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Resumo
This paper challenges the implicit assumption that companies at a high level of corporate
sustainability can avoid tensions with their stakeholders. By combining stakeholder and
prospect theory insights, we conducted a mixed-method study with an outstanding Brazilian
company in the electric sector. According to the literature, we call outstanding companies
those with the highest sustainability maturity level. By examining stakeholders’ perceptions
of value across six focus groups (Study 1) and a survey with 479 respondents (Study 2), we
found that stakeholders form their level of utility from two concurrent reference points.
Moreover, we developed a framework to understand subjective stakeholder value creation.
Our study highlights the importance of considering reference points and judgments to
understand value creation. The findings contribute to the ongoing debate about
micro-foundations' role in sustainability, particularly in the stakeholder theory.
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Sustainability 

 
Abstract: This paper challenges the implicit assumption that companies at a high level of corporate 
sustainability can avoid tensions with their stakeholders. By combining stakeholder and prospect 
theory insights, we conducted a mixed-method study with an outstanding Brazilian company in the 
electric sector. According to the literature, we call outstanding companies those with the highest 
sustainability maturity level. By examining stakeholders’ perceptions of value across six focus 
groups (Study 1) and a survey with 479 respondents (Study 2), we found that stakeholders form 
their level of utility from two concurrent reference points. Moreover, we developed a framework 
to understand subjective stakeholder value creation. Our study highlights the importance of 
considering reference points and judgments to understand value creation. The findings contribute 
to the ongoing debate about micro-foundations' role in sustainability, particularly in the stakeholder 
theory. 
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1. Introduction 
 
“For our 50th year, we’re looking forward, not back, to life on Earth […] and protect this 

wondrous planet, our only home”1, discloses Patagonia, Inc. Since its origin, the American brand 
of outdoor clothing with factories and stores globally has carried the environmental purpose in its 
business by causing less harm to the environment, pledging resources to environment preservation, 
and fighting the environmental crisis while making business. In “his last-ditch effort to do all he 
could to protect the planet," Patagonia’s founder transferred his company’s shares to a nonprofit 
organization that will invest a hundred million dollars to fight the environmental crisis2. Patagonia 
was again celebrated as one of the pioneers on the sustainability front. However, even if this 
business initiative stands out as one of the most significant in the industry and potentially in the 
corporate scenario, it also raised concerns among stakeholders as the founder and his family will 
avoid the payment of hundreds of millions of dollars in federal taxes while still maintaining control 
of the company3. Therefore, why do some stakeholders perceive Patagonia as a legitimate actor 
while others do not4?  

We consider outstanding companies in terms of corporate sustainability those that display 
the highest sustainability maturity level (Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010) and, even so, have been 
unable to avoid tensions with stakeholders. Outstanding companies such as Natura & Co and Ben 
& Jerry’s have also faced tensions with some stakeholders5 6. 

To address this issue, we approach the stakeholder value perspective to help understand the 
phenomenon and develop strategies to minimize its impact both for the company and stakeholders. 
In the literature, value creation is a central topic for the stakeholder theory (Lankoski et al., 2016; 
Tapaninaho & Kujala, 2020). Companies constantly face the challenge of managing different 
stakeholders’ demands for value creation (Freeman, 2010a, 2010b; Hörisch et al., 2014; Parmar et 
al., 2010). However, despite the impressive studies on stakeholder value and its relations 
(Argandoña, 2011; Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2015; Kujala et al., 
2019; Lepak et al., 2007; Lerro, 2011; Priem, 2007), there is still no clear definition (Harrison & 
Wicks, 2013), nor an understanding regarding the corporate decisions’ judgment of value by 
stakeholders (Lankoski et al., 2016). Besides, even if there has been a move from a business-centric 
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to a society-centric view in recent years (Wickert, 2021), the existing literature on corporate 
sustainability has paid much more attention to outcomes for firms than to stakeholders themselves 
(Odunjo et al., 2023). Thus, this value approach so far does not seem to have helped clarify the 
stakeholder value discussion and still retard the understanding of the context of tensions faced by 
outstanding companies regarding stakeholder value creation. 

Therefore, our study investigates why outstanding companies may fail to create value for 
stakeholders. We are focusing on the translation of corporate sustainability into stakeholders' value 
(Wickert, 2021; Odunjo et al., 2023), by connecting stakeholder and prospect theories to explore 
the stakeholder’s value judgment in corporate sustainability. The stakeholder theory encompasses 
the broad stakeholder’s definition and their multiple demands up to the analysis of value creation 
linked to Business Management (Bosse et al., 2022; Freeman, 2010b; Harrison et al., 2010; 
Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Parmar et al., 2010; Phillips et al., 2003). In turn, prospect theory 
approaches the value judgments that allow for stakeholder value analysis (Lankoski et al., 2016) 
by providing a new lens for understanding value from a subjective perspective.  

From a mixed-method approach, we developed empirical research with an outstanding 
Brazilian company from the electric sector, whose context fits the study proposal.  The study was 
structured into complementary parts. First, we focus on a qualitative study to unpack potential 
themes for stakeholders in corporate sustainability regarding the value they receive through their 
interactions with the company. This reveals a few drivers of their utility function. Second, through 
a quantitative study, we capture insights related to reference points and the dynamics regarding the 
judgment of value by different primary stakeholders. Finally, we propose a framework for 
increasing stakeholders' acceptance and sharing of an interpretation of corporate sustainability 
initiatives. 

In this sense, our main theoretical contribution is based on showing a new understanding 
regarding stakeholder judgment of value in corporate sustainability as an alternative to the existing 
research on the topic (Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2015; Lepak et al., 
2007; Priem, 2007). Our results revealed that stakeholders structure their level of utility in two 
dimensions regarding the corporate sustainability context (we called them Explicit Utility and 
Implicit Utility), from which we deduced they judge corporate sustainability considering different 
reference points. The failure to create value likely lies in the reference point formation process.   

Thus, our study contributes to the prospect theory by capturing the prevalent reference 
points across stakeholders for judging corporate sustainability. Even when the most common 
approach of prospect theory in business research treats the status quo as a reference (Holmes et al., 
2011; Kahneman, 2003), our study approaches with perspectives regarding the dynamic position 
of the reference point (Fiegenbaum et al., 1996; Johnson & Goldstein, 2003; Nason et al., 2019).  
The findings showed two different reference points for judging corporate sustainability in terms of 
value, and this likely implies different judgments, meaning that value can be created or not. 

We also add to the stakeholder theory by enlarging the stakeholder heterogeneity discussion 
(Bridoux & Stoelhorst, 2014; Mcvea & Freeman, 2005; Wolfe & Putler, 2002) due to our emerged 
profiles within each role-based stakeholder group. The different profiles reinforce the 
heterogeneity perspective once individuals from the same role-based stakeholder group perceive 
value in the company's corporate sustainability strategies differently. 

 
2. Theoretical Background  

2.1  Stakeholder and Value Creation 
As business interested parts, stakeholders are a portion of the firm ecosystem that can affect 

and be affected by the organization (Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Figge & Schaltegger, 2000; 
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Freeman, 2010b; Friedman & Miles, 2002). They are customers, employees, shareholders, 
suppliers, and society (among others) considering their role-based categorization (Wolfe & Putler, 
2002) and may be called primary regarding the legitimacy, stability, power, and urgency of their 
claims (Mitchell et al., 2017). In the literature, stakeholder value creation studies vary among 
narrow and broad concepts, discussing who creates value, what type of value is created and how it 
happens, or even whether it was captured and by whom (Tapaninaho & Kujala, 2019). Many 
studies are based on an economic notion of value creation and its appropriation, capture, or 
accumulation (Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2015; Lepak et al., 2007; 
Priem, 2007).  

However, stakeholder value creation can also be related to non-economic values, like 
intangible values (i.e., recognition, work satisfaction, knowledge, virtues, etc.) (Argandoña, 2011). 
A specific stakeholder value creation model proposed by Kujala et al. (2019) concentrates on the 
stakeholder relationship, emphasizing joint interests, ability to collaborate, and trust as the three 
value attributes of stakeholder relationships. Besides, some researchers (Harrison & Wicks, 2013) 
focus on the stakeholder utility factor to refer to the different value types this audience searches, 
such as stakeholder utility related to cost perception or the products consumed. From the utility 
perspective, stakeholder value represents a stakeholder's subjective judgment, at the individual 
level, from the utility experienced (monetary and non-monetary) as a consequence of the corporate 
actions or decisions (Lankoski et al., 2016). 

If stakeholder value appears as one of the main topics in the stakeholder theory scenario 
(Lankoski et al., 2016; Tapaninaho & Kujala, 2020), despite its diverse approach, it is central in 
the corporate sustainability context. Some studies approach stakeholder value under the 
sustainability view, but, in most cases, sustainability appears as a secondary analysis, or it is only 
part of the model proposed. This is the case of the quadrant model by Hart and Milstein (2003), 
which addressed the discussion regarding value creation to the business and presented a set of 
drivers to help firms sustainably develop value. By analytically crossing stakeholder theory and 
sustainability management, Hörisch et al. (2014) also dialogue about creating value for 
stakeholders based on sustainability as one of the parts of a conceptual framework. This 
sustainability-based value creation for stakeholders means not only a monetary value for the 
business but also non-monetary improvements for stakeholders, like quality of life (Hörisch et al., 
2014). Similarly, Freudenreich et al. (2020) proposed a stakeholder value creation framework for 
business model analysis, while Tapaninaho and Kujala’s studies (2019, 2020) present a more 
specific contribution to the literature on stakeholder value in sustainability, by reviewing the 
stakeholder value creation literature.  

Therefore, even if there is a wide range of research on the stakeholder value field, the 
existing approaches are broad and do not explain the specific context of tensions outstanding 
companies face regarding stakeholder value creation. In general, stakeholder value studies have 
also focused primarily on the link between stakeholder value and firm performance (e.g., Flammer, 
2015), especially in the corporate sustainability field (Wickert, 2021), or understanding the 
stakeholder value expected by a specific category of stakeholder (e.g., DesJardine, Marti, & 
Durand, 2021). In addition, some authors state that stakeholder value has not received enough 
attention in the literature (Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Lankoski et al., 2016) and that the corporate 
sustainability arena has paid much more attention to outcomes for firms than to stakeholders 
themselves (Odunjo et al., 2023). 

Hence, based on the previous theoretical overview and our research scope for the present 
study, we define stakeholder value as a stakeholder’s subjective judgment at the individual level 
from an experienced utility (Lankoski et al., 2016). In our context, the utility results from the 
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corporate decisions related to corporate sustainability that stakeholders experience. The individual 
level of judgment was considered because a uniform perception from the different relations among 
stakeholders and firms probably does not exist despite the categorization of the role-based 
stakeholder groups. 
 
Stakeholder Value and Judgments 

Considering the definition of value established for this study and shedding light on new 
paths of understanding it, we introduced the prospect theory perspective to the stakeholder theory 
context. Prospect theory is a psychological theory focused on human judgment and decision-
making (Holmes et al., 2011; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). This theoretical lens is based on the 
assumption of reference dependence (Kahneman, 2003), in which individuals decide on gains and 
losses, considering a reference state (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; McGraw et al., 2010). It means 
that the individuals’ utility derives from gains and losses from a reference state instead of an 
absolute level of reference (Barberis, 2013).  

Another critical aspect of the theory is the asymmetry of the value function that is defined 
from the reference state, and it is concave for gains and convex for losses, instead of steeper for 
losses than gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). This shape contributes to the loss aversion 
phenomenon (Holmes et al., 2011), which means that, generally, people are more sensitive to 
losses, even if small, than gains at the same level (Barberis, 2013). In the literature, studies in the 
Management field have approached loss aversion by analyzing motivation and satisfaction 
regarding organizational behavior and human resources, for example (Holmes et al., 2011). The 
value function also implies diminishing sensitivity, another relevant element of the prospect theory. 
The further from the reference state, above or below, the lesser the impact of the incremental value 
of gain or loss (Barberis, 2013; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1991).  

In the literature, strategic management studies have already addressed prospect theory in 
organizational behavior, human resources (Holmes et al., 2011), and finance topics (Barberis, 
2013). However, many inconsistencies relate to prospect theory principles (Holmes et al., 2011) or 
do not approach it thoroughly (Bromiley, 2010). An inconsistency mentioned is the reference state 
that is not specified in some studies, affecting the judgment process (Holmes et al., 2011). 
Additionally, there is only one paper about stakeholders’ value judgment toward prospect theory 
(Lankoski et al., 2016), which flags a research gap (Holmes et al., 2011). 

Thus, the link between stakeholder theory and prospect theory contributes to the notion that 
stakeholder value is a psychological and social construction process based on subjective and 
objective aspects and is affected by human judgment. Therefore, each stakeholder can perceive 
value from corporate sustainability differently, resulting from the firm-stakeholder relationship and 
the stakeholder’s aspirations, culture, and cognition (Lankoski et al., 2016), judged from a 
previously established relative state. In the value creation context, perception concerns how 
different actions are perceived as effective in creating value for stakeholders (Willumsen et al., 
2019). 

In our study, stakeholder value perception implies understanding if stakeholders perceive 
the company’s corporate sustainability strategy and judge the results of it as gains or losses, which 
has not been done in the literature yet. It means how they judge and evaluate its managerial position 
to maintain greater engagement and commitment to the business (Berman et al., 1999; Harrison et 
al., 2010; Hillman & Keim, 2001; Parmar et al., 2010). 
 
Methodology and Research Design 
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Considering the limited existing research dedicated to examining how stakeholders form 
value judgments of companies’ initiatives in general and even less focus specifically on corporate 
sustainability (cf. Lankoski et al., 2016), we adopted a question with a single case, theory-building 
approach to collect and analyze the data to understand the phenomenon. The study is based on data 
from a large-scale research project sponsored by the United Nations Global Compact focused on 
firm-level responses to advance the 2030 Agenda in the Brazilian electricity industry (UN Global 
Compact et al., 2015). Companhia Paulista de Força e Luz (CPFL) is Brazil's second-largest 
electric energy generation group and the first in renewable generation (CPFL, 2021). The firm is 
over one hundred years old, and its activities cover the complete value chain of electricity, 
providing sustainable energy solutions with a diversified matrix: hydroelectric, solar, wind, and 
biomass sources. It has about 10 million customers, 13 thousand employees, and 4,500 individual 
suppliers (CPFL 2023). The company is one of the 20 most sustainable in the world, listed in the 
sustainability indexes from B3 (the official Brazilian stock exchange and the leading one in Latin 
America), the Carbon Efficient Index, and the Corporate Sustainability Index (CPFL, 2021). 
Furthermore, CPFL has been featured as commendable in previous studies on CSR (Pacheco et al., 
2018). 

We used mixed methods to understand how stakeholders judge the value of corporate 
sustainability. Instead of relying on an overall positive evaluation of the company, such as awards 
or KLD scores, prospect theory suggests that individuals form value judgments based on reference 
states, which we refer to as reference points. Then, our Study 1 was qualitative and focused on 
setting up potential themes for stakeholder value in corporate sustainability to guide the 
investigation. Furthermore, prospect theory indicates that stakeholders hold their reference points 
on perceptions of gains or losses rather than absolute outcomes. On the other hand, our Study 2 
was quantitative and found prevalent reference points. It also showed us how primary stakeholders 
judge, considering these references. In the final phase, we integrated our findings with the prospect 
theory to suggest a framework for managing stakeholder value in corporate sustainability. 

 
Study 1 
Data Collection  

During one year of field research, we collected evidence from several sources to understand 
CPFL’s relationship with stakeholders. Desk research on previous literature, sectorial reports, and 
related documents allowed us to identify the primary stakeholders of the study for data collection 
(CPFL, 2023; Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Freeman, 2010b; Lepak et al., 2007). We also reviewed 
government reports, industry analyses, firm communications, and undisclosed internal documents. 
Finally, interviews with the company’s managers, industry experts, and researchers helped us 
define the primary organization stakeholders according to (1) the relevance to the business 
activities, and (2) the depth of the relationship (Bourne & Walker, 2005; CPFL, 2023; Figge & 
Schaltegger, 2000; Miles, 2017). Based on that, we focused on employees, customers, and 
suppliers. 

We adopted the focus group technique with guided discussion for qualitative data collection 
(Malhotra, 2019). The goal was to stimulate more profound reflections of the participants through 
their interaction. The focus groups had six to twelve participants. All of them were guided by two 
authors involved in the prior field research. The average time duration of each group’s discussion 
was one hour and a half. In total, we had 51 participants distributed in three groups with employees 
(general staff, middle managers, and executive management team, separately), two groups with 
customers (residential and corporate, separately), and one with suppliers. We also supplemented 
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the focus group data with semi-structured interviews with four trade associations for cross-
validation. 

Our initial field research supported the development of the script for the focus group. After 
the introduction, the first part of the script addressed the focus of the study (i.e., the utility 
experienced by stakeholders because of corporate decisions and actions on sustainability). We also 
asked for examples and opinions to stimulate reflection on the topic. In the second part, we focused 
on corporate sustainability at CPFL, and stakeholders had to describe and discuss how they judged 
the practices implemented or not.  
 
Data Analysis 

We adopted an interactive process using content analysis to codify and categorize the 
qualitative data collected (Miles et al., 2014). For data organization and the first categorization 
stage, we applied the NVIVO 11 software. Firstly, we used open codes to classify the themes in 
the data. Secondly, we moved back and forth between our data and existing stakeholder theory to 
create theoretical codes for the potential themes for stakeholder value in corporate sustainability 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
 
Findings 

In Study 1, seven themes associated with stakeholder value in corporate sustainability 
emerged: pride, safety/stability, credibility, accountability, environmental dimension, social 
dimension, and economic dimension. Appendix A summarizes the themes with representative 
quotes. The examination of what stakeholders perceive regarding the value they receive through 
their interactions with CPFL reveals a few factors driving their utility function.  

Interestingly, we observed themes unrelated to material benefits for stakeholders, such as 
pride, credibility, and trust (Neubert & Dyck, 2016). For example, credibility directly relates to the 
perception of trust and transparency, which influences value perception positively. It was possible 
to infer some association with a marketing strategy that enhances the organization’s brand and 
reputation. Stakeholders treated this topic both with positive (strengthening the brand) and negative 
(greenwashing) references (Darnall, 2008). Suppliers valued trust and transparency since they 
considered these aspects necessary for a win-win commercial relationship with the company. In 
turn, employees emphasized trust, explaining that reliance is one of the most relevant elements in 
the employer-employee relationship. On the other hand, customers mentioned corporate 
sustainability as a mere possibility in companies’ marketing strategy. Sometimes, some 
stakeholders demonstrated a certain irony regarding the alleged companies’ good intentions in 
corporate sustainability, which reinforces our conclusion. 

Moreover, to account for omitted themes, participants were also stimulated to discuss missing 
practices or suggestions for improvement. Accountability, for example, addresses the legal issues 
and obligations that companies must comply with regarding corporate sustainability (Armstrong & 
Green, 2013; Kolk, 2008). The discussions involved proactivity and voluntary action toward 
corporate sustainability rather than simple compliance with the law. In this sense, the topic tended 
to have a neutral bias, without a consensus in the focus groups. Customers mentioned the subject 
more prominently, followed by employees and suppliers. 

In sum, Study 1 revealed the themes involved when stakeholders judge the value of 
corporate sustainability at CPFL. Whereas the overall assessment of CPFL is positive, in line with 
the clues that led to this case selection, stakeholders have different factors driving their utility from 
corporate sustainability. However, we highlight that some customers doubted the company's 
corporate sustainability position, which endorses the CPFL alignment with the present study's 
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scope since it seems to fail to create value for stakeholders. Next, we examine in Study 2 how these 
themes converge into reference points to judge stakeholder value at CPFL. 
 
Study 2 
Data Collection  

We designed Study 2 to examine the reference point across stakeholders and how they judge 
corporate sustainability in terms of gains or losses considering this reference. A questionnaire based 
on Study 1 was developed to collect data from the company’s stakeholders. We referred to prior 
studies to meet the stakeholder value measures, named here categories, whenever possible. Table 
2 summarizes the categories measured in Study 2.  
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TABLE 2 - Measures of Stakeholder Value in Study 2 

 
Source: Created by the authors. 

 
All measurement items were evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale (Malhotra, 2019). We 

submitted our questionnaire to a panel including academic and industry experts to verify the 
statements' content, clarity, and wording (Creswell et al., 2011). We also conducted a pilot study 
before data collection to ensure the clarity of the questions (n=15). 

We collected 479 complete questionnaires (183 employees, 174 customers, and 122 
suppliers) in a 3-month data collection with the support of an online form (Deutskens et al., 2004). 
To verify the appropriateness of these primary informants, we measured their experience with the 

 

Categories Operationalization # Items Reference 

Pride Self-conscious emotions related to 
admiration, reverence, and elevation. 
Positive feelings regarding the presence of 
corporate sustainability in the company as a 
sense of belonging, future vision. 

2 Anand & Gaur (2019) 
Algoe & Haidt (2009) 

Safety/Stability Perception of firm survival in the long-term, 
uninterrupted operations, and value 
generation for the future. 

4 Neubert & Dyck (2016) 

Credibility Perception of trust and transparency. It is 
considered a psychological state referring to 
the intention to accept vulnerability 
considering positive expectations of the 
intentions or behavior of others. 
 

5 Rolland & O’Keef Bazzoni 
(2009) 

Accountability Perception of accountability in terms of 
environmental, ethical/social issues, 
employee and community matters, the 
organizational structure in place to control 
all this, financial aspects, and legal issues 
and obligations.  

3 Kolk (2008) 
Armstrong & Green 
(2013) 

Environmental 
dimension 

Perception of effective management of 
natural resources and protection of the 
environment. 

2 Enticott & Walker (2008) 
Placet, Anderson & 
Fowler (2005) 
Elkington (1997) 

Social  
dimension 

Perception of social responsibility for a 
better quality of life and equal treatment of 
employees and society as a whole. 

2 Enticott & Walker (2008) 
Placet, Anderson & 
Fowler (2005) 
Elkington (1997) 

Economic 
dimension 

Perception of economic prosperity through 
the creation of opportunities for the 
company and its stakeholders. 

2 Enticott & Walker (2008) 
Placet, Anderson & 
Fowler (2005) 
Elkington (1997) 
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company, and more than half of them had six years or more of a relationship. To reduce concerns 
about social desirability and common method bias, we reassured participants that their 
firm/personal details would be kept secret and that the questionnaire had no right or wrong answers. 
In addition, we verified to what extent common method bias was a threat to our findings with 
Harman’s one-factor test, which suggested no concerns (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). 

 
Data Analysis 

Our data analysis followed two stages. First, we used principal component analysis to 
reduce the number of questionnaire items (Malhotra, 2019). Thus, we captured two factors 
representing our study's prevalent reference points across stakeholders. Second, we used cluster 
analysis to identify stakeholder value dynamics along the previously identified factors (Hair Jr. et 
al., 2005). Moreover, we used Tukey’s test to describe which final dimensions of the cluster differ 
in both factors (Pacheco et al., 2018). Tukey’s test is an accurate pairwise comparison method for 
cluster differences. We performed bootstrapping procedures (1000 re-sampling; 95% CI BCa) to 
obtain higher reliability of the results, correct deviations from the normal distribution of the sample, 
and differences between groups’ sizes (Haukoos, 2005). Welch’s correction was applied 
considering the heterogeneity of variance (Field, 2015). Therefore, at the end of Study 2, we found 
(1) prevalent reference points to stakeholder value in corporate sustainability, and (2) groups of 
stakeholders based on different judgments of value that we called profiles. 
 
Findings  
The Reference Points in Stakeholder Value. The qualitative investigation in Study 1 yielded seven 
themes, measured by 20 items in Study 2. Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and bivariate 
correlations of the items collected in our survey. From the 20 items studied, 17 presented an average 
equal to or higher than 4, considering a 5-point scale, in which 5 represents total agreement with 
the proposed sentence. This is in line with the results of Study 1, which showed a generally positive 
evaluation of corporate sustainability at CPFL.  The level of correlation among the items is 
generally not high, signaling that multicollinearity is not a problem in our data. 

 
TABLE 3 - Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations 
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:;;<=$/, 2A,, BA97 , 5 BA71 BA82 BA76 BA65 BA69 BA59 BA6, BA61 BA65 BA7, BA76 BA7, BA7, CBA-6 BA65 ,ABB
:;;<=$/- 1A8- ,AB1 , 5 BA6, BA62 BA67 BA55 BA61 BA5B BA5B BA5B BA5B BA6- BA59 BA59 BA62 CBA,8 BA56 BA62 ,ABB
:;;<=$/1 1AB9 ,A15 , 5 CBA,9 CBA-- CBA,8 CBA,1 CBA,- CBA,B CBA,6 CBA,5 CBA,5 CBA,7 CBA-- CBA,9 CBA,5 BA58 CBA,, CBA,9 CBA,8 ,ABB
>$?'*<$, 2AB2 ,AB7 , 5 BA72 BA75 BA78 BA62 BA7, BA6- BA61 BA67 BA68 BA7- BA71 BA71 BA7- CBA-6 BA65 BA72 BA65 CBA,5 ,ABB
>$?'*<$- 2AB2 ,A,B , 5 BA72 BA72 BA72 BA61 BA71 BA59 BA6B BA68 BA69 BA71 BA7- BA72 BA72 CBA-9 BA68 BA72 BA62 CBA,7 BA82 ,ABB
%<;'#@, 2AB1 ,AB8 , 5 BA77 BA78 BA8, BA66 BA7- BA6, BA61 BA66 BA69 BA72 BA76 BA75 BA75 CBA-7 BA69 BA75 BA69 CBA,7 BA81 BA8, ,ABB
%<;'#@- 2AB- ,A,- , 5 BA76 BA77 BA76 BA67 BA72 BA6, BA66 BA69 BA7, BA77 BA72 BA75 BA81 CBA1, BA7, BA75 BA66 CBA-B BA8, BA88 BA82 ,ABB
>;<$<, 2A,1 BA99 , 5 BA68 BA69 BA77 BA67 BA78 BA6- BA65 BA66 BA66 BA7- BA71 BA68 BA7B CBA-1 BA61 BA7B BA62 CBA,5 BA76 BA59 BA75 BA71 ,ABB
>;<$<- 2A-8 BA85 , 5 BA56 BA56 BA55 BA78 BA57 BA67 BA68 BA7, BA7- BA56 BA57 BA55 BA6- CBA,7 BA71 BA58 BA5, CBAB7 BA59 BA58 BA59 BA61 BA57 ,ABB
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Source: created by authors. 
 

The items were intercorrelated, so we reduced them to scales using principal component 
analysis with varimax rotation to winnow down the initial list of themes (Malhotra, 2019). Table 4 
shows that two very strong factors emerged based on the analysis of the number of eigenvalues 
greater than 1,0 and the scree plot7. All loadings are higher than .72 on both factors. Unlike the 
traditional application of prospect theory in Economics with single utility functions, we observed 
that stakeholders seem to form the level of utility provided by CPFL on two main dimensions, 
which suggests two reference points operating in this context. A close examination of the content 
of these factors reveals that one relates to actions that explicitly affect stakeholders' utility, while 
the other contemplates actions that affect stakeholders' utility implicitly.  Accordingly, the factors 
were labeled as Explicit Utility (13 items) and Implicit Utility (5 items). 

 
TABLE 4 - Result of Principal Component Analysis 

Item Explicit Utility Implicit Utility 
Account1 .77   
Pride2 .79  
Account2 .72  
Safety1 .76  
Social1 .82  
Environ1 .81  
Econo1 .73  
Credib2 .76  
Credib3 .74  
Social2 .81  
Environ2 .82  
Safety3 .75  
Pride1 .77  
Safety4  .81 
Credib5  .74 
Econo2  .80 
Safety2  .81 
Credib1  .80 
Percentage of explained variance 47.93 28.77 
Eigenvalue 5.18 4,75 

Note.  Loadings higher than .50 are in boldface.  Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling 
adequacy = .967. Bartlett’s test of sphericity,  p. = .000. 
Source: Created by the authors. 
Source: created by authors. 

 
Explicit Utility encompasses variables that reflect stakeholders' judgment considering the 

explicit benefits for stakeholders in general. In this case, specific stakeholders judge corporate 
sustainability as gains or losses, taking reference points on the benefits to them, including society. 
Overall, the scale showed good reliability to this factor (Cronbach alpha = .925). Explicit Utility 
addresses the company’s actions to different aspects of society like community (variables Social1 
and Social2), natural resources (Environ1 and Environ2), legislation (Account 2), and innovation 
(Safety3 and Econo1). For example, a social project for developing a future workforce in the 
community around the firm represents an action that can be judged as a gain by different 
stakeholders. For some customers, it represents an investment in sustainable development 
(Account1, Account 2), helping to improve social and economic indicators in the long term 
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(Social1 and Social2). For some suppliers, the project contributes to building a capacitated 
workforce that can meet the demand of all local markets, not only the company’s (Safety3 and 
Social1).  

Implicit Utility contains variables that indicate stakeholders’ judgment considering the 
implicit benefits for them. Here, specific stakeholders judge the value as an implicit consequence 
of the firm actions for sustainability. Again, the scale showed good reliability (Cronbach alpha = 
.933). Implicit Utility suggests that reference points depart from the company’s 
operational/managerial elements such as strategic positioning (variable Safety4), financial results 
(Econo2), reputation and image (Credib1), business long-term (Safety2), and the company’s 
relationship with its stakeholder (Credib5). For example, the inclusion of CPFL among the 20 most 
sustainable companies in the world or its inclusion in relevant sustainability indexes improves the 
company’s image and reputation (Credib1), which can result in better performance for the company 
and employees (Econo2). Similarly, some suppliers may consider maintaining commercial 
relationships with a good reputation partnership, empowering the value chain (Credib5, Credib1, 
and Safety4). 

These two reference points – Explicit and Implicit Utility – reveal the value dimensions by 
which stakeholders can judge corporate sustainability actions at CPFL. While they are an 
interesting nuance to discuss different utilities across stakeholders’ views, we still do not know 
how stakeholders tend to judge the company along these dimensions or whether they differ in their 
judgment. Next, we conducted a cluster analysis to gain further insights into these questions. 

 
Variations in Stakeholder Value. We conducted a cluster analysis to examine whether there are 
different judgment profiles among stakeholders. We applied the hierarchical agglomerative 
approach with Ward’s method and squared Euclidean distance to our data. This method was most 
adopted in prior research because it renders homogenous groups (Ketchen Jr & Shook, 1996). The 
dendrogram analysis and the marginal reductions in the within-cluster sum of squares showed that 
the three-cluster solution fits our data best (Table 5). 
 
TABLE 5 - Result of Three-cluster Solution 

Cluster Explicit Utility Implicit Utility Number of cases (%) 
1 0.51 0.29 317 (66.18) 
2 -1.81 1.21 46 (9.60) 
3 -0.66 -1.28 116 (24.22) 

Source: Created by the authors. 
 
The analysis reveals clusters with positive and negative loadings for each factor within the 

same cluster, which we interpret as relative perceptions of gain or loss along the reference points. 
Cluster 1 (66,18%) comprises stakeholders with perceptions of gains in both Explicit and Implicit 
Utility (+ +). In contrast, Cluster 3 (24,22%) has stakeholders who perceive losses in both (− −). 
Cluster 2 (9,60%) is an intermediate group of stakeholders with perceptions of losses in Explicit 
Utility and gains in Implicit Utility (− +). The results of Tukey’s post hoc tests between clusters 
(Table 6) confirm variation across clusters. The pairwise comparison of clusters shows that they 
all differ across Explicit and Implicit Utility (p. < .001). Therefore, we observe three distinct 
profiles of judgment among stakeholders at CPFL. 

 
TABLE 6 - Tukey’s Post Hoc Tests 

Dimensions Clusters Std. Error Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 
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I J Mean Difference 
(I-J) Lower Bound Upper 

 Bound 

Explicit 
Utility 

1 
2 2,32* 0.10 0.00 2.08 2.56 
3 1,17* 0.07 0.00 1.05 1.33 

2 
1 -2,32* 0.10 0.00 -2.56 -2.08 
3 -1,15* 0.11 0.00 -1.41 -0.89 

3 
1 -1,17* 0.07 0.00 -1.33 -1.01 
2 1,15* 0.11 0.00 0.89 1.41 

Implicit 
Utility 

1 
2 -,92* 0.10 0.00 -1.16 -0.68 
3 1,567* 0.07 0.00 1.40 1.73 

2 
1 ,92* 0.10 0.00 0.68 1.16 
3 2,47* 0.11 0.00 2.22 2.75 

3 
1 -1,57* 0.07 0.00 -1.73 -1.40 
2 -2,49* 0.11 0.00 -2.75 -2.22 

Source: Created by the authors. 
 
This result shows how stakeholders’ value judgments stem from different reference points. 

Even if there are two reference points, it is essential to clarify that each individual considers only 
one reference point for processing the judgment. The reference point (Explicit or Implicit Utility) 
depends on the corporate sustainability understanding of each specific stakeholder (other elements 
will be investigated in another study). Profiles found in our results reveal that these new groupings 
join different role-based stakeholders (customers, employees, and suppliers) around corporate 
sustainability value judgments that seem to be similar. 

Despite the overall positive evaluation of CPFL, we observe that Profile 1 and Profile 2 
indicate that perceptions of gains from stakeholders predominantly stem from the Implicit Utility. 
That is, actions in corporate sustainability that explicitly benefit the company and generate positive 
externalities that implicitly benefit stakeholders. In contrast, perceptions of losses are found in 
Profiles 2 and 3. Interestingly, we did not find stakeholders with perceptions of gain in Explicit 
Utility and perceptions of loss in Implicit Utility (+ −). Given the generally positive assessment of 
CPFL, this might suggest that the perception of losses by stakeholders is often the result of their 
reference points that emphasize Explicit Utility or actions that can benefit the company more. Then, 
we explore the aspirations for reference points (Tversky & Kahneman, 1991) at CPFL. 

 
Formation of Aspirations for Reference Points. Up to this point, we examined the reference points 
from which stakeholders judge value, the different judgments around the actions taken by the same 
company, and the predominant judgment profiles among its stakeholders. Still, we did not examine 
why some stakeholders judge corporate sustainability at CPFL as a gain or a loss. Therefore, we 
explored the role of aspirations in stakeholder value at CPFL to unpack these differences in 
judgments toward our research goal.  

Prior literature suggests that primary stakeholders have aspirations based on their company 
interactions and transactions (Hillman & Keim, 2001). Examining the stakeholders across clusters 
in Table 7, we conclude they do not have evenly distributed8 judgment profiles on CPFL, χ2 (4, N 
= 479) = 111.56, p. < 0.001. Profile 1 (cluster 1) concentrates more employees and suppliers than 
customers, while Profile 3 (cluster 3) concentrates almost half of the respondents from the 
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customers’ category. This pattern suggests that the characteristics of the interactions between CPFL 
and each category of stakeholders partially explain the judgments. 
 
TABLE 7 - Distribution of Stakeholders among Clusters 

Stakeholders Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 

Employees 154 (84.15%) 12 (6.56%) 17 (9.29%) 
Customers 62 (35.63%) 32 (18.39%) 80 (45.98%) 
Suppliers 101 (82.79%) 2 (1.64%) 19 (15.57%) 

Note: Number of respondents in each cluster; in parentheses, the distribution of each stakeholder category across 
clusters. Source: Created by the authors. 
 
 An essential driver of aspirations is external comparisons, particularly social comparisons 
(Harrison & Wicks, 2013). Social comparison theory states that individuals compare themselves 
to other individuals, groups, and standards to evaluate themselves and set their aspirations. In the 
case of Profile 1, where employees and suppliers prevail, we can infer that these stakeholders 
compare CPFL and other companies’ utility. As CPFL is a leader in the sector regarding corporate 
sustainability, these stakeholders likely tend to judge the value of CPFL’s actions with higher 
standards. Furthermore, unlikely customers who do not have much choice because the energy 
market in Brazil is regulated, suppliers and employees are very likely to make comparisons while 
searching for the best company to work with. This interpretation of the importance of social 
comparison is consistent with the gains observed on Implicit Utility (Profiles 1 and 2). This form 
of utility derives from public actions in corporate sustainability, such as reputation and pride, 
making the social comparison more readily available to stakeholders to form their aspirations. 

On the other hand, we suspect that internal aspirations play an important role in the 
perceptions of loss on corporate sustainability at CPFL (Wood & Jones, 1998). By operating in a 
regulated market, CPFL is the only energy provider most customers will ever know. A similar 
situation occurs for some employees and suppliers, given that the company operates in very remote 
regions for energy generation. Without external comparison, customers may form their aspirations 
based on ideal standards, current needs, and company expectations, which may be higher than the 
standards of Profile 1 (suppliers and employees). In this scenario, customers may perceive a loss 
when CPFL’s corporate sustainability initiatives do not fulfill their expectations, as seen in Profile 
3. This interpretation is also consistent with the prevalent judgments of losses in Explicit Utility 
generated by actions related to private benefits to stakeholders. Besides, this analysis helps to 
explain why the failure in stakeholder value creation can happen in the context of outstanding 
companies. As stakeholders’ aspirations, expectations, and social comparisons can influence 
reference point formation (Tversky & Kahneman, 1991), when the formation process presents any 
misalignment or contradiction of information regarding corporate sustainability, the reference point 
will carry this aspect, which can lead to differences in judgment of value and failure on creating 
value for stakeholders. 

 
Stakeholder Value Model for Corporate Sustainability 

Stakeholders form judgments about the value of corporate sustainability by combining 
available information with their mental processes and personal experiences. Our study reveals that 
those idiosyncratic characteristics tend to form value judgments along two dimensions. On the one 
hand, stakeholders have Explicit or Implicit Utility reference points for corporate sustainability, as 
emerged in our study. On the other hand, stakeholders perceive gains or losses in corporate 
sustainability. From this, we propose a framework with four stakeholders’ judgment modes about 
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the value of corporate sustainability (Figure 1). Because companies have limited control over 
stakeholders' mental processes and experiences, we propose strategies managers might adopt to 
respond to misalignments between material practices and stakeholder judgments. It is important to 
note that this framework applies to outstanding companies that display a high corporate 
sustainability maturity level (Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010), following our case study. 
 

FIGURE 1 - Stakeholder Value Framework for Corporate Sustainability 

 
Source: Created by the authors. 

 
In the first mode, we observe no distance between company corporate sustainability and 

stakeholders’ judgments. We name this quadrant “acceptance judgment”. Stakeholders judge the 
value of the company’s corporate sustainability favorably and need a few signals to complete their 
mental models. This does not mean those stakeholders display lower expectations or standards for 
corporate sustainability. Instead, they judge the result of the company’s action as acceptable for 
both parties. Managers must pay close attention to these stakeholders. From a cost perspective, 
changing or reversing perceptions requires much more time and investment than simply 
maintaining them. From a psychological perspective, given the natural human tendency to loss 
aversion (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; McGraw et al., 2010), these stakeholders might be very 
sensitive to any change in corporate sustainability with potential negative connotations. 

On the opposite side, we have a group of stakeholders with perceptions of losses on Explicit 
Utility or Implicit Utility reference points. We named this quadrant “divergent judgment”. These 
stakeholders reveal a significant misalignment with the company in corporate sustainability. In this 
situation, rhetoric strategies are likely insufficient to change stakeholders’ interpretations. 
Companies should adopt socialization strategies to influence the establishment of a common 
understanding with stakeholders. Socialization is particularly effective by increasing stakeholders' 
familiarity with corporate sustainability initiatives, which helps transfer new interpretative frames 
to stakeholders (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) and strengthens firm-stakeholder identification (Hatch 
& Schultz, 2002). Focusing on influential stakeholders, who are more likely to sway others’ 
judgments, is potentially helpful. In doing so, stakeholders would get familiar with the initiatives 
and update their beliefs about what corporate sustainability accomplishes.  
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Finally, in the third and fourth judgment modes, we have stakeholders with both positive 
and negative perceptions of value in corporate sustainability. We named these quadrants 
“negotiation judgment to explicit utility” and “negotiation judgment to implicit utility”. 
Stakeholders have signals that support perceptions of gain and loss in both reference points, which 
leads to a state of negotiation about the meaning of corporate sustainability. Those situations in 
which individuals perceive contradictory information are usually associated with psychological 
stress (Festinger, 1954; Suls et al., 2002). In such cases, companies can use a natural tendency to 
avoid contradictions and provide stakeholders with additional arguments to rationalize the conflict. 
In practice, individuals reduce the magnitude of their cognitive dissonance by accepting one 
argument or generating new cognitive representations. 

Consequently, companies can negotiate a shared understanding of corporate sustainability 
with stakeholders by providing additional arguments (Snow et al., 1986). This is likely to be an 
interactive exchange with potential counterarguments from stakeholders. Repeated exposure to the 
information is critical in reducing dissonance since it increases the stakeholders' orientation for the 
cognitive elements in the negotiated understanding (Monahan et al., 2000; Zajonc, 1968), making 
adoption more likely. 

In conclusion, the proposed framework displays the potential misalignments among the 
company and stakeholders when considering the value of corporate sustainability. By recognizing 
and managing these misalignments, companies might increase the acceptance and shared 
interpretation of corporate sustainability initiatives by stakeholders. As a result, companies can 
maximize the value of corporate sustainability by addressing stakeholders’ expectations and 
creating a win-win situation. 

 
Discussion and Conclusion 

Achieving a high maturity level of corporate sustainability does not seem enough to ensure 
value creation for stakeholders. Outstanding companies considered sophisticated in corporate 
sustainability maturity by displaying outstanding efforts towards sustainability (Baumgartner & 
Ebner, 2010) have faced tensions with stakeholders despite their excellence. It can suggest a failure 
to create value for stakeholders regarding corporate sustainability. To understand this mismatch, 
we developed a mixed-method study and examined the role of judgment in stakeholder value 
applied to corporate sustainability. By engaging with a diverse set of primary stakeholders at CPFL, 
an outstanding company from the Brazilian electric sector, we found two reference points from 
which stakeholders judge value in the context of corporate sustainability: Explicit Utility and 
Implicit Utility. We identified three distinct clusters of judgments that we called profiles, from 
which most stakeholders judge corporate sustainability as a gain rather than a loss. We also found 
that perceptions of gains predominantly stem from the Implicit Utility (Profiles 1 and 2), while 
perceptions of losses are closely related to the Explicit Utility, mainly drawing from Profile 3. We 
further explored the role of aspirations, both internal and external. Finally, we integrated the 
insights from the case into a framework to manage stakeholder perceptions of value. Next, we 
discuss the study's contributions and suggest future research avenues. 

 
Contributions to Theory 

Considering the previous literature in which stakeholder value still demands discussion 
(Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Lankoski et al., 2016) and that does not seem enough to explain the 
outstanding companies’ case, our main theoretical contribution is to bring a new path of stakeholder 
value analysis as an alternative to the body of existing research on this topic (Bowman & 
Ambrosini, 2000; Garcia-Castro & Aguilera, 2015; Lepak et al., 2007; Priem, 2007). While the 
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previous literature on stakeholder theory has focused on the economic notion of value (e.g. Garcia-
Castro & Aguilera, 2015; Lepak et al., 2007) and stakeholder value studies have approached firm 
performance (e.g., Flammer, 2015) or a specific category of stakeholder (e.g., DesJardine, Marti, 
& Durand, 2021), our study dialogues with the subjective approach of value. 

The behavioral theoretical lens from prospect theory helped us examine the value judgment 
from which we could infer that an outstanding company’s failure to create value for stakeholders 
is related to the reference point considered by stakeholders for judging it and, consequently, the 
reference point formation. Stakeholder value implies subjective judgment (Lankoski et al., 2016) 
related to utility experienced (Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Kahneman & Tversky, 1982), considering 
a reference point (Tversky & Kahneman, 1991). As stakeholders’ reference points can be 
influenced by aspirations, expectations, and social comparisons (Tversky & Kahneman, 1991), any 
misalignment or contradiction regarding corporate sustainability may impact the reference point 
formation, the judgment of value, and value creation, i.e., failure to create value for stakeholders. 

Our study also results in specific contributions to stakeholder and prospect theories. Firstly, 
the capture of the prevalent reference points across stakeholders communicates with many scholars 
(Barberis, 2013; Holmes et al., 2011; Köszegi & Rabin, 2006; Lankoski et al., 2016) to improve 
discussions about reference points and prospect theory in business. Our study diverges from the 
most common approach in prospect theory research about a status quo as a reference state (Holmes 
et al., 2011; Kahneman, 2003) by positing that stakeholders usually consider two different 
reference points for judging corporate sustainability in terms of value – Explicit Utility and Implicit 
Utility. Each stakeholder is based on one of these references according to the understanding of 
corporate sustainability, as well as other elements that still need to be investigated in future studies. 
In this case, the company’s corporate sustainability is judged considering the specific reference 
point in terms of gain or loss related to utility experienced. The level of utility stems from the 
actions that explicitly impact stakeholders (Explicit Utility), besides actions whose impact is 
explicit for the firm but implicit for them (Implicit Utility). This criterion from corporate 
sustainability evaluation dialogues with Tapaninaho and Kujala (2019, 2020) regarding the 
existence of a focal firm orientation and a stakeholder orientation for the field of stakeholder value 
creation. The present analysis showed us that the reference points do not necessarily represent a 
specific current position as in some studies (Holmes et al., 2011). Instead, it can be defined by 
particular interactions between stakeholders and the company (Hillman & Keim, 2001), external 
comparisons, and internal aspirations based on ideal standards, current needs, and company 
expectations (Tversky & Kahneman, 1991), especially when the comparison is not available. 

Secondly, our study opens the field for the theoretical connection between stakeholder and 
prospect theories in Management research.  Our empirical research answers the call from Lankoski 
et al. (2016) to join both theories for a better understanding of the stakeholder’s judgment of value. 
The novelty here lies in studying the proposed connection through an empirical study that allows 
us to interpret the profiles’ relative perceptions of gain and loss along the reference points (Explicit 
Utility and Implicit Utility) as a consequence of the experienced utility by stakeholders (Harrison 
& Wicks, 2013) from corporate sustainability strategies and actions. In this vein, we analyzed the 
dynamics of stakeholder value from the prospect theory lens and verified that stakeholders judge 
corporate sustainability as a gain when the actions positively affect any value component of the 
stakeholder utility function (Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Lankoski et al., 2016) from both reference 
points – Explicit Utility and Implicit Utility. It means that corporate sustainability actions can 
represent an explicit benefit for a stakeholder or an implicit benefit for them (and an explicit benefit 
for the company).  
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Similarly, stakeholders judge corporate sustainability as a loss when their utility function 
is negatively affected (Harrison & Wicks, 2013) from the same reference points. In this case, 
corporate sustainability actions represent explicit damage for a stakeholder or still implicit damage 
for them (and explicit benefit for the company). This finding also provided the basis for explaining 
the outstanding companies’ cases. Besides the issues on reference points, the utility function is 
another aspect related to the failure to create value for stakeholders. If there is no value creation, 
or if a value is destroyed, some activity from the company’s corporate sustainability negatively 
affects the stakeholder utility function, and the judgment reflects loss, as in the case of Patagonia.  

 
Contributions to Practice 
Understanding why outstanding companies can fail to create value for stakeholders allows us to 
develop mechanisms and propose strategies for helping these companies minimize the 
phenomenon or try to avoid it to improve the stakeholder value creation regarding corporate 
sustainability. In this sense, our main managerial contribution is the Stakeholder Value Model in 
Corporate Sustainability, which provides strategies that companies might adopt to respond to 
misalignments between material practices and stakeholder judgments. The framework proposed 
also helps managers related to stakeholder value judgment to influence the shift of the stakeholder 
reference point by promoting new paths of external comparisons and stimulating change in 
aspirations or expectations (Lankoski et al., 2016; Tversky & Kahneman, 1991). A reference point 
change implies different stakeholders’ perceptions and judgments, which leads to new possibilities 
of engagement in corporate sustainability and, consequently, value creation. In sum, our study is 
useful for outstanding companies to improve stakeholder management toward corporate 
sustainability and value creation.  
 
Limitations and Future Research 

Despite the theoretical and managerial contributions, our findings are not free from 
limitations.  The sample has only primary stakeholders for three reasons: (1) more convenience for 
research, (2) unfeasibility to cover all stakeholders in terms of data volume, and (3) some groups 
of stakeholders would not reach the sample size needed for the proposed statistical tools. Another 
limitation is that our study approached only one company’s context, and the results can not be 
generalized. 

Therefore, as a future research agenda, we suggest enlarging the present study with 
outstanding companies from other segments to understand the reference point establishment to 
stakeholders’ value judgment of corporate sustainability. Another future agenda can approach 
which elements, besides the corporate sustainability background, can result in two different 
reference points for stakeholders regarding value judgment. We also suggest analyzing the press's 
role in shaping companies' judgments. Communication can be used to avoid, minimize, or reverse 
understanding misalignments regarding corporate strategies, such as sustainability ones, and media 
can impact this context in general.  

 
Notes 

1. https://www.patagonia.ca/50/ 
2. https://www.reuters.com/business/retail-consumer/patagonia-founder-gives-away-company-help-fight-
climate-crisis-2022-09-14/ 
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3. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-09-15/patagonia-billionaire-who-gave-up-company-
skirts-700-million-tax-hit?utm_source=website&utm_medium=share&utm_campaign=copy 
4. https://www.businessinsider.com/patagonia-big-climate-donation-saves-1-billion-in-taxes-yvon-
chouinard2022-9 
5. https://capitalreset.uol.com.br/empresas/governanca/o-caso-da-natura-e-o-abismo-salarial-entre-cupula-
e-base-nas-empresas/ 
6. https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/25/us/unaccompanied-migrant-child-workers-exploitation.html 
7. The items Account3 and Credib4 were removed because they loaded on a third factor with insufficient 
statistical properties. 
8. Profile 1 concentrates more than 80% of respondents from employees and suppliers categories. Profile 2 
(cluster 2) has the smallest number of respondents in each category without a clear prevalent stakeholder. 
Profile 3 (cluster 3) concentrates more on customers. 
 
References 

 
Algoe, S. B. & Haidt, J. (2009). Witnessing excellence in action: the ‘other-praising’ emotions of 

elevation, gratitude, and admiration. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 4(2), 105–127. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760802650519 

Anand, I. M. & Gaur, S. S. (2019). Consequences of consumers’ emotional responses to 
government’s green initiatives. Management of Environmental Quality: An International 
Journal, 30(1), 243–259. https://doi.org/10.1108/MEQ-02-2018-0045 

Argandoña, A. (2011). Stakeholder Theory and Value Creation. SSRN Electronic Journal, June, 
1–18. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1947317 

Armstrong, J. S. & Green, K. C. (2013). Effects of corporate social responsibility and 
irresponsibility policies. Journal of Business Research, 66(10), 1922–1927. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.02.014 

Barberis, N. C. (2013). Thirty Years of Prospect Theory in Economics: A Review and 
Assessment. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 27(1), 173–196. 
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.27.1.173 

Baumgartner, R. J. & Ebner, D. (2010). Corporate sustainability strategies: sustainability profiles 
and maturity levels. Sustainable Development, 18(2), 76–89. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.447 

Berman, S. L., Wicks, A. C., Kotha, S. & Jones, T. M. (1999). Does stakeholder orientation 
matter? The relationship between stakeholder management models and firm financial 
performance. Academy of Management Journal, 42(5), 488–506. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/256972 

Bosse, D. A., Harrison, J. S. & Hoskisson, R. E. (2022). Acquisitions, Stakeholder Economies of 
Scope, and Stakeholder Orientation. Strategic Management Review, 3(1), 35–65. 
https://doi.org/10.1561/111.00000036 

Bourne, L. & Walker, D. H. T. (2005). Visualising and mapping stakeholder influence. 
Management Decision, 43(5), 649–660. https://doi.org/10.1108/00251740510597680 

Bowman, C. & Ambrosini, V. (2000). Value Creation Versus Value Capture: Towards a 
Coherent Definition of Value in Strategy. British Journal of Management, 11(1), 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.00147 

Bridoux, F. & Stoelhorst, J. W. (2014). Microfoundations for stakeholder theory: Managing 
stakeholders with heterogeneous motives. Strategic Management Journal, 35(1), 107–125. 

XLIX Encontro da ANPAD - EnANPAD 2025
UNIT, Aracaju-SE - 1 - 3 de out de 2025 - 2177-2576 versão online



19 
 

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2089 
Bromiley, P. (2010). Looking at prospect theory. Strategic Management Journal, 31(12), 1357–

1370. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.885 
Clarkson, M. E. (1995). A Stakeholder Framework for Analyzing and Evaluating Corporate 

Social Performance. Academy of Management Review, 20(1), 92–117. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1995.9503271994 

CPFL. (2021). Relatório Anual 2021. 
https://www.grupocpfl.com.br/sites/default/files/relatorioanual2021/pdf/cpfl_ra21.pdf 

CPFL. (2023). Relatório anual 2023. https://www.grupocpfl.com.br/sites/default/files/2024-
07/CPFL-RA23-PT.pdf 

Creswell, J. W., Klassen, A. C., Clark, V. L. P. & Smith, K. C. (2011). Best Practices for Mixed 
Methods Research in the Health Sciences. In The Career Development Quarterly. 

Darnall, N. (2008). Creating a Green Brand for Competitive Distinction. Asian Business & 
Management, 7(4), 445–466. https://doi.org/10.1057/abm.2008.19 

DesJardine, M. R., Marti, E. & Durand, R. (2021). Why Activist Hedge Funds Target Socially 
Responsible Firms: The Reaction Costs of Signaling Corporate Social Responsibility. 
Academy of Management Journal, 64(3), 851–872. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2019.0238 

Deutskens, E., Ruyter, K., Wetzels, M. & Oosterveld, P. (2004). Response rate and response 
quality of internet-based surveys: An Experimental Study. Public Perspective, 15(1), 21–36. 

Donaldson, T. & Preston, L. E. (1995). The Stakeholder Theory of the Corporation: Concepts, 
Evidence, and Implications. Academy of Management Review, 20(1), 65–91. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1995.9503271992 

Elkington, J. (1997). Partnerships from Cannibals with Forks : The Triple Bottom line of 21 st 
Century Business. Environmental Quality Management, Autumn 199, 37–51. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tqem.3310080106 

Enticott, G. & Walker, R. M. (2008). Sustainability, performance and organizational strategy: An 
empirical analysis of public organizations. Business Strategy and the Environment, 17(2), 
79–92. https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.501 

Festinger, L. (1954). A Theory of Social Comparison Processes. Human Relations, 7(2), 117–
140. 

Fiegenbaum, A., Hart, S. & Schendel, D. (1996). Strategic reference point theory. Strategic 
Management Journal, 17(3), 219–235. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1097-
0266(199603)17:3<219::AID-SMJ806>3.3.CO;2-E 

Field, A. (2015). Discussing statistics – using IBM SPSS statistics (4th ed.). Sage Publications. 
Figge, F. & Schaltegger, S. (2000). What Is ‘Stakeholder Value’? Developing a Catchphrase into 

a Benchmarking Tool. Luneburg: Universität Lüneburg–Pictet–UNEP. 
Flammer, C. (2015). Does Corporate Social Responsibility Lead to Superior Financial 

Performance? A Regression Discontinuity Approach. Management Science, 61(11), 2549–
2568. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2014.2038 

Freeman, R. E. (2010)a. Managing for Stakeholders: Trade-offs or Value Creation. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 96(S1), 7–9. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0935-5 

Freeman, R. E. (2010)b. Strategic management: A stakeholder approach. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Freeman, R. E., Harrison, J. S. & Wicks, A. C. (2007). Managing for stakeholders: survival, 
reputation, and success. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Freudenreich, B., Lüdeke-Freund, F. & Schaltegger, S. (2020). A Stakeholder Theory Perspective 
on Business Models: Value Creation for Sustainability. Journal of Business Ethics, 166(1), 

XLIX Encontro da ANPAD - EnANPAD 2025
UNIT, Aracaju-SE - 1 - 3 de out de 2025 - 2177-2576 versão online



20 
 

3–18. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-019-04112-z 
Friedman, A. L. & Miles, S. (2002). Developing Stakeholder Theory. Journal of Management 

Studies, 39(1), 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-6486.00280 
Garcia-Castro, R. & Aguilera, R. V. (2015). Incremental value creation and appropriation in a 

world with multiple stakeholders. Strategic Management Journal, 36(1), 137–147. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2241 

Hair, Jr, J. F., Babin, B., Money, A. H. & Samouel, P. (2005). Essentials of Business Research 
Methods. Porto Alegre: Bookman. 

Harrison, J. S., Bosse, D. A. & Phillips, R. A. (2010). Managing for stakeholders, stakeholder 
utility functions, and competitive advantage. Strategic Management Journal, 31(1), 58–74. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.801 

Harrison, J. S. & Wicks, A. C. (2013). Stakeholder Theory, Value, and Firm Performance. 
Business Ethics Quarterly, 23(1), 97–124. https://doi.org/10.5840/beq20132314 

Hart, S. L. & Milstein, M. B. (2003). Creating sustainable value. Academy of Management 
Perspectives, 17(2), 56–67. https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2003.10025194 

Hatch, M. J. & Schultz, M. (2002). The Dynamics of Organizational Identity. Human Relations, 
55(8), 989–1018. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726702055008181 

Haukoos, J. S. (2005). Advanced Statistics: Bootstrapping Confidence Intervals for Statistics 
with “Difficult” Distributions. Academic Emergency Medicine, 12(4), 360–365. 
https://doi.org/10.1197/j.aem.2004.11.018 

Hillman, A. J. & Keim, G. D. (2001). Shareholder value, stakeholder management, and social 
issues: What’s the bottom line? Strategic Management Journal, 22(2), 125–139. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-0266(200101)22:2<125::AID-SMJ150>3.0.CO;2-H 

Holmes, R. M., Bromiley, P., Devers, C. E., Holcomb, T. R & McGuire, J. B. (2011). 
Management Theory Applications of Prospect Theory: Accomplishments, Challenges, and 
Opportunities. Journal of Management, 37(4), 1069–1107. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310394863 

Hörisch, J., Freeman, R. E. & Schaltegger, S. (2014). Applying Stakeholder Theory in 
Sustainability Management. Organization & Environment, 27(4), 328–346. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026614535786 

Johnson, E. J. & Goldstein, D. (2003). Do Defaults Save Lives? Science, 302(5649), 1338–1339. 
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1091721 

Kahneman, D. (2003). A perspective on judgment and choice: Mapping bounded rationality. 
American Psychologist, 58(9), 697–720. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.58.9.697 

Kahneman, D. & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk. 
Econometrica, 47(2), 263. https://doi.org/10.2307/1914185 

Kahneman, D. & Tversky, A. (1982). The Psychology of Preferences. Scientific American, 
246(1), 160–173. http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/1467-9280.00066 

Ketchen Jr, D. J. & Shook, C. L. (1996). The application of cluster analysis in strategic 
management research: an analysis and critique. Strategic Management Journal, 17, 441–
458. 

Kolk, A. (2008). Sustainability, accountability and corporate governance: exploring 
multinationals’ reporting practices. Business Strategy and the Environment, 17(1), 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.511 

Korschun, D. (2015). Boundary-Spanning Employees and Relationships with External 
Stakeholders: A Social Identity Approach. Academy of Management Review, 40(4), 611–
629. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2012.0398 

XLIX Encontro da ANPAD - EnANPAD 2025
UNIT, Aracaju-SE - 1 - 3 de out de 2025 - 2177-2576 versão online



21 
 

Köszegi, B. & Rabin, M. (2006). A Model of Reference-Dependent Preferences. The Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, 121(4), 1133–1165. 

Kujala, J., Lehtimäki, H. & Freeman, R. E. (2019). A stakeholder approach to value creation and 
leadership. In Leading change in a complex world: transdisciplinary perspectives (pp. 123–
143). Tampere: Tampere University Press. 
https://www.oapen.org/download?type=document&docid=1004153#page=105 

Lankoski, L., Smith, N. C. & Van Wassenhove, L. (2016). Stakeholder Judgments of Value. 
Business Ethics Quarterly, 26(2), 227–256. https://doi.org/10.1017/beq.2016.28 

Lepak, D. P., Smith, K. G. & Taylor, M. S. (2007). Value creation and value capture: A 
multilevel perspective. Academy of Management Review, 32(1), 180–194. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2007.23464011 

Lerro, A. (2011). A stakeholder‐based perspective in the value impact assessment of the project 
“Valuing intangible assets in Scottish renewable SMEs.” Measuring Business Excellence, 
15(3), 3–15. https://doi.org/10.1108/13683041111161120 

Malhotra, N. K. (2019). Marketing Research: An Applied Orientation (7th ed.). London: Pearson. 
McGraw, A. P., Larsen, J. T., Kahneman, D. & Schkade, D. (2010). Comparing Gains and 

Losses. Psychological Science, 21(10), 1438–1445. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797610381504 

Mcvea, J. F., & Freeman, R. E. (2005). A names-and-faces approach to stakeholder management 
how focusing on stakeholders as individuals can bring ethics and entrepreneurial strategy 
together. Journal of Management Inquiry, 14(1), 57–69. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492604270799 

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M. & Saldana, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A methods 
sourcebook (3rd ed). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Miles, S. (2017). Stakeholder Theory Classification: A Theoretical and Empirical Evaluation of 
Definitions. Journal of Business Ethics, 142(3), 437–459. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-
015-2741-y 

Mitchell, R. K., Lee, J. H. & Agle, B. R. (2017). Stakeholder Prioritization Work: The Role of 
Stakeholder Salience in Stakeholder Research (pp. 123–157). 
https://doi.org/10.1108/S2514-175920170000006 

Monahan, J. L., Murphy, S. T. & Zajonc, R. B. (2000). Subliminal Mere Exposure: Specific, 
General, and Diffuse Effects. Psychological Science, 11(6), 462–466. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9280.00289 

Nason, R., Mazzelli, A. & Carney, M. (2019). The Ties That Unbind: Socialization and Business-
Owning Family Reference Point Shift. Academy of Management Review, 44(4), 846–870. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2017.0289 

Neubert, M. J. & Dyck, B. (2016). Developing sustainable management theory: goal-setting 
theory based in virtue. Management Decision, 54(2), 304–320. https://doi.org/10.1108/MD-
05-2014-0312 

Nonaka, I. & Takeuchi, H. (1995). The knowledge-creating company: How Japanese companies 
create the dynamics of innovation. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Odunjo, O., Crane, A. & McDonagh, P. (2023). Stakeholder Existential Authenticity and 
Corporate Social Responsibility. Journal of Management Studies. 1-28. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.13028 

Pacheco, L. M., Alves, M. F. R., Krüger, C., Lourenção, M. T. de A. & Caldana, A. C. F. (2018). 
Are we all green? Understanding the microfoundations of corporate citizenship. Journal of 
Cleaner Production, 195, 552–561. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.05.134 

XLIX Encontro da ANPAD - EnANPAD 2025
UNIT, Aracaju-SE - 1 - 3 de out de 2025 - 2177-2576 versão online



22 
 

Parmar, B. L., Freeman, R. E., Harrison, J. S., Wicks, A. C., Purnell, L. & de Colle, S. (2010). 
Stakeholder Theory: The State of the Art. The Academy of Management Annals, 4(1), 403–
445. https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2010.495581 

Phillips, R. A., Freeman, R. E. & Wicks, A. C. (2003). What Stakeholder Theory Is Not. Business 
Ethics Quaterly, 13(04), 479–502. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1052150X00006710 

Placet, M., Anderson, R. & Fowler, K. M. (2005). Strategies for sustainability. Research 
Technology Management, 48(5), 32–41. https://doi.org/10.1080/08956308.2005.11657336 

Podsakoff, P. M. & Organ, D. W. (1986). Self-Reports in Organizational Research: Problems and 
Prospects. Journal of Management, 12(4), 531–544. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920638601200408 

Priem, R. L. (2007). A Consumer Perspective on Value Creation. Academy of Management 
Review, 32(1), 219–235. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2007.23464055 

Rolland, D. & O’Keefe Bazzoni, J. (2009). Greening corporate identity: CSR online corporate 
identity reporting. Corporate Communications: An International Journal, 14(3), 249–263. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/13563280910980041 

Snow, D. A., Rochford, E. B., Worden, S. K. & Benford, R. . (1986). Frame Alignment 
Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation. American Sociological Review, 
51(4), 464–481. 

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research techniques. Sage publications. 
Suls, J., Martin, R., & Wheeler, L. (2002). Social Comparison: Why, With Whom, and With 

What Effect? Current Directions in Psychological Science, 11(5), 159–163. 
Tapaninaho, R. & Kujala, J. (2019). Reviewing the Stakeholder Value Creation Literature: 

Towards a Sustainability Approach. In Social Responsibility and Sustainability: How 
Businesses and Organizations Can Operate in a Sustainable and Socially Responsible Way 
(Issue January, pp. 3–36). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-03562-4_1 

Tapaninaho, R. & Kujala, J. (2020). Stakeholder value creation: Legitimating business 
sustainability. In Handbook of business legitimacy: Responsibility, ethics and society (pp. 
383–397). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-14622-1 

Tversky, A. & Kahneman, D. (1991). Loss Aversion in Riskless Choice : A Reference-Dependent 
Model. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 106(4), 1039–1061. 

UN Global Compact, WBCSD & GRI. (2015). SDG - Diretrizes para implementação dos ODS 
na estratégia dos negócios. http://cebds.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Guia-dos-
ODS.pdf. Acesso em 1/6/2017. 

Wickert, C. (2021). Corporate Social Responsibility Research in the Journal of Management 
Studies: a shift from a Business-Centric to a Society-Centric focus. Journal of Management 
Studies. 58(8). 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12775 

Willumsen, P., Oehmen, J., Stingl, V. & Geraldi, J. (2019). Value creation through project risk 
management. International Journal of Project Management, 37(5), 731–749. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2019.01.007 

Wolfe, R. A. & Putler, D. S. (2002). How Tight Are the Ties that Bind Stakeholder Groups? 
Organization Science, 13(1), 64–80. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.13.1.64.544 

Wood, D. J. & Jones, R. E. (1998). Stakeholder Mismatching: A Theoretical Problem in 
Empirical Research on Corporate Social Performance. In The Corporation and Its 
Stakeholders (Vol. 3, Issue 3, pp. 315–363). University of Toronto Press. 
https://doi.org/10.3138/9781442673496-015 

Zajonc, R. B. (1968). Attitudinal Effects of Mere Exposure. Journal of Personality and Social 

XLIX Encontro da ANPAD - EnANPAD 2025
UNIT, Aracaju-SE - 1 - 3 de out de 2025 - 2177-2576 versão online



23 
 

Psychology, 9(2 PART 2), 1–27. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0025848 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
APPENDIX A - Representative Quotations on Stakeholder Value from Study 
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Source: Created by the authors. 
 

 

Themes Representative Quotations 

A. Pride A.1 “My future is there, the company has planning everything, I am proud.” 
(Employee) 
A.2 “I feel motivated to work in a company that is sustainable, that has these 
procedures.” (Supplier) 

B. Safety/Stability B.1 “I associate sustainability with longevity, so how that business will be able to 
perpetuate itself. It’s doing something that creates value for the future.” (Employee) 
B.2 “I think it’s about looking for balance, right?, balance between maintaining your 
business profitable, your image area…” (Supplier) 

C. Credibility C.1 “I’m confident in a company that thinks about the future, and that will not close at 
any time.” (Employee) 
C.2 “It shows an image of greater reliability. Higher quality, greater concern for the 
universe.” (Costumer) 

D. Accountability D.1 “It still has a sustainable vocation, even if it’s an incentive budget, an obligation.” 
(Employee) 
D.2 “The company that complies with the law, is it really sustainable, voluntarily 
sustainable, or because is it required by law?.” (Costumer) 

E. Environmental 
dimension 

E.1 “What comes to mind when you talk about corporate sustainability is a company 
that has some work focused on the environment area, that’s all.” (Employee) 
E.2 “A company that is concerned with reducing, saving paper, energy, water ... 
recycling things, I understand so!” (Costumer) 

F. Social  
dimension 

F.1 “I believe that it [the firm] respects the laws, the society in which it’s inserted and 
mainly concerning the treatment of its employees, and the relationship it has with 
suppliers and clients, so it acts within the law preserving the people’s right.” 
(Costumer) 
F.2 “Then, it comes into the concept of concern for life, for people.” (Supplier) 

G. Economic 
dimension 

G.1 “For me, sustainability is that we guarantee that CPFL’s revenue will happen at 
some point.” (Employee) 
G.2 “If the company wants to continue maintaining itself, be sustainable economically 
for a long time, it has to look at this issue.” (Costumer) 
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