). 

• Economic, social and environmental sustainability (Steyn, in Toth, 2007). 
• Long-term social goals, not short-term economic gains (Post, Lawrence and Weber, 1999, p. 16). 
• The ultimate goal is to enhance the quality of life (defined by society) in the broadest possible 

manner (Post, Lawrence and Weber, 1999, p. 10). 
• The value of the social goods the organisation adds to its environment is to exceed the social costs 

it imposes on society (Meznar, Chrisman and Carroll, 1991, p. 50). 

How it is 

described: 

A social contract which implies an understanding between organisations and stakeholders as to how 
they will act towards one another (Post, Lawrence and Weber, 1999, p. 15). 

Content or 

focus of 
strategy: 

• Outlines the organisation’s mission/purpose in society (Ansoff, 1977). 

• Addresses organisation’s relationship with the natural environment (Shrivastava, 1995, p. 133). 

• Represents organisation’s approach to managing its stakeholders (Stead and Stead, 2000, p. 311). 

• Focuses on social/environmental/economic component of the Triple Bottom Line (Ansoff, 1977). 

• The acknowledgement of stakeholder relationships, dealing with the impact of organisational 
decision-making and responding to stakeholders who are touched by the organisation’s activities 
(Post, Lawrence and Weber, 1999, p. 15). 

• Addresses the political and social legitimacy of the organisation (Ansoff, 1977). 

• Manifests by way of mission statements, codes of conduct, approach to stakeholders (Ansoff, 
1977), partnerships and alliances (Hemphill, 1996). 

• Concerned with aligning organisational behaviour and strategies to societal and stakeholder 
expectations, values, norms, and standards (Steyn, 2003a). 

• Aims to synchronise the values of the organisation and its leaders; the expectations of customers, 
shareholders, regulators, employees, the media and other strategic stakeholders; and the societal 
issues that will determine the ability of the organisation to achieve its mission (Stead and Stead, 
2000, p. 317). 

Criteria  

measuring 

effectiveness  

Its impact on the long-term survival (sustainability) and performance of the organisation (Meznar, 
Chrisman and Carroll, 1991, p. 48). 

How it Through the interaction of three factors: the values that underpin the organisation’s ethical system; the 
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emerges: societal issues faced by the organisation; and the stakeholders that the organisation serves (Stead and 
Stead, 2000, p. 324). 

Outcomes: The organisation is regarded as being legitimate and trustworthy by stakeholders and society at large 
(Stead and Stead, 2000, p. 319). 
Provides link between social issues management and strategic management (Freeman, 1984). 
A shared interest and interdependence between the organisation and its stakeholders (Post, Lawrence 
and Weber, 1999, p. 7). 

Information 

sought: 

Social intelligence (Ansoff, 1977; Prinsloo, 2004). 
An understanding of the interrelated social, economic, political and cultural trends in society (Post, 
Lawrence and Weber, 1999, p. 17). 

Stakeholders 

addressed: 

Non-financial stakeholders including government and regulators, activists, the media, the community 
and society at large (Ansoff, 1977). 
Employees, shareholders, suppliers, wholesalers/retailers, unions, competitors and creditors (Post, 
Lawrence and Weber, 1999, p. 10). 

Source: Own research, except for Worrall’s contribution (2005, p. 14), which is shaded with grey. 

 

To conclude: At the enterprise/institutional level, the organisation’s values are to be determined, 

its reputation managed, sound corporate governance principles adopted, and societal 

responsibilities fulfilled. This ultimately leads to the organisation being trusted by its 

stakeholders and regarded as sustainable, legitimate, and societally responsible by society at large 

(Steyn, 2003a). The enterprise strategy is thus developed mainly to achieve the organisation’s 

non-financial goals (Steyn and Puth, 2000, p. 42; Steyn, 2002a, 2003a, in Toth, 2007). 

 

The conceptualisation of enterprise strategy achieved Secondary Research Objective 1.  

 

META-THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND CONCEPTUALISATION OF STUDY 

 

As summarised in Table 2, the meta-theoretical framework for this study spans three domains: 

strategic management, business in society and corporate communication/PR. The framework has 

been constructed based on two approaches: firstly, the corporate social performance (CSP) 

approach to business and society, and secondly, the reflective paradigm.  
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Table 2: Meta-theoretical, Theoretical and Conceptual Framework  

Meta-

Theoretical 
Framework 

Corporate Social Performance (CSP) approach Reflective Paradigm 

Domain Strategic 
management 

Business and Society Corporate Communication/ Public Relations 

Theoretical 

Framework 
Levels of Strategy 
Formulation 

(Lynch, 1997): 
 

• Enterprise 
  strategy. 

• Corporate 
  strategy. 

• Business- 

unit strategy. 

• Functional  
  Strategy. 

• Operational 
strategy. 

Corporate Social 
Performance (Wood, 
1991) 
 

Principles of CSR: 
• Legitimacy 

(institutional). 
• Public responsibility 

(organisational). 
• Managerial discretion 

(individual). 

Corporate social 
responsiveness: 
• Environmental 

scanning. 
• Stakeholder 

management. 
• Issues management. 
Outcomes of CSP: 

• Social impacts. 
• Programmes. 
• Policies. 

Mutual Reflection  
(Holmström, 1996): 

• Reflective task. 

• Expressive task. 
 

European Body of Knowledge (EBOK’s) four 

roles (Verçiç, Van Ruler, Bütschi and Flodin, 
2001): 

• Reflective role. 

• Managerial role. 

• Operational role. 

• Educational role. 
 

Strategic Communication Roles theory (Steyn, 
2000b; 2003b; Steyn and Puth, 2000): 

• Strategist role. 

• Manager role. 

• Technician role. 
 

Levels of Strategy Formulation (Steyn, 2000a; 
2003a, 2003b; Steyn, in Toth, 2007; Global 
Alliance, 2005): 
• Corporate communication’s contribution to 

enterprise strategy development. 
• Corporate communication strategy 

development. 

Main 
Concepts 

Enterprise strategy (see Table 1) Corporate communication’s strategic contribution 
(to enterprise strategy development) 

• Role of the corporate communication 
strategist 

Source: Own research 

 

Corporate social performance (CSP) approach to the role of business in society 

 

Organisations must advance the common good, and minimise the social and environmental side 

effects of their strategies and policies, or their licence to operate will be removed (Valor, 2005, 

pp. 194-201). The CSP approach to the role of business in society developed from the trend 

through the 1980s and 1990s to make concerns for social and ethical issues more pragmatic. 

What is really important in this approach is what organisations are able to accomplish with regard 

to specifying the nature of their responsibilities, adopting a particular philosophy of 

responsiveness and identifying the stakeholder issues to which these responsibilities are tied 

(Carroll, 1996; Steyn, 2003a). CSP is seen by Husted (2000, pp. 24-33) as the extent to which 

stakeholder [and societal] expectations with regards to the organisation’s behaviour towards 
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relevant stakeholders (including managers) and societal groups are satisfied or exceeded. 

 

Levels of strategy formulation 

This theory refers to the content of strategies addressed at different organisational levels (Lynch, 

1997). Strategy engages all levels (enterprise, corporate, business, functional and operational) and 

defines the nature of the economic and non-economic contributions the organisation intends to 

make to its stakeholders and society (Hax and Majluf, 1991, p. 8). The broadest (highest) level is 

enterprise or societal role strategy, developed to achieve non-financial goals such as a good 

reputation and set the tone with regards to stakeholder relationships. It differs substantially from 

corporate strategy, which defines the set of businesses that should form the business 

organisation’s overall profile (e.g. taking decisions on mergers and acquisitions, strategic 

alliances, joint ventures), selecting tactics for diversification and growth, and managing corporate 

resources and capabilities (Harrison and St John, 1998, p. 170). 

 

Corporate social performance (CSP) theory 

There are three concepts that define this theory: the principles of corporate social responsibility 

(legitimacy, public responsibility and managerial discretion), implemented through the processes 

of corporate social responsiveness (environmental assessment, stakeholder management and 

issues management) and culminating in the outcomes of corporate behaviour—referring to its 

social impacts, programmes and policies (Wood, 1991, pp. 696-708).  

 

This theory is core to enterprise strategy development since strategy at the societal level is 

ultimately aimed at achieving organisational legitimacy amongst societal stakeholders and 

interest groups, being seen as socially responsible and a good corporate citizen. In achieving the 

aims for which enterprise strategy is developed, managers need to exercise discretion in their 

dealings with stakeholders--acting truthfully, honestly and ethically. The social responsibility 

principles and social responsiveness processes are underpinned by good corporate governance 

practices to assure outcomes such as social, environmental and economic sustainability (closely 

related to the three pillars of the Triple Bottom Line, namely People, Planet and Profit). 
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The reflective paradigm  

 

In a reflective approach (Holmström, 1996), a social system (e.g. an organisation) assesses itself 

in relation to other social systems based on societal expectations, values and norms -- for 

instance, the guidelines/recommendations of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI, 2002) or the 

King II or III Reports on Corporate Governance in South Africa (IOD, 2002, 2009). It then 

responds by developing restrictions and coordinating mechanisms in decision-making processes 

with regards to other social systems (Luhmann, 1995, p. 144).  

 

In practising a reflective approach, the interdependence between social systems (e.g. 

organisations and their stakeholder/societal environments) is exposed. This leads to the 

incorporation of non-financial aspects (e.g. the environment, human rights, social responsibility 

and sustainability), into decision-making. According to Verçiç, Van Ruler, Bütschi and Flodin 

(2001), reflective corporate communication/PR is a strategic process of viewing an organisation 

from an ‘outside’ or public perspective—having a special concern for broader societal issues. 

Practitioners thus approach any problem with a concern for implications of organisational 

behaviour/strategies towards the public sphere (society/ community).  

 

Theories most relevant to this study, that fall under this approach, are the following: 

 

Mutual reflection  

Mutual reflection, the core concept of the reflective paradigm, consists of a reflective and 

expressive task. Of particular relevance to this study is the reflective task, namely to gather and 

analyse information from the environment to feed back into the organisation in order to 

strengthen its self-reflection. The specific task of corporate communication in inward 

communication (the reflective task) is to select and interpret information from the public 

communication system (societal discourse) in view of socially responsible behaviour in the 

public sphere (society) and convey it back to the organisation (Holmström, 1996). 

 

European roles theory 

The findings of the European Body of Knowledge (EBOK) project indicate four corporate 

communication roles (Verçiç, et al., 2001): reflective, managerial, operational and educational. 

The most important is the reflective role, which is to analyse changing societal standards, values 
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and viewpoints and discuss these with organisational members in order to adjust organisational 

values and norms regarding social responsibility and legitimacy.  

 

Strategic corporate communication roles theory  

This theory posits three roles for corporate communication namely strategist, manager and 

technician (Steyn, 2000a, 2000b, 2003b; Steyn and Puth, 2000). Of relevance to this study is the 

strategist, operating at the macro organisational level and performing the boundary-spanning role 

of information acquisition on stakeholders and societal issues through environmental scanning in 

the stakeholder and societal environment. Steyn (2000a, 2000b) regards this as the mirror 

function of corporate communication, found to be similar to the reflective role by Steyn and 

Bütschi (2003). The strategist processes the information gathered by considering its 

consequences for the organisation’s stakeholders and strategies, feeds this social and 

environmental intelligence into the organisation’s strategy development processes, and ensures 

that it is used by taking an active part in enterprise strategy development. 

 

Corporate communication’s contribution to enterprise strategy development  

Based on the information gathered on societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and 

standards, and playing the role of objective outsider, the corporate communication strategist 

advises top management on the risks to reputation, their consequences for organisational 

strategies and the necessity to align organisational goals and strategies to societal and stakeholder 

values and norms. The strategist suggests the most appropriate actions to take with regards to 

stakeholders and societal issue groups in order to be socially and environmentally responsible, 

obtain/maintain a good reputation and license to operate from society (Steyn, 2000a, 2003a, 

2003b; Global Alliance, 2005). This process constitutes the contribution of the corporate 

communication function to the organisation’s strategic decision-making, specifically the 

development of enterprise strategy (Steyn, in Toth, 2007). Based on, and aligned to the enterprise 

strategy, corporate communication strategy is developed to achieve communication goals and 

identify communication themes. 

 

This section explicated how practitioners, playing the role of the corporate communication/PR 

strategist, can make an important contribution in identifying societal expectations, values, norms 

and standards as input for the development of enterprise strategy. It concludes the discussion on 

how the foundations of the major concepts are anchored in the meta-theoretical framework of the 



 13 

study, achieving Secondary Research Objective 2. In the next section, concepts that 

express/embody societal expectations, values, norms and standards are identified through a 

literature review.  

 

CONCEPTS EXPRESSING/EMBODYING SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS, VALUES, 

STANDARDS AND NORMS 

 

According to Wheeler and Sillanpåå (1998, p. 205), stakeholder and societal interests and 

concerns are more effectively articulated in this new business era than at any time since the dawn 

of the free enterprise system. This is due in part to the upsurge in active citizenship (embracing 

shareholder activism and green consumerism), technological progress (access to the Internet, 

fragmentation of print and broadcast media), and global economic and political trends (Anon, 

2005, p. 24).  

 

This broader societal perspective manifests itself in modern organisations in the form of multi-

stakeholder dialogue, ethical conduct, broader value orientations, the Triple Bottom Line 

approach, symmetrical communication (Holmström, 2002, p. 9), and an increasing emphasis on 

sustainability. It includes non-financial aspects formerly considered as exterior to the boundaries 

of business organisations, but now placed at the top of the corporate agenda. Some of the most 

important non-financial concepts that represent societal and stakeholder expectations, values, 

norms and standards in the South African environment (as identified in the literature) are now 

briefly defined. 

 

Corporate social responsibility 

 

In order for organisations to meet stakeholder and societal expectations, values, norms and 

standards, they have to conduct themselves in a socially responsible manner towards the 

environment and also towards their stakeholders and society at large. Corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) is defined by Davis and Blomstrom (in Carroll, 1996, p. 34) as “the 

obligation of decision makers to take actions which protect and improve the welfare of society as 

a whole along with their own interests”. Business and society is increasingly seen to be 

interwoven and interdependent instead of distinct entities.  
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Corporate governance 

 

The King II Report published in SA defines corporate governance as the building of a balance 

between economic and social goals, and between individuals and communal goals -- the aim 

being to align as closely as possible the interest of individuals, organisations and society (IOD, 

2002). In the traditional narrow sense, corporate governance refers to the formal system of 

accountability of the board of directors to shareholders (a more financially oriented perspective). 

In its broadest sense, corporate governance refers to the informal and formal relationships 

between the organisation and its stakeholders; and the impact of the organisation on society in 

general (including non-financial aspects) (Ehlers and Lazenby, 2004).  

 

Good corporate citizenship 

 

Maignan and Ferrell (2000, p. 284) define corporate citizenship as the extent to which business 

organisations meet the social, economic, legal, ethical and discretionary responsibilities and 

expectations imposed on them by their stakeholders and other societal groups.  

 

Sustainability 

 

Dyllick and Hockerts (2002, p. 131) define organisational sustainability as meeting the needs and 

expectations of an organisation’s direct and indirect stakeholders (such as shareholders, 

employees, customers, pressure groups and communities) without compromising its ability to 

meet the needs of future stakeholders. Group 100 (2003, p. 12) defines sustainability as corporate 

communication with stakeholders that describes the organisation’s approach to managing one or 

more of the economic, environmental and/or social dimensions of its activities and providing 

information on these dimensions. 

 

An important departure point of sustainability is the realisation that a single-minded focus on 

economic sustainability alone can only succeed in the short run. In the long term, sustainability 

requires that three dimensions (economic, environmental and social) be satisfied simultaneously 

(Gladwin, Kennelly and Krause, 1995, p. 876). To ensure sustainability, organisations need to 

consider how their strategies impact not only on their financial performance, but also wider 
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economic systems, the environment and the national and international communities in which they 

operate, and how all of these are interlinked (Ehlers & Lazenby, 2004, p. 45). 

 

Triple Bottom Line 

 

Traditionally, organisations were only expected or required by law to report on financial or 

economic matters. In line with the drive towards corporate governance worldwide, there is a 

move from this single bottom line to a Triple Bottom Line approach (Ehlers and Lazenby, 2004, 

p. 45). A narrow view of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is a framework for measuring and 

reporting corporate performance against economic, social and environmental parameters. Taking 

a broad view, the TBL is an approach to decision making that captures the whole set of values, 

ethics, societal expectations, issues and processes that organisations must address in order to 

minimise any harm resulting from their activities -- thereby creating economic, social and 

environmental value (SustainAbility, 2007).). 

 

This discussion outlined some of the most important non-financial concepts that represent 

societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards in the SA environment -- 

achieving Secondary Research Objective 3. The next section of the literature review highlights 

some of the measures (grounded in, and resulting from societal expectations and values) that 

increasingly guide and impact upon organisational strategies and behaviour.  

 

NON-LEGISLATIVE AND LEGISLATIVE MEASURES THAT ADDRESS SOCIETAL 

EXPECTATIONS, VALUES, NORMS AND STANDARDS 

 

The concept of enterprise strategy is now explored in relation to current societal and stakeholder 

expectations, values, norms and standards as reflected/addressed by non-legislative and 

legislative measures which impact upon the decision making of organisations in the SA 

environment.  



 16 

Non-legislative measures 

 

The Sullivan principles 

In 1970, after SA was ejected from the United Nations (UN) for its apartheid policies, Reverend 

Leon Sullivan proposed that all US companies apply a set of minimum standards when dealing 

with SA operations. The Sullivan Principles, which outlined eight principles of social 

responsibility, was a voluntary code of conduct that provided a framework to which socially 

responsible organisations could be aligned. These standards were formalised in 1977. In 1999, 

Reverend Sullivan, together with the UN Secretary General, Kofi Anan, launched the Global 

Sullivan Principles of Corporate Social Responsibility (The Sullivan Foundation, 2005). 

 

Reporting Frameworks 

One of the most important frameworks is the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), to which some 

800 organisations subscribe globally. It was launched in 1997 as a joint venture between the US 

Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies and the UN Environment Programme 

(GRI, 2002). The goal was to enhance the quality, rigour and utility of sustainability reporting 

and to assist reporting organisations and their stakeholders in articulating and understanding the 

contributions made to sustainable development.  

 

The Social Responsibility Investment (SRI) Index is another framework, launched in SA as a 

means to identify organisations listed on the Johannesburg Securities Exchange (now JSE 

Limited) that integrate the principles of the Triple Bottom Line into their business activities (JSE 

SRI, 2005, p. 2). Both the GRI and SRI frameworks are of a voluntary nature. 

 

Regulations, codes of conduct or recommendations 

In most cases, non-legislative measures are the result of long-standing societal expectations for 

organisational conduct (until they are eventually embodied in a formal code or recommendation). 

By adhering to voluntary codes or regulations, an organisation is able to secure its long-term 

sustainability and be regarded as a responsible global citizen that responds to the needs of its 

stakeholders and society. Explored in this study were inter alia the International Convergence of 

Capital Measurement and Capital Standards, the Turnbull Guidance (2005) in the UK, the Code 

of Banking Practice (2004) in SA and the Cadbury Report of 1992 in the UK. The latter was the 
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first in-depth statement on corporate governance and a model for sound practice worldwide 

(Cadbury, 2000, p. 7). 

 

In 1994, the King I Report in South Africa incorporated a code of corporate practice and conduct 

that went beyond the corporation and its financial matters, taking into account its impact on the 

larger community. In 2002 and 2009, the King II and III Reports took the inclusive approach to 

business even further. Its premises are that there are increasing expectations for organisations to 

operate as good corporate/global citizens, due in part to the influence they have on the 

environment and the lives of a myriad of stakeholders on whom they depend for the goodwill to 

sustain their operations and maintain their ‘license to operate’ (Barrier, 2003; IOD, 2002, 2009). 

 

The abovementioned (voluntary) codes were instituted partly due to public or market pressure 

which requires organisations to adhere to the expectations, values, standards and norms of 

society, or to take account of threatening market conditions.  

 

Legislative measures 

 

Laws are the result of society’s attempt to formalise societal expectations and ideas about what 

constitutes right and wrong conduct in various spheres of life (Post, Lawrence and Weber, 1999, 

p. 113). The following legislative measures were explored in this study:  

 

Sarbanes Oxley Act of 2002 

This US federal law was passed in response to major corporate and accounting scandals such as 

Enron, which led to a decline of public trust in accounting and reporting practices (Wikipedia, 

2006).  

 

Employment Equity Act Nr 55 of 1998  

Addressing the inequalities of the apartheid era in South Africa, this Act required all enterprises 

employing more than 50 employees to take affirmative action in order to bring about a 

representative spread of designated groups in all occupations and organisational levels (RSA, 

1998). Upon its successful implementation, the SA Government proceeded to implement what is 

known locally as BEE (DTI, 2003).  
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BEE (the Broad-based Black Economic Empowerment Act 53 of 2003) 

This law is defined by the SA Government as an integrated and coherent socio-economic process 

that directly contributes to the economic transformation of SA and brings about significant 

increases in the numbers of black people that manage, own and control the country’s economy, 

and significant decreases in income inequalities (RSA, 2004). 

 

The Financial Intelligence Centre Act of 2001 (FICA) 

This Act is intended to ensure the sound health of SA’s financial system by preventing it from 

being contaminated and undermined by an influx of money derived from criminal activities 

(2004/5). 

 

To conclude: Society exerts pressure on governments and other regulating bodies to develop 

measures to force business and other organisations to meet societal expectations, values, 

standards and norms. In turn, the government or regulating bodies develop legislation, or codes 

of conduct/charters/recommendations to meet these expectations. Business and other 

organisations take into account, adhere to or incorporate these non-legislative or legislative 

measures in their strategy development processes at the enterprise, corporate and other strategy 

levels.  

 

The foregoing discussion on non-legislative and legislative measures that reflect/address societal 

expectations, values, norms and standards achieves Secondary Research Objective 4. 

 

EXPLICATING CORPORATE COMMUNICATION’S STRATEGIC ROLE THROUGH 

ITS CONTRIBUTION TO ENTERPRISE STRATEGY DEVELOPMENT  

 

The discussion on the achievement of the major objective of the study is based on the 

conceptualisation of enterprise strategy and the theoretical framework outlined in previous 

sections.  

 

The strategic contribution of corporate communication/PR to enterprise strategy development (as 

embodied in the role of the strategist) is grounded in the reflective paradigm. A major 

assumption of this approach is that a social system (e.g. an organisation) assesses itself in relation 

to other social systems based on societal expectations, values and norms (that are expressed in 
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guidelines/recommendations such as the GRI or the King II and III Reports on Corporate 

Governance in SA). The organisation then responds by developing restrictions and coordinating 

mechanisms in its decision-making processes with regards to other organisations/institutions. 

This leads to the incorporation of non-financial aspects into (enterprise) strategy development. 

The reflective task/role of corporate communication is thus to view the organisation from an 

‘outside’ or societal perspective—showing a special concern for broader societal issues. This 

manifests through inward communication after gathering, analysing and interpreting information 

from the environment (societal discourse) with regard to socially responsible behaviour and 

legitimacy, and feeding it back into the organisation in order to strengthen its self-reflection and 

adapt accordingly (the outcome of the processes of environmental scanning, stakeholder and 

issues management). 

 

The reflective task is similar to the role of the corporate communication strategist, who 

performs the mirror function of corporate communication on the macro organisational level by 

acquiring information on stakeholders and societal issues; processing the information gathered by 

considering its consequences for the organisation’s stakeholders and strategies; and feeding this 

social and environmental intelligence into the organisation’s enterprise strategy development 

process. By playing the role of objective outsider, the strategist advises top management on the 

risks to the organisation’s reputation, the consequences for organisational strategies and the 

necessity to align organisational goals and strategies to societal/stakeholder values and norms. 

The strategist suggests the most appropriate actions to take with regards to stakeholders and 

societal issue groups in order to be socially and environmentally responsible, obtain/maintain a 

good reputation and a license to operate from society. This process constitutes the strategic 

contribution of the corporate communication function to the organisation’s decision-making, 

specifically the development of the overarching enterprise strategy.  

 

Corporate communication’s strategic contribution is also based on the CSP approach to the role 

of business in society. Its assumptions are that organisations must advance the common good and 

minimise the social and environmental side effects of their strategies and policies, or their licence 

to operate will be removed. The communication strategist thus assists in specifying the nature of 

organisational responsibilities, adopting a particular philosophy of responsiveness (notably the 

processes of environmental assessment, stakeholder management/governance and issues 

management) and identifying the stakeholder and societal issues to which these responsibilities 
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are tied. The outcomes of CSP manifest in the social impacts, programmes and policies of the 

organisation.  

 

The concept of enterprise strategy is suggested as the strategy level at which corporate 

communication/PR practitioners could or should make a strategic contribution. The strategist 

creates an understanding of the need for a Triple Bottom Line approach to sustainability. That 

is, managers should also consider the environment (‘Planet’) as well as strategic stakeholders and 

societal interest groups (‘People’) in the organisation’s strategic decision making and behaviour 

(and not only ‘Profit’). The strategist assists organisational leaders to obtain legitimacy by 

advising on the adjustment of actions or outputs so that they are consistent with the value-

patterns of society -- influencing top management's orientation towards the organisation’s role in 

society so that they consider and adapt to societal and stakeholder expectations, values and 

norms. 

 

In its strategic role, corporate communication assists the organisation to answer the question of 

what it stands for, what it should do and provide the best reasons for the organisation’s actions. 

In aligning organisational behaviour and strategies to changing expectations, values, norms and 

standards in the stakeholder and societal environment, fit is achieved between the values of the 

organisation and its managers, the expectations of its stakeholders, and the societal issues which 

will determine its ability to sell its products. This brings about consistency among the key 

elements of an organisation’s relationship with the environment.  

 

Corporate communication assists the organisation in implementing a ‘bridging’ strategy 

(adapting activities/strategies/behaviour to conform with external expectations), e.g. by meeting 

and exceeding regulatory requirements in its sector or attempting to identify changing 

social/societal expectations rapidly in order to promote organisational conformance to those 

expectations. In so doing, the risk to its reputation is reduced. The values and attitudes of top 

managers towards external stakeholders are influenced so as to bring about a collaborative, 

socially pioneering philosophy and achieve organisational legitimacy through collaboration with 

multiple external stakeholder and societal interest groups. 

 

The corporate communication strategist assists top management to increasingly incorporate 

environmental, social and governance issues into the enterprise strategy. This includes the 
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development of ecologically sensitive strategies to satisfy the demands of a myriad of 

stakeholders for whom the protection of the environment is critical. Important non-financial 

concepts that represent societal and stakeholder expectations, values, norms and standards in the 

environment are identified and communicated about internally and externally, e.g. CSR, 

corporate governance, good corporate citizenship and sustainability. Also, a Triple Bottom line 

approach to decision making that captures the whole set of values, ethics, societal expectations, 

issues and processes that organisations must address in order to minimise any harm resulting 

from their activities -- thereby creating economic, social and environmental value.  

 

The strategist also identifies, advises on and communicates about non-legislative measures (e.g. 

King III), reporting frameworks (such as GRI and SRI), and voluntary codes of 

conduct/recommendations, as well as legislative measures that address societal expectations, 

values, norms and standards (such as the Sarbanes Oxley Act in the US, and the Employment 

Equity and BEE Acts in SA). 

 

In summary, the strategic role of corporate communication in enterprise strategy development is 

to assist the organisation in determining its values, managing its reputation, adopting sound 

corporate governance principles and fulfilling its social and environmental responsibilities. This 

will ultimately lead to the organisation being trusted by its stakeholders as well as being regarded 

as sustainable, legitimate, and socially responsible by society at large -- thereby achieving the 

organisation’s non-financial goals. 

 

CLOSING REMARKS 

 

Conceptualising enterprise strategy and explicating corporate communication/PR’s strategic role 

in its development was an effort to learn how to institutionalise strategic public relations as an 

ongoing, accepted practice in most organizations, as called for by Jim Grunig (2006, p. 151).  

 

Adopting enterprise strategy as a concept does not require a radical departure from the usual 

nature of corporate (and government) activities, nor those of the corporate communication/PR 

function. It is simply a step ahead of time -- before new societal expectations, values and norms 

are codified into legal requirements. “By adapting before it is legally forced to do so, an 

organisation can be more flexible in its response pattern, achieve greater congruity with 
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social/societal norms and therefore obtain legitimacy at a lower social and institutional cost” 

(Sethi, 1975, p. 62).  

 

The literature review conducted for this study indicated a focus on the so-called ‘soft’ 

(intangible) issues facing organisations, i.e. a shift to a Triple Bottom Line approach to 

sustainability (rather than the financial bottom line previously emphasised). In developing 

enterprise strategy -- in addition to corporate strategy -- with strategic input from the corporate 

communication function, an organisation is likely to achieve its strategic non-financial goals (in 

addition to its financial goals). In so doing, it is likely to be regarded by society and its 

stakeholders as a responsible citizen (acting socially, environmentally and economically 

responsible), and as a result become sustainable.  

 

According to the King II Report on Corporate Governance (IOD, 2002, pp. 10-11), “all 

organisations operate within the broader society and the natural environment. What an 

organisation can and cannot do in terms of its strategy is not only constrained by legislation, 

government policies and regulatory requirements but also by what is considered ethical and in 

accordance with the expectations of stakeholder and societal standards”. 
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