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Firms face increasing societal pressures to act responsibly towards stakeholders, and community 
engagement is a key element of this response. While Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi and Herremans (2010) 
have found that community engagement strategies fall into the transactional, transitional and 
transformational categories, more research is needed. Nineteen semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with CSR practitioners, community beneficiaries and external experts across three companies from different 
sectors and geographically-associated South African communities.  

Barriers to and enablers of transformational community engagement are identified and compared with 
points made in the literature. Prominent barriers identified include community expectation; the internal 
capacity of the company to engage properly with communities; and, according to a new finding in the 
literature, community educational levels. The most prominent enabler of engagement was relationship-
building. Companies with dedicated CSR practitioners are able to engage more in the community. 
Regulatory dynamics are found to largely determine the differences across sectors. But there is the risk that 
engagement is symbolic rather than substantive. Eleven higher-order antecedents to transformational 
community engagement are then identified. A newly developed firm-oriented decision-making model is 
proposed for moderating these antecedents. The findings in the community and national context provide 
granular insight into an African operating environment. 
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1 Introduction 
Across many of Africa’s emerging economies, including South Africa, the combination of the 
growing power of corporations and the developmental needs of the country have resulted in 
increasing expectations from both governments and society for companies to play a role in socio-
economic development (Edward & Tallontire, 2009; Halme & Laurila, 2009). In addition to the 
response to societal pressure, there is evidence that becoming more socially responsive could have 
a business return and could contribute to the competitive success of corporations (Moir, 2001; 
Wood, 1991; Porter & Kramer, 2006). Consequently, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the 
imperative to contribute to socio-economic development have become increasingly important 
aspects of corporate strategy.  

This strategic approach to CSR requires companies to understand and respond to a large, diverse 
set of stakeholders, such as consumers, employees, investors, governments, the environment a 
nd communities (Hildebrand, Sen & Bhattacharya, 2011; Vilke, 2011). Communities are key 
stakeholders and community engagement is a crucial component of stakeholder relations 
management, contributing as it does to the effectiveness of CSR (Bowen, 2007).  

Bowen et al. (2010) outline a continuum of strategies that could be employed in community 
engagement, including transactional, transitional and transformational community engagement. At 
one end of the continuum is the most commonly-practised, philanthropically-based transactional 
engagement. At the other end is transformational engagement, a more proactive, participatory 
approach that involves developing partnerships and supportive leadership roles for communities, 
allowing the attainment of outcomes that may never have been reached before. Few companies are 
currently engaged in transformational community engagement despite its benefits.  

Abstract 
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Further, there has been little research into how firms could engage communities in 
transformational ways (Bowen, et al., 2010; Esteves & Barclay, 2011). This may be partly owing 
to the pressure to ‘publish or perish’, whereby getting good data on transformational engagement 
requires in-depth studies which are lengthier than studies on transactional or transitional 
engagement.		

Ditlev-Simonsen (2010) calls for a better understanding of how companies put CSR into 
practice. In South Africa, as a consequence of disparities associated with Apartheid, as well as the 
mounting discontent with the provision of state services, communities are becoming increasingly 
confrontational, as seen in the thousands of service delivery protests that have taken place (Saba & 
van der Merwe, 2013) particularly in the case of the Marikana uprising (Chapple & Barnett, 2012). 
Companies ought to address the communities, as they have an obligation to assist in the country’s 
development. Transformational community engagement seeks to ‘change society’ rather than 
simply ‘giving back’. Considering the above issues, there is significant potential in this. If the 
antecedents to transformational community engagement were understood, then firms could focus 
their attention on moderating them and developing better outcomes. 

Addressing the gap in existing research and the needs of business and society, this research 
aims to understand the antecedents that strengthen or weaken transformational community 
engagement in geographically-defined communities. It builds on the theoretical work of Bowen et 
al. (2010), with particular emphasis on the importance of the national context and the legal drivers 
of community engagement. Many of the findings here focus on the relationship interface between 
firms and communities. As such, there are some important findings for practitioners in the CSR 
and firm strategy fields.  

Three research questions were explored. The questions were considered from an internal 
stakeholder (company employee) perspective and from an external stakeholder (community 
member and other interested third party) perspective. The first two were used in interviews to 
arrive at an understanding of the interviewees’ perspectives on what weakens or strengthens 
transformational community engagement. These were: 
1 What are the barriers to transformational community engagement? 
2 What are the enablers of transformational community engagement? 
While barriers and enablers can sometimes be seen as ‘different sides of the same coin’, following 
Hertzberg’s two-factor theory of motivation, what motivates is not always simply the opposite of 
what demotivates (Robbins & Judge, 2015).  

A further question was:  
3 What are the antecedents to transformational community engagement and how could they be 

moderated? 
In order to answer this question, higher-level themes were developed by pulling together lower-
level barriers and enablers. This allowed for further appropriate simplification, so that the final 
model could be developed.  

2 Literature review 

2.1 Corporate social responsibility critiques 
CSR is a broad field. It has been poorly defined and is consequently approached in different ways 
by those engaging with it, depending on their context. There is no universally accepted definition 
of CSR. Matten and Moon (2008) simplify this complex field by stating that CSR is a means of 
ensuring that companies are operating in a socially responsible manner as far as society is 
concerned. The role and relevance of corporate social responsibility has evolved considerably over 
time (Hildebrand et al., 2011). When CSR was initially discussed in the 1950s, the focus was on 
defining it (Carroll, 1991). However, from the 1980s onwards, there was a shift from defining 
CSR to attempting to measure its impact using frameworks and models to guide the creation of 
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CSR strategies. More recently, companies have begun to realise that CSR activities could have a 
positive impact on financial returns (Williams, 2014) although evidence in South Africa is 
contradictory (Gladysek & Chipeta, 2010; Turyakira, Venter & Smith, 2014).  

CSR has become a strategic imperative but it has been criticised for being corporate ‘green-
wash’ and a cover for ‘business as usual’ (Littlewood, 2014). Critiques of CSR are aimed mostly 
at the philanthropic or charitable giving approaches, especially when these gestures fail to make a 
meaningful impact (Hamann, 2006). Additionally, the critics of CSR claim that it reduces social 
innovation and communities’ ability to plan for the long term (Tracey et al., 2005). A further 
criticism is that businesses call themselves good citizens on the strength of their philanthropic 
offerings, despite the negative consequences of their business operations (Hamann, 2006). A 
further concern about the effectiveness of CSR programmes relates to companies’ motives. The 
instrumental ‘business-case’ approach, particularly when CSR is voluntary, results in companies 
making choices based on the ‘business-case’ rationale, i.e. whatever will increase their long-term 
profitability (Esteves & Barclay, 2011; Littlewood, 2014). This could undermine what is best for 
society. There is some evidence that more substantive engagement with society (through, for 
example, transformational community engagement) results in the community’s needs and 
resources being fully integrated into the firm’s decision-making process (Gordon, Schirmer, 
Lockwood, Vanclay & Hanson, 2013). 

2.2 Corporate social responsibility in South Africa 
The contextual case for CSR in South Africa is motivated by a range of social challenges and 
inequalities brought about by the Apartheid regime (Hamann, 2004) and the emergence of new 
social problems. Tragic events, such as the uprising in Marikana in October 2012, are a result of 
these issues (Chapple & Barnett, 2012). Over and above social imperatives, CSR in South Africa 
has been legislated (Arya & Bassi, 2011; Hamann, 2006) through the Broad-Based Black 
Economic Empowerment scorecards (Hinson & Ndhlovu, 2011; DTI, 2007). This has been both 
hailed as proactive and forward-thinking and criticised for benefiting only a certain elite (Hamann, 
2006; Patel & Graham, 2012; Ponte, Roberts & Van Sittert, 2007). Concern has been raised that it 
is becoming a tick-box exercise simply to meet measurement targets, losing the ‘spirit’ of the 
certification (Ponte et al., 2007). Development challenges in the community context and the state-
mandated participation in CSR activities have resulted in the need for a different approach 
(Hamann, 2006). These contextual issues influence the dynamics of CSR and provide a 
theoretically useful domain in which to explore how community engagement occurs. 

2.3 The community as a stakeholder  
Companies are increasingly aware that they are no longer accountable to shareholders alone, and, 
in fact, have a myriad groups/individuals that could affect the successful running of a business 
(Freeman et al., 2004) . Carroll and Buchholtz (2008), as cited in Vilke (2011), note that the 
concept of ‘society’ in the CSR context is not fully recognised, so a stakeholder approach is 
necessary when developing a CSR strategy. Hildebrand et al. (2011) note that: ‘At the heart of the 
strategic approach to CSR are the groups that have, or claim, ownership, rights, or interests in a 
corporation and its activities, past, present, or future’ (Vallaster, Lindgreen & Maon, 2012). These 
include customers, suppliers, employees, investors, the communities in which they operate and the 
extent to which they care for the environment.  

The focus of this research is on the last-mentioned stakeholder group: the community. Lee & 
Newby define community as a group of citizens drawn together by shared geography, interaction 
or identity (as cited in Bowen et al., 2010). This research focuses on the geographical community 
affected by a company owing to their proximity to its operations and specifically the geographic 
communities in which there is additional interaction with the company operations. Shaw (2007) 
argues that such localised CSR initiatives are more likely to be relevant and effective. 
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2.4 Community engagement 
For this study, community engagement is defined as an activity that forms part of a corporation’s 
wider stakeholder management programme and is part of the CSR activities related to a specific 
community of people (Bowen et al., 2010). Community engagement consists of a number of 
activities ranging from one-way information to the public, to two-way collaboration (Gordon et 
al., 2013). Community engagement potentially provides benefits for both the company and the 
community, with the company gaining legitimacy and managing social risk and the community 
gaining access to skills interventions, capacity-building, and improvements to social problems 
(Bowen et al., 2010; Gordon et al., 2013). In resource-reliant communities, such as mining towns, 
community engagement is a method of helping decrease dependency on the company and driving 
self-sufficiency (Littlewood, 2014).  

A detailed analysis of over 200 academic, practitioner and knowledge sources by Bowen et al. 
(2010) was undertaken to determine how and why firms and the community benefit from 
community engagement strategies, and when different community engagement strategies are 
appropriate, resulting in what is defined as the ‘continuum of community engagement’. A 
typology of three engagement strategies has been developed, viz. transactional, transitional and 
transformational engagement. The character of these strategies is detailed in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 
Community engagement types  

 Transactional Transitional Transformational 
Corporate stance Community 

investment/information 
‘‘Giving back’’ 

Community involvement 
‘‘Building bridges’’ 

Community integration 
‘‘Changing society’’ 

Illustrative tactics Charitable donations 
(philanthropy - financial) 
Building local infrastructure 
Employee volunteering (time) 
Information sessions 
(knowledge) 
Training of community members 
(skills) 

Stakeholder dialogues 
Public consultations 
Town hall meetings 
Cause-related marketing 

(Most proactive) 
Joint project management 
Joint decision-making 
Co-ownership 
Joint learning and sense making 
Community leadership and 
decision-making 

Communication One-way: firm-to-community 
On transactional basis 
Can be indirect, such as through 
trade association 
e.g. Providing information can 
reduce the transaction cost of 
something, or gain access to 
certain resources. 

Two-way: more firm-to-
community than community-to-
firm 
 
Engage in dialogue 
 

Two-way: Community-to-firm as 
much as firm-to-community 
 
Shared sense making and 
problem solving 

Number of 
community 
partners 

Many Many Few 

Frequency of 
interaction 

Occasional Repeated frequent Frequent 

Nature of trust Limited Evolutionary Relational 
- Based on personal 

relationships and mutual 
understanding 

Learning Transferred from firm Most transferred from firm 
some transferred to firm 

Jointly generated 

Control over 
process 

Firm Firm Shared 

Benefits and 
outcomes 

Distinct 
Can accrue to both firm and 
communities – but separately 

Distinct 
Can accrue to both firm and 
communities – but separately 

Joint 
Shared or co-joint benefits 

Adapted from: Bowen et al. (2010) 

Bowen et al. (2010) define the three forms of community engagement. Transactional engagement 
is based on ‘giving-back’ through community investment and information. ‘Giving back’ can 
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include philanthropic donations and employee volunteering. It relies on one-way communication 
where interaction is occasional and the process and decision-making are controlled by the firm. 

Transformational engagement is a synergistic process that aims at ‘changing society’ through 
joint decision-making and shared sense-making. Projects are managed by both the firm and 
respective communities, and community leadership is involved in the decision-making. Through 
the shared processes, outcomes are achieved that were unattainable without the community. 
Transformational engagement involves high levels of trust and relies on authentic dialogue, with 
frequent interactions amongst a more limited group of partners. Several case-based studies have 
been conducted on the effectiveness of various types of community programmes requiring 
‘transformational’ engagement. These include Community enterprises in the UK (Tracey et al., 
2005) and Corporate-community partnerships (Esteves & Barclay, 2011) in the Australian 
minerals sector.  

Transitional engagement is an intermediate form of engagement between transactional and 
transformational forms in which engagement is substantive but synergy is not achieved. Like 
transformational engagement, it is characterised by two-way communication and higher levels of 
community involvement. The control of resources remains with the firm, but ‘bridges are built’ 
with communities. This form of engagement lacks the joint decision-making and shared sense-
making of truly transformational engagement. 

There are a number of observed complexities in the scholarship relating to community 
engagement. For example companies are often unsure as to what community engagement 
strategies are appropriate and what benefits they may provide (Bowen et al., 2010). If the benefits 
are not clear and shared, then effective adoption is not likely to be possible (Gordon, 2012). This is 
further intensified because many of the benefits are long-term and tend to be intangible. Frynas 
(2008) indicates that the approach used for consultation and the capacity of the firm to engage in 
this manner will affect the outcomes. Tracey et al. (2005) argue that we cannot assume that 
communities are homogeneous, and that power relations are often ignored, resulting in the 
‘community view’ being that of the most powerful group. Esteves and Barclay (2011) note that, in 
order to have a corporate-community partnership, firms need to have a formal partnership 
agreement in place as well as the capacity for partnering.  

In order to advance the field, a variety of antecedents that enable more transformational 
engagement have been researched and described. These include sharing the vision and strategy 
(Esteves & Barclay, 2011; Littlewood, 2014), commitment from key people (Vilke, 2011), 
identifying obstacles and agreeing on negotiable positions (Esteves & Barclay, 2011), being 
inclusive and building trust (Gordon et al., 2013), having an in-depth understanding of 
communities and the challenges they face (Littlewood, 2014), using national legislation to support 
efforts (Bowen et al., 2010) and developing long-term solutions that build capacity (Trarcey et al., 
2005). Community members also need to feel involved in transparent decision-making 
(Littlewood, 2014), while relationships should be formed on the basis of mutual advantage (Tracey 
et al., 2005).  

There has been a call for further research on these issues and for the elaboration of the 
antecedents in a diversity of contexts. This research seeks to identify the antecedents of 
transformational community engagement amongst three diverse sectors and companies in South 
Africa. It seeks specifically to identify practices that shift engagement strategies from transactional 
to transformational approaches. 

3 Research approach 
Three sectors were selected because they presented potentially different operating contexts. The 
research focussed on three companies and associated communities, one in each sector. This 
allowed for the triangulation of the findings when commonalities and differences emerged in the 
different contexts. 
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A wide range of companies was initially selected from the Johannesburg Stock Exchange’s 
(JSE) Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) Index. The SRI Index ranks companies according to 
their performance against a set of triple bottom line measurement criteria, including ‘community 
relations’ and ‘stakeholder engagement’ (JSE, 2011). This list of suitable companies was further 
narrowed through an analysis of their annual reports. Shortlisting was done by means of 
scrutinising disclosures in the reports. Selected companies had to fulfil three requirements, 
including whether:  
• their operations affected a ‘geographic’ community;  
• they listed ‘community’ as a stakeholder; and  
• community engagement was discussed in their sustainability reporting.  
Three companies were then selected by virtue of the researchers’ judgment being indicative (rather 
than unusual) in the broader sector in which they operated. These were from the mining, food 
production, and hotels/leisure industries. Sectoral differences were both anticipated and desired, as 
they illustrated common and different antecedent issues across different contexts. 

Despite significant research into the field of CSR, much less is known about community 
engagement. Research is needed on the emerging market and African contexts. But the work of 
Bowen et al. (2010) has advanced the field. A mixed deductive and inductive approach was 
followed. Based on work by Bowen et al. (2010), a semi-structured interview guide was 
deductively developed founded on the three types of community engagement (transactional, 
transitional and transformational). This is shown in Appendix 1.  

After the interviews had taken place, transcripts were inductively coded in order to discern the 
emergent themes in an open and unbiased way. Barriers to and enablers of transformational 
community engagement were identified. This qualitative approach was underpinned by purposive 
sampling (Yin, 2003; Saunders & Lewis, 2012) . This approach aligns with recent research in this 
area (Esteves & Barclay, 2011; Gordon et al., 2013; Tracey et al., 2005). 

Sixteen of the interviewees included company employees and community members from the 
geographical community in close proximity to the company. These were selected through 
snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is appropriate in cases like this, when access requires a 
degree of trust and there are limited numbers of respondents (Atkinson & Flint, 2001). In the 
companies studied the method also allowed for a cross section of interviewees from the companies 
and communities concerned. In addition to the interviews cited above, three experts on socio-
economic development or CSR were interviewed.  

The interview method was face-to-face in all but three of the nineteen cases (when phone 
interviews had to be conducted). Each respondent was given an informed consent letter that 
included a concise and clear description of the purpose, scope and intended outcomes of the 
research. Ethical clearance was obtained through the university process. Community members 
interviewed were at times limited in their responses because of language differences, and, in two 
cases, a translator was necessary. Interpreter bias may have occurred but this was managed 
through a process in which all the interviews were supplemented with secondary data from the 
annual reports and policy documents of these companies.  

The 19 interviews, ranging in length from 30 minutes to an hour, were recorded and 
transcribed. Copies of the interview transcripts were sent back to the respondents to allow them to 
check for accuracy and ensure the validity of the data. Data analysis involved selecting, 
simplifying, and transforming the data, using Atlas-ti, where interviews were initially coded for 
key words. Codes were grouped into sub-themes and then the final themes were presented. The 
data analysis process followed the model outlined by Miles and Huberman (1984), which consists 
of data reduction, data display and a conclusion, drawing and verification. Key issues, 
commonalities and divergences were noted. The barriers and enablers were found to occur in three 
locations:  
• inside the firm, which we labelled the organizational context; 
• internal to the community, which we labelled the community context; 
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• in the overlapping relationship between the firm and the community, which we labelled the 

relationship context. 
Barriers and enablers were positioned in one of the three contexts in accordance with the judgment 
of the research team. 

In response to research question three, the barriers and enablers were further refined and higher-
order themes were developed. This process led to a merging of the barrier and enabler categories 
as joint ‘antecedents’ to community engagement. A final model was then developed that 
stimulated discussion on how firms could moderate these antecedents. 

The main limitations of this study are associated with the snowball method of sampling and the 
limited number of companies selected. While snowball sampling has advantages, there is the risk 
of a biased representative voice owing to selection bias associated with the subjective referral from 
early interviews. This was managed by triangulating the views across the different interviews and 
the companies. Because three companies and their associated communities were studied, the 
inferences from this study should be considered with caution. It can be understood as a 
contribution to debates, but future studies should include more sectors across different countries. 
In terms of the number of interviews, there were only four respondents for the mining company 
and six for each of the others. However, by interviewing CSI specialists, community 
representatives and interested external parties, the research aimed to minimise interviewee bias 
and obtain a balanced view of current practices. 

4 Findings 

4.1 Interviewee description and cross-sector differences 
The interviews (Table 2) were with a heterogeneous group of nineteen stakeholders involved in 
community engagement across the three companies and, for the experts, in broader CSR issues. 

Table 2 
List of interviewees 

Sector: Metals and mining 
MM1 Executive Stakeholder Relations  
MM2 SED Practitioner 
MM3 Mayor of local municipality 
MM4 Principal of local beneficiary school 

Sector: Food production 
FP1 General manager: Sustainability & corporate citizenship 
FP2 Marketing and communications manager 
FP3 General manager 
FP4 Marketing consultant and independent translator/interpreter 
FP5 Administrator of local beneficiary school 
FP6 Principal of local beneficiary crèche 

Sector: Hotels and leisure 
HL1 (Business Unit 1) Corporate social investment manager 
HL2 (Business Unit 2) IT Facilities manager, CSR chairperson 
HL3 (Business Unit 3) CSR coordinator 
HL4 (Business Unit 3) Garden project - External NPO working with company and community 
HL5 (Business Unit 3) Garden project - Community beneficiaries 
HL6 (Business Unit 3) Principal of local beneficiary school 

Experts 
Exp1 Regional community development, culture coordinator and researcher 
Exp2 CSR Management company, executive: operations 
Exp3 Head of strategic communications of a social enterprise providing research, strategic advice and investment 

opportunities to corporate, non-profit and development agency clients 
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An overview of the policies, management and drivers for CSR, and the resultant practices across 
each of the companies interviewed are discussed below. Given that they span three sectors, 
varying internal and external factors influencing practice are present.  

In the metals and mining sector, stakeholder engagement is formally legislated. In order to 
obtain and retain a licence to operate, the state requires mines to develop, submit and implement 
Social and Labour Plans (SLPs), and comply with the guidance and funding targets set out in the 
Mining Charter (MC) of 2010. Community engagement is listed in the mining company’s report as 
both a material issue and a risk. The company studied has a dedicated department that focuses on 
community engagement, which ranges from philanthropic CSI donations and projects through to 
collaborating and partnering with local municipalities in a transformational way in the form of 
joint decision-making on the development of the area.  

The food production company interviewed operates in close relationships with the farming 
communities that provide the raw crops for processing in the various mills around the country. The 
communities on which they geographically make an impact are the farming community and the 
communities around the mills. Community engagement is focused on the supply chain and relates 
particularly to South Africa’s food security. Corporate philanthropy is not as prescriptively 
legislated as mining. Consequently, CSR occurs at a local level in a more transactional manner 
through requests brought to the company or through marketing initiatives that build the brand. 
Corporate philanthropy is overseen from head office, but smaller donations are managed by HR at 
the individual operations in response to requests.  

The hotel and leisure company interviewed invests in and manages businesses in the hotel, 
resorts and gaming industries both in South Africa and internationally. Engagement with 
community-based groups is focused on the on-going support of enterprise development, charities 
and social action organisations, while philanthropic contributions are focused on projects relating 
to health and welfare, education and community development. In some instances, the business 
units have a manager dedicated to community engagement, and in others this portfolio is an 
additional job. The legislative requirements of the company’s gaming licence require that money is 
spent within the province of the registering gaming board. This becomes an issue, as in some cases 
the business unit is located on the boundary of two provinces and the communities on its doorstep 
are not in the licence-providing province.  

Table 3 gives an overview of how the company reports define community engagement. In 
practice, the three companies exhibited a range of engagement practices with all three engaging in 
transactional projects, and all attempting to involve the community in some way for transitional 
engagement. There were only a few cases of real transformational engagement, which were mostly 
in the mining company through its interaction with the local municipality. 

Table 3 
Institutional pressure for engagement 

Institutional pressure for engagement Metals & mining Food production Hotel & leisure 
Community engagement identified as a material Issue Yes No * No * 

Community engagement identified as a risk Yes Yes No 
Community engagement identified as a Strategic imperative Yes Yes Yes 

*Material issues not listed 

4.2 Barriers to transformational community engagement 
The respondents from the three companies, and the experts interviewed, listed twenty-one 
categories of barriers to transformational engagement, each reflecting the complex nature of CSR 
work. These were grouped according to three contexts within which the barriers lie and included 
the community context (seven barriers), the corporate context (four barriers), the relational context 
(seven barriers) and three cross-cutting barriers. Relational barriers refer to the barriers that were 
at the intersection of the company and community relationship. Figure 1 below illustrates the 
barriers. 
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Figure 1 

Barriers to transformational community engagement 

 
The most frequently cited barrier between companies and the communities relates to the 
educational levels of the community members. This included levels of literacy and the lack of 
formal education, the inability to read instructions or engage with someone with higher levels of 
understanding, and lacking the appropriate skills to carry out projects.  

HL3: Another thing that comes in, some communities don’t know how to read, so you cannot by 
all means send them materials and tell them to read them. So you’ve got to be personally, 
physically training them, those are some of the challenges. 

In the Southern African context, with a history of developmental aid and social grants, there is a 
perception that communities expect to be assisted and receive hand-outs. Eleven of the nineteen 
interviewees noted that the notions of expectation or entitlement hinder their efforts to develop 
joint projects. Contradicting this, one respondent raised the point that the ‘entitlement’ argument is 
both patronising and paternalistic.  

Exp3: I mean I have my own personal view that the entitlement sort of argument around 
entitlement [sic] is quite a patronising and colonial approach, well, paternalistic approach, to 
development.  

Of all the organisational context barriers, company capacity is mentioned most often across all 
the companies and by all three experts. Capacity relates to not having the internal human and/or 
financial resources and the requisite skills to manage engagement and CSR, as well as to monitor 
and evaluate the impact of the engagement. The lack of experience on the part of CSR 
practitioners, or people with the CSR profile, adds to this capacity issue.  

MM1: Yes it can be very difficult if not managed properly, that’s why we need specific skills on 
the portfolios for socio-economic development. 

4.3 Enablers of transformational community engagement 
Results from the interviews reveal that there are fifteen different enablers to transformational 
community engagement. Many of the frequently-cited enablers are within the organisations’ 
sphere of influence. These are listed in Figure 2. 

Among the enablers cited for transformational community engagement, intimate involvement 
was highlighted. This entails becoming closely involved in the community and the project so as to 
understand the role players, the context and the personal hierarchies and capabilities of the 
stakeholders involved. 

HL2: We have for example within my committee; we have one of the guys who actually sits in 
the community committee, as a committee member. We have two other members who are also 
leaders within their community. It’s just an eye opener that the information they are able to bring 
in terms of the needs that come from the various communities, it just opens our eyes. 
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Figure 2 
Enablers for transformational community engagement 

 
In order to have transformational community engagement, respondents across the companies state 
that the engagement has to be designed with a long-term, sustainable focus, with several 
respondents stating the old adage of ‘teach a man to fish’, thus promoting giving a hand-up rather 
than a hand-out. Short-term projects are necessary and useful in building community trust and 
acceptance. However, once this has been achieved, long-term sustainable projects are necessary 
for developmental impact.  

The organisation has to ensure community involvement. Companies need to understand that 
communities know what they want and what they need to spend their money on, and that the 
company ought to respect people’s decision-making when it comes to their own lives.  

Exp3: It’s the community needs [sic] to drive the project themselves, they are engaged else it’s 
never going to work. 

5 Discussion 

5.1 Comparison of barriers found in research and literature 
Table 4 outlines the barriers identified and the associated literature.  

Table 4 
Comparison of barriers found in research and literature 

Barrier Literature reference Barrier identified in the literature 
Low education levels  N/A N/A 
Expectation/ 
Entitlement 

Bowen et al. (2010); Littlewood (2013); 
Verbeke and Tung (2010) 

Expectation 
Challenges in dependence 

Shortage of capacity Bowen et al. (2010); Esteves and Barclay 
(2011); Frynas (2008); Gordon et al, (2013); 
Tracey et al. (2005) 

Resources available 
Skill/competency of CSR professional 
Capacity for partnership 

Complex environment Bowen et al. (2010); Jeppesen & Lund-
Thompson (2010); Littlewood (2013); Tracey 
et al. (2005) 

Developing world community character 
Parallel informal settlements 
Western style CSR does not account for local 
context.  
Recognising the interdependence/interactions 
Communities not homogeneous. 

Lack of trust Bowen et al. (2010); Gordon et al. (2013);  Frequent engagement leads to trust. 
Lack of trust is the result of tokenistic engagement. 

Lack of ownership by 
community 
beneficiaries 

Jeppesen & Lund-Thompson (2010); Tracey 
et al. (2005) 

Accountability  

continued/ 
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Barrier Literature reference Barrier identified in the literature 

Paternalism Gordon et al. (2013); Tracey et al. (2005) Paternalism  
Poorly designed 
structure 

Bowen et al. (2010); Sharp (2006)  N/A 

Conflicts between 
actors 

Jeppesen & Lund-Thompson (2010); Verbeke 
& Tung (2010) 

Western CSR does not take into account conflicts 
between local actors. 
Salient changes over time 

Community 
liaison/leader Issues 

 N/A  N/A 

Lack of inclusive   
communication 

Gordon et al. (2013) Lack of inclusivity - scepticism 

Politics and power Jeppesen & Lund-Thompson (2010); Tracey 
et al. (2005); Mitchell et al. (1997) 

Power differentials 
Power relations 
Stakeholder salience (power, legitimacy, urgency) 

Money conflict N/A  N/A 
Different agendas Bowen et al. (2010)  Diverging views on priorities 
Unsupportive legislation Hamann (2006); Hinson & Ndhlovu (2011); 

Patel & Graham (2012); Ponte et al. (2007) 
BEE tickbox 

Lack of business buy-in Gordon (2012) Not understanding the benefits 

Additional time required Gordon et al. (2013) Lack of time reduces ability to engage 
Hard to identify 
stakeholders 

Freeman (1984), cited in Mitchell et al. 
(1997); Verbeke & Tung (2010) 

Stakeholder definition 
Salient changes over time 

Language barrier N/A N/A 
Turnover of people 
involved 

N/A N/A 

Implementation 
structure 

Frynas (2008) Managerial approach 

A few issues are noted. Many of the barriers identified in the interviews have previously been 
noted in other case studies, some more prominently than others. The least prominent barriers in the 
literature relate to educational barriers, language barriers, money conflict, the turnover of people 
involved and issues related to the effectiveness of the community leader/liaison. Although these 
are not unique to South Africa, they are, in all likelihood, exacerbated by the developing world 
context, cultural diversity, high Gini coefficient and the history of segregated education. Many of 
these undocumented barriers exist in the community context. These findings extend the work by 
Bowen et al. (2010). 

5.2 Comparison of enablers found in research and literature 
Table 5 outlines the enablers found and the literature.  

The attitude and approach to engagement taken by the organisation are key to its success. Many 
of the enablers are within the company’s sphere of influence, highlighting the role of managerial 
perception by Bowen et al. (2010) and Reyers, Gouws & Blignaut (2011). For example, ethics 
could influence the direction of community engagement (Coldwell, 2010) but should be 
understood in its African context (Murove, 2005). According to the respondents, if 
transformational engagement is to take place, there has to be buy-in from the organisation and the 
development of a dedicated CSR department, with the necessary human and resource capacity to 
enable effective engagement in the complex community environment. As discussed in the above 
section, Sharp (2006) notes that we need more experts and fewer staff members with varied 
portfolios and CSR as an additional job, to enable this to happen (Sharp, 2006).  

Esteves and Barclay’s (2011) findings are further supported by this study, i.e. that organisations 
need system/process clarity and monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. The findings also support 
Littlewood’s (2013) argument for genuine community involvement, where the community gains 
buy-in and alignment with the company.  
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Table 5 
Comparison of enablers found in research and literature 

Enabler Literature reference Enablers identified in the literature 
System/process clarity  Esteves & Barclay (2011) Formal agreements 
Management approach Frynas (2008) Consultation approach 

Capacity of firm 
Dedicated CSR 
department 

Esteves & Barclay (2011); Frynas (2008); 
Sharp (2006) 

Competence 
Capacity of the firm 

Communication skills Gordon et al. (2013) Skills (hard and soft) – by training or personal 
experience 

Monitoring and evaluation Esteves & Barclay (2011) Measure investment performance 
Community involvement Jeppesen & Lund-Thompson (2010); 

Littlewood (2013); Tracey et al. (2005) 
Engage stakeholders – incorporate views into 
strategic decision-making. 

Mentoring, skills, 
leadership development  

Esteves & Barclay (2011) Capacity building 

Engagement practices Bowen et al. (2010); Tracey et al. (2005) Partnership approach – joint learning 
Mutual advantage 

Long-term sustainability Esteves & Barclay (2011); Littlewood (2013); 
Tracey et al. (2005) 

Move from short-term to long-term partnerships 
Long-term solutions 

Leverage supportive 
legislation 

Bowen et al. (2010); Littlewood (2013) Public policy influence 
Voluntary CSR – could it be sufficiently 
effective? 

Intimate involvement Littlewood (2013) In-depth understanding needed for interventions 

Trust and relationship 
development 

Gordon et al. (2013) Community engagement skills for trust-building 
Relationships for legitimacy 

Understand what 
community wants/needs  

Littlewood (2013) In-depth understanding needed for interventions 

Communication Esteves & Barclay (2011) Communication a key factor for partnership. 

Sharing the vision/benefits Esteves & Barclay (2011); Gordon et al. 
(2013); Littlewood (2013) 

Capacity for partnership 
Clearly articulated vision 

6 Moderating the antecedent to transformational community engagement 
We were influenced by the Collaborative Value Creation framework (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012a; 
Austin & Seitanidi, 2012b) as a response to the call for a common and more precise vocabulary. 
This framework is built around a spectrum for Collaborative Value Creation in the context of 
cross-sector collaboration between business and non-profit organisations. They see four phases of 
engagement, ranging from Philanthropic to Transformational. The spectrum includes a range of 
variables that assist in understanding the levels of engagement. In a way similar to that in which 
they develop their framework, we developed our own spectrum based on the higher-order set of 
antecedents described below.  

The language of barriers and enablers was useful in the interview process (as interviewees 
could easily conceptualise a response) and identified issues aligned to an extent with the literature 
(as detailed above). An enabler is not always the inverse of a barrier but it is evident that some of 
the barriers and enablers to transformational community engagement can be seen as ‘two sides of 
the same coin’. For example, ‘lack of trust’ is a barrier and ‘trust and relationship development’, 
an enabler. Question three therefore focussed on identifying a more conceptually-clear set of 
higher order antecedents to transformational community engagement. 

A final coding process merged the barriers and enablers into a set of antecedents to 
transformational community engagement. This was done by combining the lists and removing 
duplicate issues. Then connected barriers and enablers were merged into higher-level themes 
wherever possible. For example, the barriers of ‘missing inclusive communication’ and ‘language 
barriers’ were merged with enablers of ‘communication’, ‘sharing the vision/benefits’ and 
‘understanding what the community wants/needs’ into a new higher-order label of 
‘Communication Quality’.  
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These higher-order labels are then illustrated on a spectrum with transactional community 

engagement at one end, transitional community engagement in the middle and transformational 
community engagement at the other end. Antecedents are placed on the spectrum with different 
levels. For example, in the case of ‘Communication Quality’, this can vary from low to high.  

Finally, the eleven high-level antecedents were reorganised into a more logical flow for 
management decision-making, with a proposed four areas for managerial involvement based on 
the previously identified company context, relationship context, community context and the 
broader context. A final model is presented for managerial decision-making. This model is 
illustrated in figure 3 below and is described thereafter. 

Figure 3 
Moderating the antecedents to transformational community engagement 

 
6.1 Manage internally 
Firms have direct control over their own organisations. There are three antecedents to 
transformational community engagement that need to be managed in the company context. The 
first relates to the organizational structure. Clarity regarding systems and processes for community 
engagement are essential (Bowen et al., 2010). A dedicated CSR department can ensure that 
focussed capability exists and that relationships on the company side can be maintained. The 
metals and mining company, with its dedicated CSR department, listed fewer barriers than did the 
other companies and the experts. With a capacitated CSR department, the challenges of internal 
capacity and destructive attitudes were reduced and relationships with the community were 
strengthened (for example, by overcoming language barriers). 

Secondly, substantive internal capacity is needed. This includes the capacity to handle 
communication, the capacity to partner, and the capacity to handle the monitoring and evaluation 
of progress. This is well documented in the literature (Esteves & Barclay, 2011). It also allows the 
dynamics that show up in relationships with the community to be managed (such as those in the 
Interact in Relationship and Facilitate in Community contexts). Thirdly, the attitude of company 
management is crucial and can range from destructive attitudes to constructive, committed and 
respectful attitudes. Particularly destructive attitudes that must be avoided include paternalism 
(Tracey et al., 2005) as well as a lack of commitment to buy-in. Buy-in can be built by more 
specifically outlining the benefits (Gordon, 2012). 
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6.2 Interact in relationship 
Firms have less control in their relationships with the community but they still engage directly and 
can influence the results in what we previously labelled as the relational context. Here, there is an 
opportunity to influence four antecedents to transformational community engagement. Many of 
these issues that interact and merge into one another are generally of an interpersonal nature. First, 
engagements need to be structured well, for example by focusing on specific projects together and 
by ensuring continuity of participants from firm and community sides. Formal agreements can 
enable progress (Esteves & Barclay, 2011). Secondly relationships need to be strengthened and 
trust has to be built. Trust appeared as both a barrier (in its absence) and an enabler (in its 
presence) to transformational community engagement and is prominent and crucial. Intimate 
involvement allows for in-depth understanding (Littlewood, 2013). Thirdly, the quality of 
communication can be managed by focusing on understanding needs (Littlewood, 2013) and 
sharing visions (Gordon et al., 2013). Language skills are essential, as communication is often 
complicated by language barriers. Finally, conflict can be expected because of the different 
agendas (Bowen et al., 2010), miscommunication and varying attitudes. The level of conflict has 
to be maintained at moderate levels. 

6.3 Facilitate in community 
Firms cannot control events and dynamics among community members. However, they can 
facilitate and indirectly nurture the key dynamics that could help the firm move from transactional 
to transformational community engagement. There are three antecedents in the community context 
with which firms need to work. None of these antecedents is easy to moderate, because firms have 
only indirect influence over them.  

Firms can help to build the collective capacity of communities from weak to moderate in terms 
of the ability to engage with company initiatives. Communities in the context of South Africa will 
always struggle with the capacity to engage but these struggles could be reduced. Broader low 
educational levels have to be raised and specific skills must be taught so that community members 
can engage productively. The significance of educational levels is a new finding and is not evident 
in the existing literature. 

Then firms need to nudge community attitudes from the expectant and entitled towards a sense 
of shared responsibility and willingness to work together (Bowen et al., 2010). False hope and 
dependence should not be created in the communities, but there should rather be a realistic set of 
expectations. Finally, communities are prone to internal political conflict and tension among the 
leaders. Western CSR does not take into account conflicts between local actors (Jeppesen & Lund-
Thompson, 2010). Firms should avoid further complicating the existing generally high levels of 
social and political complexity in communities. An awareness of key political dynamics is 
essential. 

6.4 Lobby with Government 
Firms have even less control over the development of legislation. But evidence from these findings 
shows the crucial importance of legislation as either a supportive enabler or an unsupportive 
barrier to transformational community engagement. For example, the hotel and leisure company 
said that the requirements of their gaming licence is a barrier, as it restricts the area of their CSR 
expenditure to the province of issue, not to the most salient geographical communities affected by 
the operations owing to proximity – and where they need to build legitimacy. The metals and 
mining company listed legislation, such as the requirements of the mining charter, as an enabler, 
because it clarifies the expectations of how the mine should contribute to the local community, 
thus reducing issues like business buy-in and stakeholder identification. Concern is raised around 
tick-box exercises (Hamann, 2006; Hinson & Ndhlovu, 2011) but we find that voluntary CSR is 
not sufficient to bring about a move to transformational community engagement (Bowen et al., 
2010). 
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7 Conclusion  
Addressing the call by Bowen et al. (2010), this paper provides a granular insight into 
stakeholders’ views on community engagement practices in three different firms and communities 
from three different sectors in South Africa.  

Barriers and enablers to transformational community engagement are first identified. These are 
then compared with the literature and some particular issues emerge in the context studied. The 
prominent barriers to community engagement include community members’ educational levels; 
community expectation; and the internal capacity of the company to properly engage with 
communities. The most prominent enabler of engagement was relationship-building, as companies 
with dedicated CSR practitioners are able to become more engaged with the community.  

Then eleven higher-order antecedents of transformational community engagement are 
identified. These are placed on a spectrum and a newly-developed model for moderating these 
antecedents to transformational community engagement is proposed. This decision-making model 
is presented to aid company managers. It is argued that firms can moderate these variables to shift 
the levels of community engagement from transactional to transitional and then transformational 
levels.  

While Bowen et al. (2010) focus mostly on managerial perception, the evidence here is that 
capacity (or capability) is at least as important, if not more important than perception. Transitional 
and transformational engagement in South Africa seems to owe largely to the enabling pressure of 
the legal and institutional environment. This further confirms the findings by Bowen et al. (2010) 
on national context. If policy-makers want to see business play a greater role in development, they 
should consider how best to legislate for CSR. But Bowen et al. (2010) are correct in identifying 
the risk in this process where symbolic rather than substantive engagement occurs. 

The overall view of the interviewees was that community engagement by South African 
companies is still primarily transactional in nature, despite their believing that transformational 
engagement is beneficial in normative and instrumental terms. These findings support Lee’s 
(2011) institutional and stakeholder theory to explain how firms choose their CSR strategy. 
Further research linking the different forms of community engagement with company 
competitiveness is needed, especially that linking more closely with African and South African 
cases (Turyakira, Venter & Smith, 2014). 
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Appendix 1: Interview questionnaire matrix 
Community engagement - Interview matrix  

Name of 
Respondent: 

 Role:  Company CSR representative 

Company:    Beneficiary community representative 
Position:     External interested third party 

 
Research 
question Prompts 

1. What are the 
community 
engagement 
practices 
that 
companies 
are following 
as part of 
their CSR 
strategy? 

Transactional 
Community 
investment/information 
‘‘Giving back’’ 
- Charitable donations 

(philanthropy - financial) 
- Building local 

infrastructure 
- Employee volunteering 

(time) 
- Information sessions 

(knowledge) 
- Training of community 

members (skills) 
 

Transitional 
Community involvement 
‘‘Building bridges’’ 
- Stakeholder dialogues 
- Public consultations 
- Town hall meetings 
- Cause-related marketing 
 

Transformational 
Community integration 
‘‘Changing society’’ (most 
proactive) 
- Joint project management 
- Joint decision-making 
- Co-ownership 
- Joint learning and sense-

making 
- Community leadership 

and decision-making 

- Frequency of interaction? 
- Number of community 

partners? 
- How would you describe 

the dialogue process? 
- How would you describe 

the learning process? 
(one way, two way, 
collaborative) 

- What is the level of trust? 
limited, evolutionary, 
relational)? 

- Where are the benefits 
realised? (distinct 
benefits to firm and 
community vs. joint 
benefits) 

2. What are the 
barriers to 
trans-
formational 
community 
engagement? 

 

If primarily transactional 
What is preventing you from 
involving the community in 
these activities? 
 
If primarily transitional 
What is preventing you from 
forming collaborative 
community partnerships? 
 
If primarily 
transformational 
- What barriers did you 

have to overcome in 
forming these joint, 
collaborative committees 
/projects/partnerships? 

- What issues are you 
continually having to deal 
with to ensure the success 
of these efforts? 

Listen out for key words 
such as those listed 
below and ask:  
 
Are there any issues with 
regards to … 
 
Please expand on the 
following …  
 
- Trust 
- Skill of the CSR 

professionals 
(competencies) – varying 
backgrounds of persons 
involved 

- Turnover of people on 
projects 

- Language  
- Inclusivity 
- Educational barriers 
- Balance of power 
- Transfer of resources 
- Interdependencies 
- Accountability  
- Internal company 

constraints 
- Conflicts between actors 
- Managerial approach 
- Lack of human resources 
- Contractual? quasi-

contractual … length of 
commitment 

- Alignment of intentions 
 
CE and developmental 
impact a consequence of: 
- Size of company? 
- Culture of Company? 
- Industry sector? 

Verbeke and Tung 
 
Stakeholder salience – 
changes 
Issues change 
 
For company respondent 
and external interested 
party: 
 
How do organisations stay 
aware and respond to 
changing issues and salient 
stakeholders? 
Does the method of 
engagement remain 
suitable? 
 
 
 
 
For community member: 
 
Does the company engage 
with you in a way that meets 
your needs?  

The following could be 
barriers or enablers: 
 
Managerial context 
- Managerial intuition and 

values 
- Managerial cognition 
National context 
- Regulations 
- Public policy – priority 

areas 
- Organisational structure 
Institutional 
factors/context 
- Structure of community 

groups 
- Community expectations 
- Diverging views on 

priorities 
- Resources available 
Organisational context 
- Previous interactions with 

community 
- CE to fit firm’s strategic 

positioning, resources 
- CE to match firm’s 

identity 
 
(see Bowen: antecedents) 
 

3. What are the 
enablers for 
trans-
formational 
community 
engagement? 

 
 Discussion of 

Dependant on the issues 
raised in the question 2 
phase of questioning … ask:  

- How do you think this 
could be overcome? 

- How was this overcome? 

  

What do you think the 
benefits to the 
COMMUNITY are from this 
engagement? 
 

What do you think the 
benefits to the FIRM are 
from this engagement? 
 
How could these be 

Do you feel there are any 
JOINT BENEFITS to firm 
and community from this 
engagement? 
 

How is the engagement 
evaluated? Does this lead 
to better engagement? 
 
How could evaluation be 
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Research 
question Prompts 

Benefits How could these be 
improved further? 
 
- Substantive social 

improvement 
 (housing, health, training) 
- Develop local capacity & 

voice; 
- Gain information and 

knowledge; 
- Cash & Employee 

Volunteer time; 
 
Negative consequences 
- Are the benefits 

sustainable? 
- Danger of developing a 

level of dependency 
 

improved further? 
 
- Improved risk 

management 
- Gain/enhance societal 

legitimacy 
- Increased employer 

attractiveness 
- Improved competitiveness 
- More effective promotion 

of services in the 
community 

- Increased trust within the 
community 

- Learning benefits through 
reflection 

 

How could these be 
improved further? 
 
- Shared accountability and 

ownership of solution; 
- Goal setting and 

measurement; 
- Transformation of 

problem domain; 
- Joint learning & sense-

making; 
- Mutual understanding 

about firm’s 
responsibilities in 
addressing social 
problems 

- Shared vision of solutions 

improved? 
 
Research points to four 
broad dimensions of the 
partnering relationship that 
need to be considered in 
any evaluation process: 
- The way in which value is 

created through the form 
of partnering relationship; 

- The capacity of partners 
to establish and 
implement the 
partnership; 

- The outcomes of 
partnership activities;  

- Its portfolio performance. 
(Esteves & Barclay, 2011) 

 


