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Introduction

The corporate sustainability landscape has undergone a fundamental transformation in
recent years, driven by increasing regulatory demands, evolving stakeholder
expectations, and a global push for responsible business conduct. At the heart of this
transformation lies a persistent and underexamined tension: while the volume and
complexity of sustainability regulation have grown dramatically, the capacity of
businesses to engage meaningfully with the stakeholders most affected by their
operations has not kept pace. Regulatory complexity® has become one of the most
significant structural barriers to genuine corporate accountability. Complexity of the
regulations makes it difficult for organisations to adopt and comply with, especially in
regard to their trending compliance requirements on environmental, social and
governance standards (ESG) (Singhania & Gupta, 2024; Beukert, 2022), diversity, equity
and inclusion (DEI) (Buttinger, 2023) and use of new technologies, such as artificial
intelligence (Smuha, 2021). This thesis argues that legal design, as a governance
mechanism that applies human-centred design principles to the field of law, offers a
principled and practical response to this challenge.

This dynamic is well documented in the sustainability reporting context specifically.
Empirical research on the EU's Non-Financial Reporting Directive shows that mandatory
reporting requirements significantly increased the quantity of sustainability disclosures
but not their quality, with companies frequently relying on boilerplate language that
increased rather than reduced information asymmetries with stakeholders (Velte, 2026).
Similarly, evaluations of first-wave reporting under the Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive found that report quality remained low and failed to meet
stakeholder expectations, even among companies with years of prior voluntary reporting
experience (Velte, 2026). This indicates that the growth in regulatory volume and
technical demands in the sustainability domain has outpaced businesses' practical
capacity to translate compliance into stakeholder-meaningful output — precisely the gap
this thesis addresses through legal design.

Regulatory complexity affects businesses in multiple ways, particularly in industries
subject to extensive environmental, social, and governance (ESG) obligations. Regulatory
fragmentation across jurisdictions forces multinational corporations to adapt their
compliance strategies to different national and regional interpretations of sustainability
mandates. This lack of harmonisation leads to inefficiencies, increased administrative
burdens, and reduced predictability in compliance planning.

Furthermore, ambiguous and imprecise legal language exacerbates regulatory
uncertainty, making it difficult for businesses to interpret obligations correctly. Studies
on regulatory complexity indicate that environmental and sustainability laws frequently
suffer from vague wording, overly technical phrasing, and inconsistent definitions across
legislative instruments (Vivo et al., 2024; Mora-Sanguinetti, & Pérez-Valls, 2021;
Ghashim, et al.,, 2023). These linguistic challenges increase compliance risks, as
businesses may misinterpret legal texts, leading to either over-compliance (resulting in
unnecessary costs) or under-compliance (leading to legal liabilities). Readability analyses
have shown that many sustainability-related legal instruments are written at a

1 Regulatory complexity refers to the degree of difficulty in understanding, implementing, and
managing legal norms due to their content, language, structure, presentation, and/or volume
(Metin, forthcoming).



complexity level far beyond the reading comprehension of professionals without a legal
background, further hindering accessibility (Ghashim, et al., 2023).

Beyond issues of legal drafting, regulatory complexity is also shaped by institutional
and political dynamics. Research suggests that complexity in legislative and regulatory
systems is not always a direct response to policy challenges but can also result from
political and bureaucratic incentives (Foarta & Morelli, 2022). Furthermore, regulatory
frameworks often grow in complexity due to incremental regulatory additions, rather
than strategic simplifications, making it increasingly difficult for businesses to comply
efficiently.

The regulatory environment in which businesses operate has been described in the
literature as a "legislative tsunami" (Salo-Lahti et al., 2023). The European Union alone
has introduced a cascade of interconnected obligations in recent years, including the
Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (Directive (EU) 2022/2464, 2022), the
Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (Directive (EU) 2024/1760, 2024), and
the Artificial Intelligence Act (Regulation (EU) 2024/1689, 2024). Each of these
instruments introduces extensive and technically demanding compliance requirements.
Taken together, they create a regulatory landscape that is not only complex in volume
but also fragmented across countries, disciplines, and stakeholder communities. For
businesses, this complexity generates administrative burden and distracts attention from
substantive innovation and sustainability outcomes (Draghi, 2024). This thesis does not
assume that regulatory complexity is solely the product of unintentional drafting;
vagueness, ambiguity, or even power asymmetries may at times be deliberately encoded
in legislation, but a critical assessment of the root causes of complexity falls outside the
scope of this thesis, which instead addresses how legal design can respond to complexity
once it exists, regardless of its origin. For stakeholders, particularly those in vulnerable
or marginalised positions, it creates participation barriers, information asymmetries, and
a structural exclusion from the processes that most directly affect them.

Stakeholder engagement theory has evolved significantly since Freeman's (1984)
foundational proposition that firms must be accountable to all groups affected by their
activities. The field has moved from an instrumental, managerial understanding of
engagement, in which stakeholders are managed to stabilise the firm's operating
environment, toward a relational and governance-oriented conception in which
engagement is constitutive of corporate legitimacy and accountability (Kujala et al.,
2022). However, it is worth stating that accountability is treated throughout this thesis
as a constitutive feature of meaningful stakeholder engagement, rather than as an
independent concept requiring separate theorisation; the thesis's contribution concerns
legal design's role in operationalising MSE, of which accountability is one dimension
among others (inclusiveness, transparency, responsiveness). Meaningful stakeholder
engagement (MSE), as it has come to be understood in international standards such as
the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Guidelines for Multinational
Enterprises, and increasingly through the CSDDD and national laws, denotes an
interactive, two-way, and good-faith process (Buhmann et al.,, 2024) in which
stakeholders are not merely consulted but are enabled to influence corporate decisions
that affect them. This normative ideal, however, confronts a structural problem:
engagement cannot be meaningful if stakeholders cannot understand what they are
engaging about.
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Despite the sophistication of both the regulatory frameworks and the normative
scholarship surrounding MSE, three bodies of literature, business administration, legal
design and business and human rights have developed largely in parallel without being
connected. The research gap addressed by this thesis lies precisely at the intersection of
these: how regulatory complexity can be addressed by businesses through legal design,
and specifically how legal design can serve as the operationalisation mechanism that
meaningful stakeholder engagement theory has long lacked. This thesis makes a twofold
contribution to closing that gap. First, it theorises legal design not merely as a
communication or simplification tool but as a governance mechanism, a structured
approach to embedding human-centred design principles into legal processes,
documents, and compliance systems in ways that alter the conditions under which
stakeholder engagement occurs. Second, it provides the first systematic empirical
evidence of how stakeholder engagement is actually structured among Nordic large-cap
technology firms, revealing that current models remain predominantly consultative and
compliance-oriented, and that the participatory model, in which stakeholders exercise
genuine co-governance influence, is entirely absent in practice.

1.1 Research Problem

Regulatory complexity has been studied extensively, primarily within the economics
field. Heyes (2003) demonstrates that regulators have a structural incentive to maintain
excessive regulatory complexity, as opacity in regulatory processes underpins their post-
regulatory employability through the revolving door between public agencies and the
industries they once oversaw. Davis (2017) argues that regulatory systems have grown
increasingly expansive, intrusive, and unpredictable, imposing significant economic
costs, and calls for simplicity in regulatory design and new institutional mechanisms to
restrain excessively burdensome regulation. Horsch and Kleinow (2022) argue that
regulatory complexity in financial markets requires independent justification and call for
closer collaboration between economic and legal research to tackle the growing
complexity of regulatory frameworks, with particular focus on European banking
regulation. Colliard and Georg (2025) develop a multidimensional framework for
measuring regulatory complexity drawn from computer science, demonstrating that
complexity extends far beyond the length of a regulation and proposing a quantitative
approach to the trade-off between regulatory complexity and precision. Importantly,
research has shown that complexity is not only a matter of the quantity of norms but
also of qualitative dimensions such as linguistic ambiguity and regulatory
interconnectedness — factors that erode economic efficiency and judicial efficacy in
ways that purely quantitative measures fail to capture (De Lucio & Mora-Sanguinetti,
2022). However, there are not any articles that studied specifically regulatory complexity
and legal design, to the knowledge of the author except, Lippe, Katz and Jackson (2014),
whose paper "Legal by Design: A New Paradigm for Handling Complexity in Banking
Regulation and Elsewhere in Law" proposed legal design as a structural response to
regulatory complexity in the financial sector, demonstrating that design principles can
make complex regulatory obligations more navigable and implementable.

It is important to clarify why regulatory complexity constitutes a problem for
corporate sustainability governance, and to state explicitly that this thesis does not treat
complexity as inherently or uniformly problematic. Regulatory complexity becomes a
problem specifically where it obstructs the operationalisation of legal obligations that
are owed to affected stakeholders: businesses are already the addressees of meaningful
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stakeholder engagement obligations under instruments such as Article 13 of the CSDDD,
and complexity is a problem to the extent that it prevents these obligations from being
translated into a process stakeholders can actually understand, contest, or influence,
rather than because complexity is undesirable as such.

Not all complexity is treated as reducible or undesirable in this sense. Some
complexity reflects necessary precision: qualifications, conditions, or technical
distinctions that a rule must preserve to function correctly, and which this thesis refers
to as necessary complexity, as distinct from convolution, that is, complexity arising from
how a rule is expressed rather than what it substantively requires. The thesis also does
not assume that complexity is solely the product of unintentional drafting; vagueness,
ambiguity, or power asymmetries may at times be deliberately encoded in legislation,
and a full critical assessment of these root causes, while a legitimate line of inquiry in its
own right, falls outside the scope of this thesis, which instead addresses how legal design
can respond to complexity once it exists, regardless of its origin.

The problem this thesis identifies is accordingly narrower and more specific than
"complexity is bad": it is that the operational layer connecting regulatory obligation to
genuine stakeholder participation is missing, and that this layer is most clearly absent
where complexity is expressive rather than substantive — that is, where it could be
reduced without loss of legal meaning, yet currently is not.

Legal design is an interdisciplinary approach that applies principles of human-centred
design to the field of law to create legal documents, services, and systems that are more
accessible, understandable, and user-friendly (Hagan, n.d.). However, legal design is not
merely a method for achieving positive outcomes but also an approach to prevent
problems from emerging and escalating into conflicts and disputes (Legal Design Alliance,
n.d.). Even though legal design has a growing and increasingly well-developed literature,
its application to regulatory complexity in the specific context of corporate sustainability
remains almost entirely absent. While research results exist at the intersection of legal
design and corporate sustainability, these contributions tend to treat legal design in its
architectural sense, as the structural design of legal frameworks, rather than in the
human-centred design sense that this thesis employs. They also do not engage with
meaningful stakeholder engagement or with regulatory complexity as a structural barrier
to stakeholder participation in corporate sustainability governance.

Meaningful stakeholder engagement theory has produced sophisticated normative
frameworks (Buhmann et al., 2024), but there remains a limited understanding of how
MSE can be operationalised with legal design in complex, regulatory-intensive contexts
such as the CSDDD, and the literature has not resolved how meaningful stakeholder
influence is institutionalised within actual corporate governance structures. This thesis
centres on the CSDDD specifically because it is the major EU sustainability instrument
containing an explicit, binding obligation to engage meaningfully with stakeholders
(Articles 13). As the thesis's research problem concerns the operationalisation of
meaningful stakeholder engagement specifically, the CSDDD is the most directly relevant
regulatory anchor, while the CSRD and other instruments are referenced where relevant
to specific papers but are not the thesis's central regulatory focus.

The operationalisation of stakeholder engagement, that is, the translation of
normative engagement principles into concrete governance structures, procedures, and
tools, remains one of the most persistent practical challenges in the field. Martinez et al.
(2022) demonstrate that without structured governance mechanisms promoting shared
leadership, transparency, and co-learning, stakeholder engagement risks remaining
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aspirational rather than functional, particularly for underrepresented stakeholders with
limited experience of formal institutional processes. Yet such efforts do not address the
specific challenge posed by regulatory complexity in corporate sustainability governance,
where the density and inaccessibility of legal frameworks themselves constitute a
structural barrier to meaningful participation, precisely the barrier that legal design is
positioned in this thesis to address.

In sum, the research problem addressed in this thesis is the absence of a coherent
framework for using legal design to manage and navigate regulatory complexity in
corporate sustainability governance, particularly as a means of operationalising
meaningful stakeholder engagement.

1.2 Research Questions

This thesis is guided by the following overarching research question:

How does legal design address regulatory complexity and enable meaningful
stakeholder engagement in corporate sustainability governance?

This overarching question is addressed through four publications, each investigating a
distinct sub-question that together build the cumulative argument of the thesis. The sub-
questions progress from establishing the theoretical foundation of legal design in ESG
compliance, to developing a framework for meaningful stakeholder engagement under
the CSDDD, to extending the argument to the domain of Al governance, and finally to
grounding the thesis empirically through an examination of how stakeholder
engagement is actually practised among Nordic large-cap technology firms.

e Sub-RQI (Paperl): How does legal design enhance corporate compliance with
ESG frameworks to promote sustainable business practices?

e Sub-RQ Il (Paper ll): How do legal design principles enhance meaningful
stakeholder engagement under the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence
Directive?

e Sub-RQ Il (Paper lll): How does legal design build trust while ensuring
compliance with the EU Al Act's privacy and transparency obligations?

e  Sub-RQ IV (Paper IV): What stakeholder engagement models currently exist
among Nordic large-cap technology firms, and how meaningful are they?

Sub-RQs |, II, and 1l collectively build the normative and conceptual case for legal
design as a governance mechanism in corporate sustainability, each examining a distinct
regulatory context and together demonstrating how legal design can address regulatory
complexity and make legal obligations more accessible and actionable. Sub-RQ IV in
Paper IV (under review) provides the empirical grounding, establishing through
document analysis of corporate disclosures that the governance gap legal design is
proposed to close is not merely theoretical but observable in practice. Combining the
answers to all four sub-questions therefore provides a comprehensive answer to the
overarching research question.

1.3 Methodology

This thesis uses qualitative, transdisciplinary methods across four papers to explore how
legal design can function as a governance mechanism in corporate sustainability. The first
paper maps the academic landscape through bibliometric analysis, the second builds a
practical framework for applying legal design to stakeholder engagement under the EU's
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CSDDD, the third extends that thinking to the EU Al Act's privacy and transparency rules,
and the fourth grounds everything empirically by analysing sustainability reports from
Nasdaqg Nordic tech firms, ultimately producing a four-model typology of how companies
govern stakeholder engagement. Together, the papers move from theory to practice,
building a cumulative argument that legal design can meaningfully shape how businesses
meet complex regulatory obligations.

1.4 Contributions

This thesis makes three interconnected contributions to the fields of legal design,
corporate sustainability governance, and stakeholder engagement. Theoretically, it
reconceptualises legal design as a governance mechanism that shapes the structural
conditions under which compliance and participation occur and provides the systematic
framework connecting legal design with meaningful stakeholder engagement theory in
ESG-intensive regulatory contexts. It further advances stakeholder theory by introducing
an influence-based perspective that links engagement practices directly to governance
authority and decision-making power.

Practically, the thesis equips organisations and policymakers with concrete
frameworks and tools for embedding legal design into ESG compliance, human rights due
diligence under the CSDDD, and Al governance under the EU Al Act. Across the three
conceptual papers, it translates abstract regulatory obligations into actionable guidance,
demonstrating that legal design functions as a governance mechanism that travels across
complex regulatory domains rather than being specific to any single one.

Empirically, Paper IV grounds the thesis's central argument in observable corporate
practice. Through document analysis of sustainability disclosures of large-cap Nordic
technology firms, it develops an original influence-based typology of stakeholder
engagement models and finds that the participatory co-governance model, the
normative benchmark for meaningful engagement in international standards, is entirely
absent across all firms analysed. This confirms that the governance gap the thesis
identifies is structural and empirically verifiable, not merely theoretical.

14



Theoretical Framework

This thesis is grounded in three interconnected theoretical bodies: stakeholder theory,
stakeholder engagement, and meaningful stakeholder engagement. These theories are
not presented as competing frameworks but as a cumulative theoretical progression,
each building on the previous to arrive at the normative and governance-oriented
understanding of stakeholder engagement that this thesis requires. Together they
provide the theoretical foundation against which the role of legal design is theorised and
evaluated in corporate sustainability.

2.1 Stakeholder Theory: Foundations and Evolution

Stakeholder theory originates from Freeman's (1984) foundational proposition that
businesses must consider the interests of all groups affected by their operations, not only
shareholders. Freeman defined stakeholders as "groups and individuals that have a valid
interest in the activities and outcomes of a firm on whom the firm relies on to achieve its
objectives." This definition marked a fundamental departure from the shareholder
primacy model that had dominated corporate governance thinking, repositioning the
firm as an entity embedded in a network of relationships with employees, customers,
suppliers, communities, regulators, and other affected parties.

This relational understanding has been further reinforced in more recent literature,
which emphasises that stakeholders both influence and are influenced by corporate
activities, highlighting the embeddedness of firms within broader socio-economic
systems (Awa et al., 2024).

This theory has gained traction in the context of corporate governance as
organisations recognise the importance of balancing economic, social, and
environmental responsibilities to achieve sustainable development (Arif et al., 2024;
Freeman et al.,, 2018). By integrating stakeholder interests into decision-making
processes, companies can build trust, foster loyalty, and enhance their reputation, which
is crucial for long-term success (Freeman et al., 2018; Mitchell et al., 1997).

In this regard, stakeholder theory also advances a broader conception of corporate
purpose, where firms are expected to create value for all stakeholders rather than
prioritising a single group, reflecting a shift away from zero-sum thinking toward more
integrative value creation approaches (Freeman & Dmytriev, 2017).

In the context of corporate sustainability, stakeholder theory emphasises the need for
companies to engage actively with stakeholders, including investors, employees,
customers, suppliers, communities, and regulators, to address social and environmental
concerns. Effective stakeholder engagement requires transparent communication,
inclusive decision-making, and a commitment to ethical practices, all of which contribute
to enhanced corporate governance and compliance (Wai-Khuen et al., 2023).

At the same time, contemporary research highlights that firms are increasingly subject
to pressures from diverse stakeholder groups—including civil society, regulators, and
investors—to respond to social and environmental challenges, further reinforcing the
centrality of stakeholder-oriented governance in sustainability contexts (Awa et al.,
2024)

Recent developments have further extended stakeholder theory toward a holistic
value addition framework, emphasising that businesses should not only aim for financial
returns but also focus on creating value for a wider set of stakeholders, including
employees, communities, and nature (Talan et al., 2024). This integration helps

15



businesses move beyond mere compliance to co-create sustainable and mutually
beneficial outcomes for all parties involved.

This perspective aligns with the view that stakeholder relationships are
interdependent, meaning that value created for one stakeholder group can generate
positive spillover effects for others, thereby strengthening overall organisational
sustainability and performance (Freeman & Dmytriev, 2017).

Moussa and Elmarzouky (2024) further support this direction, demonstrating that
firms with higher levels of ESG reporting reduce information asymmetry and foster trust
with investors, illustrating the financial benefits of integrating ESG principles with
stakeholder theory.

As a final note, throughout this thesis, "governance" is used in the sense associated
with policy instruments, regulatory coordination, and organisational compliance
structures, the sense in which governance functions as the structures and processes
through which organisations are held accountable to, and interact with, their
stakeholders (Freeman, 1984; Kujala et al., 2022). This is narrower than understandings
of governance associated with governmentality, governing practices, or behavioural
steering, which are not the focus of this thesis. Accordingly, "governance mechanism"
refers to a structured means by which compliance and stakeholder interaction are
organised; "governance gap" refers to the absence of such a mechanism where
normative frameworks presuppose one; and "governance problem" refers to a structural
condition as regulatory complexity that prevents an existing or required governance
mechanism from functioning as intended.

2.2 From Stakeholder Management to Stakeholder Engagement

Building on these developments, stakeholder theory has increasingly evolved from a
conceptual framework into a more practice-oriented approach, where the focus shifts
from identifying stakeholders to understanding how organisations interact with them. In
this regard, stakeholder engagement has emerged as a natural extension and
operationalisation of stakeholder theory, translating its relational and value-oriented
principles into concrete organisational processes (Kujala et al., 2022).

Rather than treating stakeholders as passive recipients of corporate decisions,
stakeholder engagement emphasises ongoing interaction, dialogue, and participation
between organisations and their stakeholders. As noted in the literature, stakeholder
engagement gained prominence in the early 2000s specifically to distinguish itself from
one-sided stakeholder management approaches and to highlight the importance of
engaging stakeholders for long-term value creation (Kujala et al., 2022).

Importantly, stakeholder engagement reflects a shift from unilateral control toward
reciprocal and dynamic relationships, where stakeholders are actively involved in
organisational processes such as decision-making, innovation, and sustainability
practices (Kujala et al., 2022). This shift is consistent with broader interpretations of
stakeholder theory that frame stakeholder relationships as central to value creation, risk
management, and organisational sustainability (Mahajan et al., 2023), and with the view
that strategy itself involves managing cooperative relationships among stakeholders to
jointly create value across economic, social, and moral dimensions (Bridoux & Stoelhorst,
2022). It also aligns with the recognition that stakeholder relationships are not static but
evolve over time, requiring organisations to continuously adapt their approaches to
stakeholder interactions and expectations (Verbeke & Tung, 2013).
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More recent research further illustrates how these evolving relationships are reflected
in emerging organisational practices, particularly in corporate communication. For
instance, the growing use of “letters to stakeholders” demonstrates a shift toward
explicitly addressing multiple stakeholder groups simultaneously, signalling a broader
multi-stakeholder orientation and engagement approach in practice (Civera et al., 2025).
Such practices highlight how organisations increasingly adopt inclusive and transparent
communication strategies that recognise, support, and engage diverse stakeholder
groups, thereby reinforcing stakeholder engagement as a core organisational capability
rather than a purely theoretical construct. In addition, research on environmental
sustainability highlights that effective stakeholder engagement is essential for aligning
diverse stakeholder interests, facilitating collaboration, and achieving long-term
organisational and societal goals (Khatter, 2023).

At the same time, the growing body of stakeholder engagement research highlights
that the concept remains fragmented and inconsistently defined, with varying
interpretations across disciplines and contexts (Kujala et al., 2022). This fragmentation
reflects both the richness of the concept and the challenges associated with
operationalising stakeholder theory in practice. As a result, stakeholder engagement has
developed into a distinct yet closely related field of inquiry, focusing on the processes,
mechanisms, and outcomes of stakeholder—organisation interactions.

2.3 Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement

Meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE) has emerged as an advanced
conceptualisation of stakeholder engagement, addressing the limitations of traditional
approaches that often remain procedural, fragmented, or overly focused on powerful
stakeholders. While stakeholder engagement has been widely discussed across business
ethics, strategy, and corporate governance literature, it continues to suffer from
definitional ambiguity and overlapping interpretations, including stakeholder
management, stakeholder inclusion, and stakeholder collaboration (Freeman &
Menghwar, 2024).

Building on this evolving literature, meaningful stakeholder engagement is
understood as a more normative and relational form of engagement. It moves beyond
transactional interactions and emphasises purposeful, ongoing engagement processes
between organisations and stakeholders. In this sense, MSE can be conceptualised as an
organisation’s intentional interaction with stakeholders aimed at addressing their
concerns and enabling value co-creation (Freeman & Menghwar, 2024). In response,
Mussehl et al. (2022) emphasise the need for purposeful stakeholder engagement,
where engagement is deliberately embedded within decision-making processes rather
than treated as an external or secondary activity.

In particular, stakeholder engagement is conceptualised as most effective when
integrated into adaptive management cycles, where engagement occurs continuously
across planning, implementation, and learning phases. This approach enables iterative
learning, knowledge co-production, and the inclusion of diverse perspectives, including
local, scientific, and Indigenous knowledge systems (Mussehl et al., 2022). Rather than
focusing solely on technical outputs, such as reports or compliance measures, purposeful
engagement prioritises relationship-building, shared understanding, and continuous
learning, thereby enhancing both the legitimacy and effectiveness of governance
processes (Mussehl et al., 2022).
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A key distinguishing feature of meaningful stakeholder engagement is its relational
orientation. Rather than focusing on one-way communication or instrumental
consultation, MSE emphasises building cooperative and sustained relationships with
stakeholders. This reflects a broader shift in stakeholder theory from managing
stakeholders toward engaging them as active participants in organisational processes. As
highlighted in the literature, there is a growing need to move from transactional
approaches toward relational engagement, where stakeholders are not merely informed
but are involved in shaping outcomes (Freeman & Menghwar, 2024).

Another central dimension of MSE is its inclusive scope, particularly its focus on
affected and marginalised stakeholders. Traditional stakeholder engagement practices
have often prioritised powerful or influential stakeholders, neglecting those who are
directly affected by organisational activities but lack voice or influence. In contrast,
meaningful stakeholder engagement explicitly seeks to involve these overlooked groups,
including communities that are undervalued or ignored in decision-making processes
(Freeman & Menghwar, 2024).

Furthermore, meaningful stakeholder engagement is inherently linked to value co-
creation. It is not limited to gathering stakeholder input but involves collaborative
processes through which organisations and stakeholders jointly create value. This aligns
with the core principles of stakeholder theory, where value is generated through
relationships and interactions rather than distributed unilaterally by the firm. In this
regard, MSE connects business activities with broader societal outcomes by integrating
stakeholder concerns into organisational decision-making (Freeman & Menghwar, 2024).

Importantly, meaningful stakeholder engagement is a normative concept,
representing an ideal form of engagement grounded in ethical considerations. It
emphasises good-faith interaction, responsiveness to stakeholder concerns, and a
commitment to inclusive participation. At the same time, the literature highlights that
existing research has largely overlooked the processes through which organisations
engage meaningfully with stakeholders, particularly with marginalised communities
(Freeman & Menghwar, 2024). This creates a gap between the conceptual understanding
of engagement and its practical implementation.

At the same time, recent scholarship highlights that meaningful stakeholder
engagement is increasingly shaped by normative frameworks and regulatory
developments, particularly in the context of responsible business conduct and risk-based
due diligence. The growing prominence of frameworks such as the United Nations
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), the OECD Guidelines, and
emerging European Union legislation has positioned MSE as a key requirement for
identifying and managing social and environmental risks (Buhmann et al., 2024b). These
developments reflect rising societal expectations that affected stakeholders—especially
those at risk of harm—should have a meaningful role in decision-making processes.

In this context, meaningful stakeholder engagement is increasingly understood not
only as a process but also as an outcome-oriented and context-sensitive practice,
requiring inclusiveness, transparency, and responsiveness to stakeholder needs.
Importantly, the literature emphasises that engagement must go beyond formal
consultation and address issues such as power imbalances, long-term impacts, and the
perspectives of affected stakeholders. This includes recognising that meaningful
engagement must be attentive to stakeholder needs, adaptive over time, and capable of
influencing decisions in ways that are perceived as meaningful by those affected
(Buhmann et al., 2024b).
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However, emerging empirical research demonstrates that, despite its growing
prominence, MSE is frequently imperfectly implemented in practice. In sectors such as
extractive industries, stakeholder engagement is often formally embedded in
governance frameworks but remains largely procedural, uneven, and at times ritualistic,
limiting stakeholders’ ability to exercise voice and influence decision-making processes
Kang (2025). This gap between formal commitments and actual practice highlights a
critical limitation of existing engagement models, where consultation may occur without
generating substantive accountability outcomes.

In response, MSE is increasingly conceptualised not only as an engagement process
but also as a mechanism for accountability. It enables stakeholders—particularly affected
communities—to demand answerability, responsiveness, and justification from
organisations. When grounded in principles such as inclusiveness, transparency, and
responsiveness, meaningful stakeholder engagement can strengthen stakeholders’
capacity to contest decisions, influence governance processes, and shape outcomes
(Faanu et al., 2026). Conversely, where engagement remains tokenistic or exclusionary,
it risks reinforcing existing power asymmetries and undermining accountability.

Overall, meaningful stakeholder engagement can be understood as a purposeful,
relational, inclusive, context-sensitive, and accountability-oriented process of interaction
through which organisations engage with stakeholders to address their concerns and co-
create value. It represents a shift from symbolic or compliance-driven engagement
toward more substantive, participatory, and governance-oriented forms of engagement.

2.4 Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement and Legal Design

Legal design is an interdisciplinary approach that applies human-centred design
principles to the field of law to create legal documents, services, and systems that are
more accessible, understandable, and user-friendly (Hagan, n.d.). It is grounded in
proactive and preventive law thinking, meaning its purpose is not only to resolve legal
problems after they arise, but to prevent barriers from emerging in the first place (Legal
Design Alliance, n.d.). By incorporating plain language, visual aids, design patterns, and
participatory co-creation methods, legal design transforms complex legal information
into formats that are easier to navigate and act upon, empowering stakeholders to make
informed decisions rather than simply receiving information. Legal design is
operationalised through iterative and participatory processes, including stakeholder
research, prototyping, and testing, which provide concrete mechanisms for embedding
stakeholder engagement into legal systems (Chung & Kim, 2023).

This thesis addresses legal design's role for both internal stakeholders and external
stakeholders. These levels are interdependent: organisations must first interpret
regulatory obligations internally before communicating them outward in a way that
enables genuine participation.

The relevance of legal design to meaningful stakeholder engagement becomes clear
when regulatory complexity is understood not as a technical inconvenience but as a
structural barrier to participation. When legal obligations are dense, fragmented, or
written in technical language inaccessible to non-experts, complexity is constructed in a
way (de Souza, 2021). In addition to this, participation in legal design often remains
difficult to realise in practice due to the legal profession’s reliance on formal expertise
and its resistance to integrating non-legal knowledge. (Toivonen & de Francisco Vela,
2024). Thus, affected stakeholders are structurally prevented from understanding what
they are being consulted about. These stakeholders neither would be able to prevent
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legal problems “proactively” (Haapio et al., 2021), nor be influencing the decisions that
affect them. Legal design addresses this barrier directly: by making legal and regulatory
information comprehensible, it creates the informational conditions under which
genuine dialogue and participation become possible. By making legal concepts visible
and tangible through iterative and communicative processes, legal design facilitates
more meaningful stakeholder participation in understanding and shaping legal outcomes
(Perry-Kessaris, 2019).

Despite this clear potential, the literature has not yet resolved how legal design can
be systematically operationalised for meaningful stakeholder engagement. Legal design
can be seem primarily as a communication or simplification tool, but it has the potential
to become much more powerful when connecting it to the governance structures
through which stakeholder influence is exercised. This gap is also reflected in
sustainability regulation, where legal frameworks rely heavily on contractual
mechanisms but provide limited guidance on how these should be translated into
concrete practices within complex value chains (Saloranta and Hurmerinta-Haanpas,
2023). At the same time, research on business and human rights highlights that the
interpretation and implementation of norms such as human rights vary significantly
across organizational levels, pointing to the need for multi-level approaches that account
for how different actors make sense of and engage with these concepts in practice
(Goethals et al., 2025). Consequently, the link between design-oriented approaches and
engagement governance remains theoretically underdeveloped and empirically
untested. This thesis addresses both dimensions of this gap directly: Paper Il develops a
practical framework connecting legal design principles to CSDDD engagement
governance, addressing the theoretical underdevelopment identified above, while Paper
IV empirically tests the prevalence of design-oriented, participatory engagement models
among Nordic large-cap technology firms, addressing the corresponding empirical gap.
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Methodology

This thesis adopts a qualitative and transdisciplinary research approach across all four
publications, reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of the research problem, which
bridges legal scholarship with a business and human rights angle, human-centred design
and business administration. The choice of qualitative methods is appropriate given the
conceptual and exploratory nature of the research questions, which seek to understand
how legal design function as a governance mechanism rather than to measure or
quantify its effects. Each paper employs a methodology best suited to its specific sub-
question, and together the four methodological approaches build a cumulative and
comprehensive response to the overarching research question.

Paper | addresses Sub-RQ | through a qualitative literature review combined with
keyword co-occurrence analysis and bibliometric mapping of the academic literature on
stakeholder theory, ESG, and legal design using the Scopus database. This methodology
is appropriate for establishing the theoretical foundation of the thesis, as it allows for a
systematic mapping of an emerging and interdisciplinary field, identifying thematic
clusters, intellectual gaps, and the absence of scholarly engagement at the intersection
of legal design and corporate sustainability. The bibliometric approach provides an
evidence-based basis for the research gap claim that underpins the entire thesis.

Paper Il addresses Sub-RQ Il through a conceptual and transdisciplinary literature
synthesis drawing on sources across legal design, business and human rights, and
stakeholder engagement scholarship. This approach is combined with qualitative legal
analysis of the primary text of the CSDDD, to examine how its stakeholder engagement
obligations can be operationalised through legal design principles. This methodology is
suited to the development of a practical framework, as it integrates normative legal
analysis with design-oriented thinking to produce tools and strategies that can be applied
by businesses navigating complex regulatory obligations.

Paper lll addresses Sub-RQ Ill through a qualitative conceptual legal analysis of the EU
Al Act, examining its privacy and transparency provisions against the principles and
methods of legal design. The paper analyses specific articles and recitals of the Al Act to
identify where legal design interventions can enhance compliance, strengthen informed
consent, and build trust between Al providers, deployers, and end users. This
methodology extends the conceptual framework developed in Papers | and Il to a new
regulatory domain, demonstrating the transferability and breadth of the thesis's central
argument.

Paper IV (under review) addresses Sub-RQ IV through a qualitative empirical
methodology based on document analysis. The study analyses 2024 sustainability and
annual reports of large-cap technology firms listed on the Nasdaqg Nordic Stock Exchange,
applying an interpretive coding approach to examine stakeholder engagement practices
in terms of the locus of organisational responsibility, the design of engagement
processes, and the degree of stakeholder influence on corporate decision-making. This
methodology is appropriate for the empirical sub-question because corporate
sustainability disclosures are the primary publicly available source through which
companies communicate their engagement practices, and document analysis allows for
systematic comparison across firms without reliance on self-reported survey data. The
empirical findings are used to develop an original typology of four stakeholder
engagement governance models — centralised, decentralised, ecosystem-driven, and
participatory — ordered by increasing levels of stakeholder influence.
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The combination of these four methodological approaches reflects a deliberate
research design. The three conceptual papers establish the theoretical and normative
case for legal design as a governance mechanism in corporate sustainability, while the
empirical paper grounds this case in observable corporate practice. Together they
provide a methodologically triangulated and cumulative response to the overarching
research question.
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Summary of Findings

This thesis demonstrates that legal design functions as a governance mechanism that
addresses regulatory complexity and enables more meaningful stakeholder engagement
across corporate sustainability, ESG compliance, and Al regulation. By integrating insights
from four research papers, the findings collectively show how legal design transforms
complex legal frameworks into accessible, actionable, and human-centred systems that
improve both compliance and participation.

3.1 Paper | — Legal Design as a Catalyst for ESG and Sustainable
Business Practices

In the first paper, the findings show that legal design enhances corporate compliance
with ESG frameworks by making complex legal requirements more understandable and
usable for organisations and stakeholders. Traditional compliance approaches often rely
on dense and technical legal texts, which create barriers to comprehension and
implementation, particularly for non-experts. Legal design addresses this challenge
through the use of plain language, visualisation, and structured information design,
enabling stakeholders to better interpret and apply legal obligations. As a result,
compliance shifts from a formalistic and reactive process to a more strategic, proactive,
and participatory practice. This not only improves decision-making but also strengthens
stakeholder trust and supports long-term sustainability goals.

The paper establishes the research gap that underpins the entire thesis. The Scopus-
based keyword search combined with co-occurrence analysis revealed that while both
fields are individually well developed, nearly two hundred documents each over the
preceding five years for "stakeholder theory and ESG" and for "legal design", the search
for "stakeholder theory" and "legal design" together returned zero documents, and
"stakeholder engagement" and "legal design" returned a single result. The intersection
at which this thesis operates was, at the time of writing, effectively unoccupied in the
academic literature. The accompanying thematic analysis identified transparency,
accountability, and inclusivity as the three rising themes connecting the two fields, each
directly relevant to stakeholder trust and compliance outcomes.

Beyond mapping the field, the paper's findings specify the mechanisms through which
legal design supports ESG compliance. Drawing on the concept of governance-by-design,
it shows that legal design functions as a proactive tool that aligns governance strategies
with stakeholder expectations and regulatory requirements, enabling organisations to
anticipate risks before they escalate into disputes rather than reacting to them
afterwards. It further finds that digital transformation, including Al-supported
compliance checks and real-time ESG data tracking, amplifies these effects. These
findings translate into the paper's managerial recommendations: developing visual aids
such as infographics and flowcharts to present ESG requirements, structuring
information through design patterns, involving stakeholders in the co-creation of legal
documents and compliance strategies through participatory workshops, and building
interactive digital tools through which stakeholders can engage with legal content.

For the overall argument of the thesis, Paper | performs the foundational work. It
establishes both the intellectual gap, the disconnection between stakeholder theory and
legal design scholarship, and the conceptual claim that regulatory complexity in ESG
governance is a designable problem: a barrier susceptible to deliberate intervention
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through human-centred design methods. This dual contribution, evidencing the gap and
proposing the mechanism to address it, is the premise on which Papers I, lll, and IV build.

3.2 Paper Il — Rethinking Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement:
Simplifying Complexity with Legal Design

Secondly, the research finds that meaningful stakeholder engagement is significantly
hindered by regulatory complexity, information asymmetries, and power imbalances. In
practice, stakeholder engagement often remains transactional, compliance-driven, and
symbolic, with limited impact on actual decision-making processes. Legal design provides
a solution by simplifying legal and technical information, enabling inclusive participation,
and fostering dialogue between companies and stakeholders. The findings demonstrate
that legal design can operationalise meaningful stakeholder engagement by translating
abstract legal requirements, such as those under the Corporate Sustainability Due
Diligence Directive, into concrete tools and processes. These include the use of plain
language, visual aids, participatory methods, and feedback mechanisms that allow
stakeholders to understand, engage with, and influence corporate decisions.

The paper grounds this argument in Article 13 of the CSDDD, which obliges companies
to engage with stakeholders throughout the due diligence process by providing relevant
and comprehensible information, conducting consultations at key stages, identifying
risks, developing prevention and remediation plans, defining performance indicators,
and addressing barriers to participation while protecting participants from retaliation.
The findings identify the implementation problem precisely: the Directive defines what
meaningful engagement requires but leaves significant room for interpretation as to how
it is to be achieved, and it is in this gap between the abstract obligation and its
operationalisation that engagement fails in practice. To structure the obligation, the
paper maps the meaningful stakeholder engagement process under the CSDDD into
seven iterative steps, from stakeholder identification through information sharing and
interactive dialogue to monitoring and reporting, and identifies where legal design
interventions attach to each step.

A central output of the paper is an evolution framework tracing stakeholder
engagement across three periods, traditional, compliance-driven engagement before the
2000s; risk-based engagement in transition between 2000 and 2015; and meaningful,
rights-based engagement from 2016 onwards, across eight dimensions including
purpose, communication, stakeholder role, transparency, accountability, and trust-
building, with a dedicated legal design perspective for each dimension showing how
design techniques enable movement toward the meaningful stage. The framework's
applicability is illustrated through real-world engagement practice, including the worker-
driven Fair Food Programme and LG Electronics' phased transition from stakeholder
communication to meaningful engagement, both of which exhibit the legal design
principles of accessibility, clarity, and co-creation.

For the thesis, Paper Il supplies the operational core of the argument. Where Paper |
establishes in general terms that legal design can address complexity as a governance
problem, Paper Il demonstrates how this occurs within a specific, binding legal
instrument, anchoring the concept of meaningful stakeholder engagement in positive EU
law. It thereby converts the thesis's conceptual claim into an implementable framework
and provides the analytical vocabulary, stages of engagement, dimensions of
meaningfulness, and the distinction between procedural and influence-bearing
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participation, against which the empirical practices examined in Paper IV are later
assessed.

3.3 Paper lll — Designing Trust and Privacy: Legal Design and the EU Al
Act

Third, the findings show that legal design plays a critical role in strengthening trust and
ensuring compliance in the particular context of an complex regulation which is EU Al
Act. Al systems are inherently complex, and the legal frameworks governing them
introduce additional layers of technical and regulatory complexity. This creates
significant challenges for both individuals and organisations in understanding their rights
and obligations. Legal design addresses these challenges by enhancing domain-based
literacy, improving informed consent processes, and enabling meaningful transparency.
By making information about Al systems more accessible and understandable, legal
design helps bridge the gap between technical systems and human users, thereby
reducing power asymmetries and fostering trust. In this context, legal design supports
the implementation of privacy by design and contributes to the development of
trustworthy Al systems. This finding speaks directly to a broader gap between the EU's
regulatory intent and its practical effect. Transparency is a precondition for trust only
when paired with comprehensibility, and legal design supplies precisely this missing
element. This has direct benefits for all three groups affected by these texts: For
regulators, it offers a practical means of closing the gap between transparency
requirements and their intended effect, strengthening the legitimacy of the regulatory
framework itself; for companies, it reduces the compliance and reputational risk
associated with disclosures that are technically adequate but substantively
uninformative; and for stakeholders, it restores the practical value of transparency
obligations by making disclosed information genuinely usable.

The findings from this paper contribute to the overall argument of the thesis by
demonstrating how legal design enables meaningful stakeholder engagement in highly
technical and complex regulatory environments. While the paper focuses on privacy and
transparency obligations under the EU Al Act, its broader contribution lies in showing
that stakeholder engagement cannot be meaningful if stakeholders do not understand
the systems and legal frameworks they are expected to engage with. Al systems are
characterised by high levels of technical complexity and information asymmetry, which
limit individuals’ ability to comprehend how decisions are made, how their data is
processed, and what rights they have. This creates a structural barrier to meaningful
engagement, as stakeholders cannot effectively question, contest, or influence decisions
they do not understand.
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Table 1. Legal Design Responses to Dimensions of Regulatory Complexity?

Dimension of
Regulatory

Complexity

Content
complexity

Language
complexity

Structural
complexity

Presentation
complexity

Volume
complexity

Manifestation in
Legal Practice

Highly technical
subject matter
requiring
specialised
expertise (e.g. ESG
metrics, Al
systems)

Dense, formalistic,
and jargon-heavy
legal drafting

Fragmented legal
frameworks,
extensive cross-
referencing, and
dispersed
obligations across
instruments

Poor formatting,
text-heavy
documents, and
lack of visual
organisation

Large and
expanding body of
overlapping and
evolving regulatory
requirements

Legal Design
Approach

Simplification and

domain translation
through plain
language and user-
centred
explanations

Plain language
drafting, improved
sentence structure,
and clearer
terminology

Modular
structuring, layered
guidance, and
improved
information
architecture

Use of
visualisations,
flowcharts,
diagrams, and
visual contracts

Modularisation,
prioritisation, and
layered disclosure
formats

Implications for
Stakeholder
Engagement

Broadens
accessibility beyond
experts, enabling
stakeholders to
understand
substantive issues
and engage
meaningfully

Enhances readability
and interpretability,
allowing
stakeholders to
directly engage with
legal content

Supports navigation
across legal
frameworks,
enabling
stakeholders to
locate and connect
relevant obligations

Reduces cognitive
burden and
improves usability,
facilitating
comprehension and
interaction

Helps stakeholders
focus on relevant
information,
supporting practical
engagement with
obligations

Relevant
Paper(s)

Paper |,
1]

Paper |1, 1l

Paper I, 1l

Paper |,
11,1

Paper |1, 1l

Not all complexity addressed in Table 1 is treated as equally navigable. Substantive
complexity which are qualifications, conditions, or technical precision that reflect
genuine legal distinctions the rule must preserve, this is not the target of legal design

2The table is compiled by the Author while dimensions are based on Metin & Haapio (2025).
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interventions; rather, legal design aims to make such complexity legible, by explaining
the function and rationale of a given distinction, rather than removing it. Expressive
complexity (arising from drafting choices such as dense sentence structure, fragmented
cross-referencing, or inconsistent terminology) is, by contrast, directly reducible without
loss of legal substance. The dimensions in Table 1 are accordingly best understood as
targeting expressive rather than substantive complexity.

In addition to this, all five dimensions in Table 1 interact with and influence one
another, content complexity tends to exert a comparatively stronger constraining effect
on the other four: where a rule's subject matter is inherently complex, a degree of
linguistic, structural, or volume complexity may be necessary to preserve the rule's
substantive accuracy. This does not place content complexity in a separate category from
the other dimensions, but reflects the differing degrees to which each dimension is
navigable without loss of substantive meaning.

Furthermore, the five dimensions in Table 1 can be understood through the distinction
between necessary complexity and convolution. Convolution refers to complexity that
comes from how a rule is written rather than what it requires. Dense sentence structure,
fragmented cross-references, or unexplained jargon can be shown as examples. This kind
of complexity can be removed without changing a rule's meaning, and it is the proper
target of legal design. Necessary complexity, by contrast, reflects genuine distinctions a
rule must preserve to function correctly. In these cases, legal design's role is to explain
the complexity clearly rather than remove it. Content complexity, in particular, often
requires a certain amount of linguistic, structural, or volume complexity in order to
capture the rule's meaning accurately. Over-reduction, that is, simplifying a rule past the
point where its necessary complexity is preserved, creates a different problem: a rule
that is easy to understand but no longer accurate. This is treated in the thesis as a limit
on what legal design can responsibly do, not as a reason to abandon simplification as a
goal.

3.4 Paper IV (under review) — Mapping Meaningfulness: Stakeholder
Engagement Models in Nordic Large-Cap Technology Firms

Fourth, the empirical findings reveal that stakeholder engagement practices in Nordic
large-cap technology firms remain predominantly consultative and compliance-oriented.
The paper analyses the 2024 sustainability and annual reports, governance documents,
and codes of conduct of eleven large-cap technology firms listed on the Nasdag Nordic
Main Market, using an interpretive coding approach combined with data-source
triangulation. Engagement practices were analysed through three lenses: where formal
authority over engagement is located, where engagement is operationalised within the
organisation, and critically the degree of stakeholder influence over decision-making.
The analysis identifies four stakeholder engagement models: Centralised, decentralised,
ecosystem-driven, and participatory (co-governance), ordered by increasing levels of
stakeholder influence. In the centralised model, engagement is governed at the
corporate level and integrated into sustainability governance and reporting; stakeholder
influence is informational and consultative, feeding materiality assessments and
disclosure rather than shared decision-making. In the decentralised model, responsibility
for engagement is distributed across business units and subsidiaries and embedded in
operational practice; influence is stronger but remains fragmented and localised, shaping
implementation rather than corporate strategy. In the ecosystem-driven model,
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engagement takes place within innovation networks, open-source communities, and
standard-setting environments, enabling genuinely co-creative influence over products
and technical trajectories, yet without extending to authority over corporate
governance. The participatory (co-governance) model is defined by institutionalised
power-sharing mechanisms through which stakeholders hold formal decision-making
authority. However, while the first three models are observed in practice, the
participatory model exists only as a normative benchmark and is absent in empirical
reality. This indicates that, despite increasing regulatory and normative emphasis on
stakeholder engagement, stakeholders rarely have direct influence on corporate
decision-making. The findings highlight a persistent “influence gap” between formal
engagement processes and actual governance structures, where engagement serves
more as a mechanism for legitimacy and compliance rather than as a means of
redistributing decision-making power.

For the thesis, Paper IV provides the empirical closure of the argument. The
governance gap that Papers | through Il address conceptually is here shown to be an
observable feature of contemporary corporate practice, even among firms operating in
one of the most advanced regulatory and disclosure environments in the world. That the
influence gap persists in precisely this setting strengthens rather than weakens the
thesis's central claim: if sophisticated reporting regimes and strong normative
expectations have not produced participatory engagement, the missing element is not
more obligation but an operational mechanism, the role this thesis assigns to legal
design. At the same time, Paper IV disciplines the argument by demonstrating that
accessible information, while necessary, is not sufficient: meaningfulness is structurally
conditioned by whether engagement alters governance relationships, which is why the
thesis treats legal design as an enabling condition for meaningful engagement rather
than a guarantee of it.

3.5 Synthesis of Findings Across Papers

The four papers were designed as a cumulative sequence, and their findings converge on
a single structural claim while approaching it from progressively more demanding angles.
Paper | establishes the conceptual foundation: regulatory complexity in ESG governance
is a designable problem, and the intersection of stakeholder theory and legal design,
empirically confirmed as unoccupied in the literature, is where the solution lies. Paper Il
operationalises this claim within binding EU law, converting it into a concrete framework
for meaningful stakeholder engagement under Article 13 of the CSDDD. Paper lll tests
the claim's transferability by carrying the same design toolkit into a different and even
more technically complex regulatory domain, the EU Al Act, and finds that it holds: the
barrier, information asymmetry between complex legal-technical systems and the
people they govern, is structurally identical, and the same interventions address it. Paper
IV then subjects the entire argument to an empirical reality check, examining whether
the governance gap the first three papers address conceptually is observable in
corporate practice. It is engagement among Nordic large-cap technology firms remains
predominantly consultative, and the participatory model exists only as a normative
benchmark.

Across all four papers, a central finding emerges: legal design mediates the
relationship between regulatory complexity and meaningful stakeholder engagement. It
reduces complexity by making legal information more accessible and understandable,
while simultaneously creating conditions for stakeholder participation and influence.
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Without such an approach, stakeholder engagement risks remaining procedural and
symbolic. With legal design, however, engagement can become more inclusive,
transparent, and capable of contributing to governance processes.

Table 2. Legal Design, Stakeholder Engagement, and Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement3

Dimension of
Regulatory
Complexity

Content
complexity

Language
complexity

Structural
complexity

Presentation
complexity

Volume
complexity

Legal Design
Approach

Simplification and
domain translation
through plain
language and user-
centred explanations

Plain language
drafting, improved
sentence structure,
and clearer
terminology

Modular structuring,
layered guidance,
and improved
information
architecture

Use of visualisations,
flowcharts,
diagrams, and visual
contracts

Modularisation,
prioritisation, and
layered disclosure
formats

Implications
for
Stakeholder
Engagement
(SE)

Enables
stakeholders to
access and
understand
complex
subject matter

Improves
readability and
access to legal
content

Facilitates
navigation
across
fragmented
legal
frameworks

Enhances
usability and
comprehension
of legal
information

Helps
stakeholders
identify and
focus on
relevant
obligations

Implications for
Meaningful
Stakeholder
Engagement (MSE)

Enables informed
engagement, where
stakeholders
understand what is
at stake

Supports inclusive
engagement,
reducing exclusion
caused by legal
language

Enables procedural
accessibility,
allowing
stakeholders to
engage with
processes effectively

Supports interactive
and usable
engagement,
enabling meaningful
interaction with legal
content

Enables sustained
and actionable
engagement,
supporting ongoing
participation rather
than one-off
interaction

Relevant
Paper(s)

Paper |,
]

Paper |, 1l

Paper |, Il

Paper |,
I, 1

Paper |, 1l

This mediating relationship can be decomposed along the dimensions of regulatory
complexity that recur across the papers. Table 1 (Section 3.3) synthesises how the papers

3 The table is compiled by the Author while dimensions are based on Metin & Haapio (2025).
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collectively map five dimensions of complexity, content, language, structural,
presentation, and volume complexity, onto specific legal design responses and their
implications for stakeholder engagement. Table 2 extends this mapping one step further,
distinguishing the implications for stakeholder engagement as such from the implications
for meaningful stakeholder engagement, the thesis's normative benchmark. Read
together, the two tables express the analytical core of the thesis: each dimension of
complexity constitutes a distinct barrier to participation, each is addressable by an
identifiable design intervention documented in at least one of the papers, and each
intervention contributes a distinct quality of meaningfulness, informed, inclusive,
procedurally accessible, interactive, and sustained engagement respectively.

The synthesis also surfaces a productive tension between the conceptual and
empirical strands of the thesis. Papers | through Ill demonstrate what legal design can
do: the frameworks they develop show that every identified dimension of complexity has
a corresponding design response. Paper |V demonstrates what current practice does not
do: even firms with sophisticated engagement architectures, operating under advanced
disclosure regimes, do not translate engagement into stakeholder influence over
decision-making. This tension is not a contradiction but the thesis's most important
combined finding. It locates the failure of meaningful stakeholder engagement precisely:
the problem is not the absence of engagement activity, nor the absence of regulatory
obligation but the absence of an operational layer connecting the two. The conceptual
papers supply that layer's content; the empirical paper proves its necessity. At the same
time, Paper IV qualifies the reach of the design-based solution: because the influence
gap is ultimately structural, legal design is established as a necessary condition for
meaningful engagement rather than a sufficient one. Accessibility of information enables
stakeholders to engage meaningfully; governance structures determine whether that
engagement carries authority. This boundary condition is taken up in the limitations
(Section 4.3) and in the research agenda (Section 4.4).

Finally, the cross-paper reading clarifies what the thesis means by legal design as a
governance mechanism rather than a communication technique. In each paper, the
design intervention operates ex ante and structurally: embedded in the due diligence
process itself (Paper I1), in the design and documentation phase of Al systems (Paper lll),
and in the compliance architecture of ESG frameworks (Paper 1), not applied cosmetically
to outputs after decisions have been made. The consistency of this pattern across three
regulatory domains, combined with Paper IV's finding that the absence of such
embedding coincides with the absence of stakeholder influence, is what justifies the
thesis's central reconceptualisation of legal design, developed in Section 5.1.
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Discussion and Contributions

Overall, the thesis concludes that regulatory complexity constitutes a structural barrier
to both effective compliance and meaningful stakeholder engagement. Current
corporate practices are insufficient in enabling stakeholder influence, particularly in
highly regulated and technologically complex contexts. Legal design provides a principled
and practical response to this challenge by embedding human-centred design principles
into legal systems, documents, and processes. In doing so, it transforms legal frameworks
from static and technical instruments into dynamic tools that support understanding,
participation, and accountability.

Building on these findings, this thesis contributes to the literature by reframing
regulatory complexity not merely as a technical or administrative challenge, but as a
governance problem that directly affects the inclusiveness and effectiveness of
stakeholder engagement. This study thesis demonstrates that complexity can be actively
managed and mitigated through design-oriented approaches. In particular, it shows that
the accessibility and usability of legal information are not peripheral concerns but central
conditions for enabling stakeholders to engage meaningfully with regulatory
frameworks.

These findings return the thesis to the theoretical framework set out in Chapter 2 and
take a position within it. The trajectory traced there, stakeholder theory's evolution from
a managerial instrument for containing external claims (Freeman, 1984) toward a
relational, governance-oriented understanding of engagement as joint value creation
and corporate accountability (Kujala et al., 2022), is precisely the trajectory that the
empirical findings show corporate practice has not completed. The engagement models
observed in Paper IV correspond to the managerial and, at best, relational stages of that
evolution; the governance-transformative stage that the meaningful stakeholder
engagement literature articulates as its normative benchmark (Buhmann et al., 2024) is
absent. The thesis thus confirms the critical strand of stakeholder theory, which holds
that engagement unaccompanied by shifts in power and decision-making authority
remains symbolic. At the same time, the findings extend the theory by identifying a
precondition that the engagement literature has largely treated as given: stakeholders
cannot exercise influence over processes they cannot understand. This is where the
supplementing framework of legal design enters the theoretical structure of the thesis,
not as a competing account of engagement, but as the mechanism that supplies the
cognitive and communicative conditions under which the relational and participatory
forms of engagement that stakeholder theory envisages become practically possible. The
contributions that follow are therefore contributions to stakeholder theory made
through legal design, rather than contributions to legal design that happen to invoke
stakeholders.

Table 3 synthesises the contributions of the thesis across the four papers, mapping
each paper's sub-research question and key finding to its theoretical and practical
contributions and to its role in the cumulative argument. The individual contributions are
elaborated in Sections 4.1 and 4.2; the table makes visible what the elaboration alone
cannot: that the contributions are not four parallel outputs but a single argument built
in stages, conceptual foundation, legal operationalisation, cross-domain validation, and
empirical grounding.
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Table 3. Synthesis of Contributions Across the Four Papers*

Sub-RQ
addressed

Key finding

Theoretical
contribution

Practical
contribution

Role in
cumulative

Paper I
(SciPap U.
Pardubice
,2024)

Paper |l
(European
Studies,
2024)

Paper Il
(HCH
2025,
Springer
LNCS)

Paper IV
(under
review)

How does
legal design
enhance
corporate
compliance
with ESG
frameworks
to promote
sustainable
business
practices?

How do legal
design
principles
enhance
meaningful
stakeholder
engagement
under the
CSDDD?

How does
legal design
build trust
while
ensuring
compliance
with the EU Al
Act's privacy
and
transparency
obligations?

What
meaningful
stakeholder
engagement

Legal design
transforms
complex ESG
obligations into
accessible,
actionable
information,
shifting
compliance
from reactive
formalism to
proactive,
participatory
practice
Regulatory
complexity,
information
asymmetry,
and power
imbalances
keep
engagement
transactional;
legal design
operationalises
MSE under
Article 13
CSDDD

Legal design
enables
meaningful
transparency,
informed
consent, and Al
literacy;
comprehensibil
ity is the
missing
precondition
that turns
transparency
into trust

Engagement is
predominantly
consultative
and

Bridges
previously
disconnected
fields:
bibliometric
evidence of the
unoccupied
intersection of
stakeholder
theory and
legal design in
ESG contexts

Addresses the
operationalisati
on gap in MSE
literature;
positions legal
design as
bridging
mechanism
between
abstract legal
principles and
actionable
practice

Extends legal
design to Al
governance;
demonstrates
the mechanism
travels across
regulatory
domains rather
than being
context-specific

Advances
stakeholder
theory with an
influence-

4 The table is compiled by the Author based on Papers I-IV.
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Managerial
entry point:
visual aids,
design
patterns, co-
creation
workshops,
interactive
digital
compliance
tools

Applicable
framework
for CSDDD
compliance:
seven-step
engagement
process,
evolution
roadmap
from
compliance-
driven to co-
creative
engagement
Provision-by-
provision
compliance
mapping of Al
Act articles
(13, 14, 26/7,
50, 53, 61, 86)
to concrete
design
interventions

Diagnostic
tool for firms
to locate their
engagement

argument
Conceptual
foundation
establishes
the gap and
the claim
that
complexity
isa
designable
governance
problem

Legal
operationali
sation —
anchors the
claimin
binding EU
law and
supplies the
analytical
vocabulary
for Paper IV

Cross-
domain
validation
shows the
structural
barrier and
the design
response
are
identical in
a second,
more
technically
complex
domain
Empirical
grounding
proves the
governance



Sub-RQ Key finding Theoretical Practical Role in

addressed contribution contribution cumulative
argument

models compliance- based typology = model; gap is
currently exist | oriented; four linking evidence for observable
among models engagement regulators of reality and
Nasdaq identified; the practices to the limits of establishes
Nordic—listed participatory governance disclosure- legal design
large-cap (co- structures and based as
technology governance) authority governance necessary
firms? model is distribution but not

empirically sufficient

absent, a

persistent

"influence gap"

4.1 Theoretical Contributions

This thesis makes several key theoretical contributions by advancing the conceptual
understanding of legal design, stakeholder engagement, and regulatory complexity:

First, it reconceptualises legal design as a governance mechanism, rather than merely
a tool for improving legal communication. While prior literature has largely focused on
legal design as a method for enhancing usability and accessibility, this thesis
demonstrates that it fundamentally shapes the conditions under which compliance and
participation occur. By embedding human-centred design principles into legal and
organisational systems, legal design influences how stakeholders access information,
interpret legal obligations, and engage with decision-making processes. This extends
existing scholarship by positioning legal design at the intersection of law, governance,
and stakeholder theory.

Second, the thesis contributes to stakeholder engagement literature by addressing its
operationalisation gap. While normative frameworks define meaningful stakeholder
engagement (MSE) as dialogical, inclusive, and influence-based, empirical and
conceptual research shows that engagement often remains procedural and compliance-
oriented. The thesis demonstrates that this gap is not only institutional but also cognitive:
stakeholders cannot meaningfully engage with processes they do not understand. By
introducing legal design as a mechanism to enhance clarity, accessibility, and usability of
legal information, the research provides a concrete pathway for operationalising MSE
in practice.

This contribution operates at the level of implementation rather than legislative
design. The thesis does not position legal design as a substitute for regulatory
simplification, which remains primarily the responsibility of legislators and public bodies,
particularly where complexity is avoidable through clearer regulatory architecture or
drafting. Rather, it addresses how business actors, who are already the addressees of
meaningful stakeholder engagement obligations under instruments such as Articles 5
and 13 of the CSDDD, can discharge these obligations in a manner that is genuinely
accessible to stakeholders, rather than merely procedural. Legislative-level simplification
and operational-level translation are thus treated as distinct, complementary
responsibilities: the former resting with public bodies, the latter with the obligated
business actor.
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Third, the thesis advances stakeholder theory by integrating an influence-based
perspective on engagement. Building on the empirical findings of Paper IV, it shows that
engagement must be evaluated not only in terms of dialogue or interaction but in terms
of power and decision-making authority. The development of an influence-based
typology of stakeholder engagement models contributes to theory by linking
engagement practices to governance structures and authority distribution, thereby
bridging normative expectations of meaningful engagement with empirical
organisational realities.

Finally, the thesis contributes to the emerging intersection of legal design and
corporate sustainability by bridging previously disconnected fields. As identified in Paper
I, there is a lack of research integrating stakeholder theory and legal design in ESG
contexts. This thesis addresses that gap by demonstrating how legal design enhances
both compliance and stakeholder engagement, offering a novel interdisciplinary
framework for understanding regulatory governance in sustainability.

4.2 Practical Contributions

This thesis makes several practical contributions that are directly applicable to
organisations, practitioners, policymakers, and regulators seeking to navigate regulatory
complexity in corporate sustainability governance through legal design.

First, the thesis provides organisations with a practical entry point for integrating legal
design into ESG compliance strategies. Paper | demonstrates how tools such as visual
aids, design patterns, plain language, and participatory co-creation can transform
complex ESG obligations into accessible and actionable information for diverse
stakeholder groups. The paper proposes concrete managerial recommendations,
including the development of infographics and flowcharts to present ESG requirements,
the organisation of co-creation workshops with affected stakeholders, and the creation
of interactive digital compliance tools. These recommendations give organisations a
structured and implementable starting point for moving beyond tick-box compliance
toward genuinely inclusive governance practices.

Second, Paper Il translates this general case into a specific and applicable framework
for businesses navigating the stakeholder engagement obligations of the CSDDD. By
aligning legal design principles with the requirements of Article 13, it illustrates how
techniques such as plain language, easy language, visual contracts, and participatory
design sessions can foster inclusive participation, bridge communication gaps, and build
trust between companies and affected communities. The evolution table developed in
Paper Il further gives practitioners a concrete roadmap showing how engagement can be
transformed — from compliance-driven, one-way communication toward co-creative,
rights-based dialogue — with legal design functioning as the enabling mechanism at each
stage. This makes the framework directly usable by organisations designing or
redesigning their stakeholder engagement processes under the CSDDD.

Third, Paper Il extends the practical reach of legal design beyond the corporate
sustainability domain into Al governance, demonstrating that the same human-centred
design toolkit, plain language instructions, layered notices, visual disclosures, and
consent mechanisms, applies with equal force to the EU Al Act's transparency and privacy
obligations. For the thesis, this cross-domain application is significant not only as a
standalone compliance guide for Al providers but as evidence of the practical
transferability of legal design as a governance mechanism. The fact that the same
principles that make CSDDD stakeholder engagement more meaningful also make Al Act
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compliance more accessible strengthens the central practical claim of the thesis: that
legal design is not a context-specific communication technique but a governance
approach with broad applicability across complex regulatory environments.

Finally, Paper IV contributes an empirically grounded diagnostic tool for organisations
and policymakers. The influence-based typology of four stakeholder engagement
models, centralised, decentralised, ecosystem-driven, and participatory, developed from
analysis of Nordic large-cap technology firms gives practitioners a structured framework
for assessing where their current engagement practices sit and what structural changes
are needed to move toward more meaningful and participatory forms. For regulators,
the finding that no company in the sample reaches the participatory model demonstrates
the limits of disclosure-based sustainability governance and signals the need for
frameworks that connect engagement obligations more explicitly to corporate decision-
making authority. Taken together, the four papers thus offer practitioners and
policymakers not only the conceptual tools, but the regulatory mapping and empirical
grounding needed to put legal design into practice.

4.3 Limitations

This thesis has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, three of the four
publications are conceptual and normative in nature, relying on qualitative literature
reviews and legal analysis without empirical validation of the proposed frameworks.
While this approach is appropriate for an emerging and interdisciplinary field where
theoretical groundwork must precede empirical testing, it means that the practical
effectiveness of the legal design frameworks proposed in Papers |, I, and Ill remains to
be demonstrated through real-world application and empirical measurement.

Second, the empirical paper (Paper 1V) is based exclusively on self-reported corporate
sustainability disclosures and does not capture informal engagement practices, internal
decision-making dynamics, or the perspectives of the stakeholders themselves.
Companies may practice in meaningful stakeholder engagement that is not reflected in
their public disclosures, or conversely, may disclose engagement activities that do not
translate into genuine stakeholder influence in practice. The findings of Paper IV
therefore represent how companies communicate their engagement practices rather
than how those practices function in reality.

Third, the empirical scope of Paper IV is limited to large-cap technology firms listed on
the Nasdaqg Nordic Stock Exchange, which constrains the generalisability of the typology
to other sectors, firm sizes, and regulatory environments. Technology firms operating in
advanced regulatory environments with extensive disclosure obligations may not be
representative of corporate stakeholder engagement practices more broadly.

Fourth, the thesis focuses primarily on the European regulatory context, drawing on
EU instruments including the CSDDD, the CSRD, and the Al Act. While the legal design
principles developed are intended to be transferable across jurisdictions, their
application in non-European regulatory environments has not been examined.

Fifth, all four publications and the literature reviewed in this thesis are written in
English, and the literature search was conducted exclusively in English-language
databases. This linguistic scope may have resulted in the exclusion of relevant scholarship
published in other languages. The findings and frameworks proposed in this thesis should
therefore be understood as reflecting an English-language scholarly perspective, and
future research should seek to incorporate non-English sources to broaden the evidence
base.
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Finally, a further limitation concerns the risks associated with business actors' agency
in applying legal design tools. This thesis focuses on the potential of legal design to
enhance the clarity, accessibility, and usability of legal information for stakeholders, but
does not systematically examine the risk that business-led legal design initiatives, in the
absence of external accountability mechanisms, may reproduce or exacerbate existing
information asymmetries and power imbalances rather than resolve them. This risk may
be particularly acute where stakeholders' capacity to engage meaningfully, shaped by
their scientific, professional, or practical experience, is itself limited, such that improved
accessibility of legal information does not translate into substantively greater influence
over corporate decision-making. Addressing this risk may require mechanisms beyond
legal design itself, such as independent oversight or participatory design processes
through which stakeholders retain some influence over the design of the tools used to
engage them.

These limitations do not undermine the thesis's central claims, but they define their
boundary conditions: the frameworks are conceptually grounded but empirically
untested, the empirical evidence is sectorally and geographically specific, and the
mechanism proposed is enabling rather than self-enforcing. Each limitation identifies,
in mirror image, a direction for the research agenda that follows.

4.4 Research Agenda

The limitations identified above translate directly into a research agenda. Seven
directions follow, ordered from the most immediate, testing what this thesis proposes
to the most fundamental, restructuring what it critiques. Where a direction responds to
a specific limitation in Section 4.3, this is indicated. future research should seek to
incorporate non-English sources to broaden the evidence base.

First, empirical validation of the legal design frameworks developed in Papers |, I, and
Il (responding to the first limitation). All three are conceptual, and their practical
effectiveness remains to be tested. Studies assessing how plain-language policies, visual
disclosures, and participatory design sessions affect understanding, compliance, and
engagement outcomes in real organisational contexts would significantly strengthen the
evidence base for legal design as a governance mechanism. Such research should also
examine the conditions under which legal design interventions are most effective,
including firm size, sector, regulatory environment, and the characteristics of the
stakeholder groups involved.

Second, testing the approach beyond corporate sustainability governance. Because
meaningful stakeholder engagement, as a normative concept, is not dependent on field
or sector, and legal design in this thesis functions as the operational mechanism enabling
MSE in practice, the same approach should, in principle, be applicable wherever
regulatory obligations require meaningful engagement with affected parties, including
privacy and data protection, financial consumer protection, and labour and safety
regulation in supply chains. This thesis tests the approach within corporate sustainability
governance and, through Paper lll, illustrates its transferability to Al governance;
systematic empirical testing across other domains remains an important direction.
Extending this testing to non-European regulatory environments, and drawing on non-
English scholarship, would additionally address the jurisdictional and linguistic
boundaries of the present research (responding to the fourth and fifth limitations).

Third, extending the empirical scope of Paper IV (responding to the third limitation).
Comparative research across sectors such as finance, extractives, and manufacturing
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would test whether the engagement hierarchy identified among Nordic technology firms
reflects a sector-specific pattern or a more general feature of corporate sustainability
governance. Longitudinal research is needed to assess whether regulatory
developments, including the CSDDD's implementation at national level and the ongoing
adjustments introduced by the Sustainability Omnibus, lead to observable shifts toward
more participatory engagement models over time, and whether legal design
interventions accelerate or shape that process.

Fourth, incorporating the perspectives of stakeholders themselves (responding to the
second limitation). Future research should examine how affected communities, workers,
and civil society organisations experience and evaluate engagement processes, and how
legal design tools affect those experiences. This would connect the governance-oriented
understanding of meaningfulness developed in this thesis with the experiential and
normative dimensions that corporate disclosures alone cannot capture.
Methodologically, this points toward combining document analysis with interviews, case
studies, and participatory observation.

Fifth, synthesising the findings into a single practical model. A valuable direction would
be to integrate the four papers into one roadmap for companies and policymakers,
combining the engagement typology developed in Paper IV, the evolution pathway
proposed in Paper Il, and the complexity-intervention mapping in Table 2. Developing
such a model responsibly would require resolving how frameworks developed for distinct
regulatory contexts (CSDDD, Al Act) and a single empirical setting (Nordic technology
firms) relate to one another, which constitutes a substantial contribution in its own right
and falls outside the scope of the present thesis.

Sixth, the private law and access-to-justice dimensions of meaningful stakeholder
engagement. These include questions of enforceability, the contractualisation of due
diligence obligations, the remedies available to stakeholders where engagement
processes are deficient or misleading, and the legal consequences of inadequate
consultation. As this thesis is concerned with the conditions under which stakeholder
engagement becomes meaningful, rather than with the legal consequences that should
follow when it does not, these doctrinal private law questions represent a natural and
valuable extension of the present findings.

Seventh, and most fundamentally, operationalising the participatory co-governance
model (responding to the sixth limitation and to the boundary condition identified in
Section 3.5). The most significant frontier this thesis opens is the question of how legal
design and organisational design principles can together be used to operationalise the
model that exists only as a normative benchmark in current practice. Creating
enforceable channels through which stakeholder perspectives genuinely shape
corporate decision-making requires not only making legal information more accessible
but restructuring governance itself. Because this direction addresses the structural
rather than the informational side of the influence gap, it is also the natural home for the
accountability concern raised in the sixth limitation: participatory design processes
through which stakeholders retain influence over the design of the engagement tools
themselves. How that restructuring can be achieved, and what role legal design can play
in it, is the question that the overarching research question of this thesis ultimately
points toward.

What legal design and meaningful stakeholder engagement can realistically achieve is
likely to vary across sectors, regulatory contexts, and organisational settings rather than
admitting a general answer; establishing this requires systematic empirical testing

37



beyond the conceptual and exploratory scope of the present thesis. This agenda in
particular its first, third, and fourth items, is one the author intends to pursue following
the completion of this thesis.
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Conclusion

This thesis set out to answer one overarching question: how does legal design address
regulatory complexity and enable meaningful stakeholder engagement in corporate
sustainability governance? The answer this thesis offers, built cumulatively across four
publications (with Paper IV being under review), is that legal design functions as a
governance mechanism that transforms the structural conditions under which
stakeholder engagement occurs, not by simplifying law for its own sake, but by making
legal obligations accessible enough for stakeholders to understand what they are
engaging about, and actionable enough for organisations to embed participation into
their compliance processes rather than treating it as a reporting afterthought.

Regulatory complexity, as this thesis demonstrates, is not merely a technical
inconvenience. It is a governance problem with direct consequences for stakeholder
participation: when legal frameworks are inaccessible, fragmented, or written in
technical language that excludes non-experts, the stakeholders most affected by
corporate decisions are structurally prevented from engaging meaningfully with those
decisions. This is the problem that connects all four papers and gives the thesis its
coherence. Paper | establishes that this problem exists in ESG compliance and that legal
design can address it by making ESG obligations understandable and actionable for both
organisations and their stakeholders. Paper Il deepens this argument by developing a
concrete framework for operationalising meaningful stakeholder engagement under the
CSDDD, showing that the abstract requirements can be translated into inclusive, trust-
building engagement processes through legal design. Paper Ill extends the argument to
Al governance, demonstrating that the same structural barrier, information asymmetry
between complex legal and technical systems and the people they govern, exists in the
context of the EU Al Act, and that legal design addresses it there too, which strengthens
confidence in legal design as a governance mechanism that travels across regulatory
domains rather than being specific to any single context. Paper IV (under review) then
closes the argument empirically: by analysing stakeholder engagement practices among
Nordic large-cap technology firms, it shows that the governance gap legal design is
proposed to close is not a theoretical construct but an observable reality. Engagement in
these firms is predominantly consultative and compliance-oriented, and the
participatory co-governance model, the normative benchmark against which meaningful
engagement is measured, is entirely absent in practice.

Together, these four findings provide a comprehensive answer to the overarching
research question. Legal design addresses regulatory complexity by embedding human-
centred design principles into legal systems, documents, and processes, reducing the
information asymmetries and participation barriers that complexity generates. It enables
meaningful stakeholder engagement by creating the conditions under which
stakeholders can access, understand, and act on the legal information they need to
participate genuinely in corporate governance. And it does so not as a communication
technique applied after regulatory decisions have been made, but as a governance
mechanism that must be embedded from the design phase, in the development of Al
systems, in the structuring of due diligence processes, in the drafting of ESG disclosure
frameworks, and in the design of the engagement processes themselves.

Three broader conclusions follow from this answer. First, meaningful stakeholder
engagement cannot be achieved through regulatory obligation alone. The persistent
absence of participatory models in corporate practice, despite the sophistication of
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normative frameworks such as the UNGPs, the OECD Guidelines, the CSDDD, and the
CSRD, demonstrates that requiring engagement is not the same as enabling it. Legal
design is the missing operational layer between regulatory obligation and genuine
participation. By "operational layer," the following is meant: the concrete practices,
tools, and processes, plain language drafting, visual aids, participatory design sessions,
and consent-design mechanisms, through which a regulatory obligation is translated into
a process that stakeholders can engage with. Regulatory text specifies that engagement
must be meaningful; it does not specify how. Legal design operates at precisely this gap,
supplying the practical means by which organisations convert what the law requires into
what stakeholders can do. Second, regulatory complexity must be understood as a
governance problem rather than a legislative inevitability. Complexity can be actively
managed through design-oriented approaches, and doing so is not a secondary concern
but a condition for the democratic legitimacy of sustainability governance. Third, the
technology sector presents a particularly acute version of the engagement problem the
thesis identifies: its stakeholders are dispersed, its systems are technically opaque, and
its innovation cycles are too fast for traditional consultation mechanisms to keep pace.
Legal design, precisely because it is adaptive, iterative, and human-centred, is well-
positioned to address these challenges.

These conclusions are offered with the boundaries established in this thesis in view:
the frameworks developed here are conceptually grounded and empirically anchored,
but their effectiveness in practice remains to be tested, and legal design enables
meaningful engagement without guaranteeing it. The research agenda set out in Section
4.4 charts how these conclusions can be tested, extended, and built upon, from empirical
validation of the proposed frameworks to the operationalisation of participatory co-
governance itself. What this thesis establishes is the foundation on which that work can
proceed: regulatory complexity is a governance problem, and it is a designable one.
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Abstract

From Complexity to Clarity: Legal Design in Corporate

Sustainability Governance

Regulatory complexity is not a side effect of modern sustainability governance, it is its
central problem. When legal frameworks are inaccessible, organisations struggle to
comply and stakeholders struggle to participate. This thesis argues that these failures
share a common cause and have a common solution: legal design, the application of
human-centred design principles to law, addresses both simultaneously by transforming
legal obligation into something people can actually understand and act on.

The overarching research question is: how does legal design address regulatory
complexity and enable meaningful stakeholder engagement in corporate sustainability
governance? Four publications answer this cumulatively. Paper | establishes the
theoretical foundation, placing legal design within stakeholder theory and demonstrating
that it enhances compliance by making regulatory obligations accessible and actionable.
Paper Il develops a practical framework for operationalising meaningful stakeholder
engagement under the CSDDD, showing how plain language, visual aids, and
participatory design translate abstract requirements into inclusive corporate practice.
Paper Ill extends the argument to Al governance, demonstrating that the same structural
barrier, information asymmetry between complex legal systems and those they govern,
operates under the EU Al Act, and that legal design resolves it there too, establishing its
applicability as a cross-domain governance mechanism. Paper IV (under review) closes
the argument empirically. Through document analysis of 2024 sustainability disclosures
of large-cap technology firms on the Nasdag Nordic Stock Exchange, it develops an
original typology of four stakeholder engagement models (centralised, decentralised,
ecosystem-driven, and participatory) ordered by degree of stakeholder influence. The
key finding is sharp: the participatory model, the normative benchmark for meaningful
engagement across international standards, is entirely absent in practice, confirming that
the gap legal design is proposed to close is not theoretical but structural and observable.

The thesis makes three contributions. Theoretically, it repositions legal design as a
governance mechanism that operationalises meaningful stakeholder engagement,
bridging legal scholarship, business administration, and business and human rights.
Practically, it equips organisations and policymakers with frameworks and tools for
embedding legal design into ESG compliance, human rights due diligence, and Al
governance. Empirically, it delivers an influence-based typology of stakeholder
engagement models in the technology sector. Together, they make the thesis's central
claim: complexity is not destiny, and legal design is the operational layer between
regulatory obligation and genuine participation that corporate sustainability governance
has been missing.
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Lihikokkuvote

Keerukusest selguseni: digusdisain ettevotte jatkusuutlikkuse
juhtimises

Regulatiivne keerukus ei ole kaasaegse jatkusuutlikkuse juhtimise korvalndht, see on
selle keskne probleem. Kui Gigusraamistikud on raskesti ligipdasetavad, on
organisatsioonidel raske nduetele vastata ja sidusriihmadel raske osaleda. Kiesolev
doktorit6o vaidab, et neil ebadnnestumistel on Ghine pdhjus ja neil on Ghine lahendus:
Gigusdisain, inimkeskse disaini péhimotete rakendamine diguse valdkonnas, kasitleb
molemat samaaegselt, muutes Siguslikud kohustused millekski, mida inimesed suudavad
tegelikult maista ja mille alusel tegutseda.

Too6 keskne uurimiskiisimus on: kuidas kasitleb digusdisain regulatiivset keerukust ja
vBimaldab sisukat sidusrihmade kaasamist ettevétete jatkusuutlikkuse juhtimises? Neli
publikatsiooni vastavad sellele kumulatiivselt. Artikkel | loob teoreetilise aluse,
paigutades Oigusdisaini sidusriihmateooria konteksti ning ndidates, et see parandab
vastavust, muutes regulatiivsed kohustused ligipadsetavaks ja rakendatavaks. Artikkel Il
arendab praktilise raamistiku sisuka sidusriihmade kaasamise operatsionaliseerimiseks
CSDDD raames, naidates, kuidas lihtne keel, visuaalsed abivahendid ja osaluslik disain
télgivad abstraktsed nduded kaasavaks ettevGttepraktikaks. Artikkel 11l laiendab
argumenti tehisintellekti juhtimise valdkonda, ndidates, et sama struktuurne takistus,
informatsiooni asimmeetria keerukate Gigussisteemide ja nende poolt mdjutatud
isikute vahel, toimib ka ELi tehisintellekti maaruse kontekstis, ning et digusdisain
lahendab selle ka seal, kinnitades selle kohaldatavust valdkonnaliilese
juhtimismehhanismina. Artikkel IV (retsenseerimisel) sulgeb argumendi empiiriliselt.
Nasdaq Nordicul noteeritud suurettevBtete 2024. aasta jatkusuutlikkuse aruannete
dokumendianaliitisi kaudu arendab see vélja originaalse nelja sidusriihmade
kaasamismudeli tlipoloogia (tsentraliseeritud, detsentraliseeritud, dkostisteemipGhine
ja osaluslik), mis on jarjestatud sidusriihmade m&ju astme jargi. PGhijareldus on terav:
osaluslik mudel, sisuka kaasamise normatiivne moddupuu rahvusvahelistes standardites,
puudub praktikas tdielikult, kinnitades, et I6he, mida digusdisain pllab Uletada, ei ole
teoreetiline, vaid struktuurne ja jalgitav.

Doktoritd6 annab kolm panust. Teoreetiliselt positsioneerib see digusdisaini imber
juhtimismehhanismina, mis operatsionaliseerib sisukat sidusrihmade kaasamist,
ihendades Gigusteaduse, arijuhtimise ning &ritegevuse ja inimd&iguste valdkonnad.
Praktiliselt varustab see organisatsioone ja poliitikakujundajaid raamistike ja
vahenditega Oigusdisaini integreerimiseks ESG-vastavusse, inimdiguste
hoolsuskohustusse ja tehisintellekti juhtimisse. Empiiriliselt pakub see m&jupdhist
sidusrihmade kaasamise mudelite tlipoloogiat tehnoloogiasektoris. Koos kinnitavad
need t60 keskset vaidet: keerukus ei ole paratamatus ning digusdisain on see tegevuskiht
regulatiivse kohustuse ja tegeliku osalemise vahel, mis on ettevotete jatkusuutlikkuse
juhtimises seni puudunud.
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Abstract

This paper examines how the application of Stakeholder Theory and legal design can enhance corporate compliance
with regulatory requirements, particularly within Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) frameworks. By utilizing
visual aids, design patterns, plain language, and human-centered design principles, legal design transforms complex
legal information into accessible and actionable information, fostering better understanding and decision-making among
stakeholders. This approach not only improves regulatory compliance but also aligns with ethical standards and social
responsibilities, which enhances stakeholder trust and engagement. Furthermore, the integration of legal design into
corporate compliance strategies supports long-term sustainability and digital transformation, contributing to the creation
of value for all stakeholders.
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Introduction

In recent years, there has been a growing emphasis on the role of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
frameworks in shaping corporate behaviour and ensuring sustainable business practices (Arif et al., 2024; Li et al.,
2024; Asif et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2024). These frameworks guide companies in meeting their ethical,
environmental, and social responsibilities, thereby aligning their operations with broader societal goals such as
those outlined in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Ricart & Rey, 2022). However, compliance with
ESG regulations, presents significant challenges for corporations while “policy and regulation” being “external
drivers” and “macro-level policies and legislation” being “enablers” for sustainable practices (Kiittim et al., 2024).
Complex legal requirements, varying stakeholder expectations, and the need for transparent governance (Forcadell
et al., 2023) create a multifaceted landscape that businesses must navigate to achieve and maintain regulatory
compliance (Li et al., 2024; Wai-Khuen et al., 2023). Earlier studies on sustainable and circular practices have
highlighted a range of internal and external factors driving organizations, including regulatory policies (Kuttim et al.,
2024; Hina et al., 2022; Geissdoerfer et al., 2023). In addition to these, regulatory complexity not only create
administrative burden on companies but also distracts them from innovation (European Commission, 2024).

ESG frameworks have become increasingly important as companies face strong pressure from stakeholders—
including investors, customers, and regulators—to adopt sustainable and responsible practices. Compliance with
these frameworks is critical for achieving sustainable governance, as it ensures that companies are held
accountable for their impact on the environment, society, and economy. By adhering to ESG standards, companies
can mitigate risks, improve operational efficiency, and enhance their long-term viability (Arif et al., 2024; Chen et
al., 2024). However, the social dimension of ESG, which includes issues such as labour practices, community
engagement, and human rights, often presents unique compliance challenges due to its qualitative nature and the
diverse expectations of stakeholders (Garrido-Ruso et al., 2024). However, it is also considered as one of the eight
ways leading sustainable corporate growth by Philip and Milton Kotler (2013), whereby socially responsible
business practices include implementing changes all levels from employment policy to attention to local and global
environment and communication with public (Cech et al., 2019).

Despite the growing emphasis on ESG frameworks, many corporations struggle with regulatory compliance.
Traditional approaches to compliance often rely on complex legal texts and formalistic procedures, which can be
difficult for non-experts to understand and follow. Additionally, the diverse expectations of stakeholders and the
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need for transparent governance (Forcadell et al., 2023) further complicate compliance efforts. There is a need for
innovative approaches that can simplify legal requirements, enhance stakeholder engagement, and promote ethical
governance.

For example, in the SATO Corporation case, legal design was used by Castren & Snellman, an international law
firm, to transform the company’s Code of Ethics into a more user-friendly document. By incorporating visual aids,
plain language, and interactive elements, SATO made its ethical guidelines more accessible to employees,
increasing compliance and reducing the risk of misunderstandings. This case illustrates how legal design can
simplify legal frameworks while ensuring that ethical standards are upheld across the organization (Castren &
Snellman, n.d.).

In addition to these, digital transformation enhances legal design by leveraging speculative and proactive
approaches. These approaches, applied to digital platforms, enable organizations to anticipate regulatory changes
and adapt their ESG strategies. This foresight, powered by digital tools, ensures that legal frameworks are
continuously aligned with evolving stakeholder expectations and regulatory landscapes (Ducato et al., 2024)

This paper explores how the integration of Stakeholder Theory and legal design can enhance corporate compliance
with ESG frameworks to promote sustainable business practices. By combining the principles of Stakeholder
Theory, which emphasizes the importance of engaging with diverse groups affected by corporate activities, with
the innovative practices of legal design, which seek to make legal information more accessible and user-friendly,
this paper proposes a novel approach to improving ESG compliance and fostering sustainable governance.

The paper is organized as follows: It begins with a literature review of Stakeholder Theory, Legal Design and their
intersection with ESG. Next, the paper presents the methodology and results that integrates these theories to
propose a new model for enhancing corporate compliance. Finally, the paper continues with a discussion and
conclusion with managerial and policy recommendations and suggestions for future research.

Literature Review

The integration of ESG principles and stakeholder engagement strategies has been widely discussed in the
literature (Arif et al., 2024; Garrido-Ruso et al., 2024). Recent research emphasizes the role of transparency and
legal design in making ESG frameworks more accessible and actionable for stakeholders (Osiejewicz et al., 2023;
Hagan, 2020). It has also been observed that incorporating stakeholder perspectives through participatory
approaches improves ESG compliance and fosters trust (Salo-Lahti et al., 2024; Koulu & Pohle, 2024). Moreover,
advancements in digital tools such as blockchain and Al have further enabled organizations to streamline ESG
reporting and align with sustainability goals (Varriale et al., 2024; Ducato et al., 2024). While these developments
are promising, challenges remain in ensuring inclusivity and clarity in ESG strategies, particularly for diverse
stakeholder groups (Legal Design Alliance, n.d.; Doherty, 2020). Future research must focus on empirical validation
of these approaches and explore how digital transformation can enhance stakeholder engagement and compliance
outcomes across different industries.

Overview of Stakeholder Theory

Stakeholder Theory, first proposed by Edward Freeman in 1984, posits that businesses should consider the
interests of all parties affected by their operations, not just shareholders (Freeman et al., 2018). This theory has
gained traction in the context of corporate governance as organizations recognize the importance of balancing
economic, social, and environmental responsibilities to achieve sustainable development (Arif et al., 2024;
Freeman et al., 2018). By integrating stakeholder interests into decision-making processes as an extension of the
Stakeholder Theory, companies can build trust, foster loyalty, and enhance their reputation, which is crucial for
long-term success (Freeman et al., 2018; Mitchell et al; 1997).

In the context of ESG frameworks, Stakeholder Theory emphasizes the need for companies to engage actively
with stakeholders, including investors, employees, customers, suppliers, communities, and regulators, to address
social and environmental concerns. Effective stakeholder engagement requires transparent communication,
inclusive decision-making, and a commitment to ethical practices, all of which contribute to enhanced corporate
governance and compliance (Wai-Khuen et al., 2023).

One concrete example is the stakeholder engagement requirement that is brought by the European Union with
Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) where a corporate due diligence duty for large
companies is set out. According to this directive, large companies must establish a structured and transparent
approach that ensures meaningful participation throughout the due diligence process. This Directive (EU)
2024/1760 involves providing stakeholders with comprehensive, relevant, and accessible information to facilitate
consultations while allowing them to request additional information when necessary. Companies must integrate
stakeholder engagement at critical stages, such as identifying adverse impacts, developing prevention and
corrective action plans, and determining remediation measures. Additionally, they should adopt measures to
eliminate barriers to participation, such as addressing language or technical challenges, and safeguard participants
against retaliation by ensuring confidentiality or anonymity when required. Where direct stakeholder engagement
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is not feasible, consulting credible experts to provide insights is essential. Companies should also leverage multi-
stakeholder or industry initiatives to enhance their engagement efforts, ensuring these align with Directive
requirements, without substituting engagement with their own employees and representatives. This robust
approach ensures compliance with CSDDD obligations while fostering trust, transparency, and collaboration.

Recent developments in sustainable investment, as explored by Talan et al. (2024), expand Stakeholder Theory
by proposing a holistic value addition (HVA) framework. This approach emphasizes that businesses should not
only aim for financial returns but also focus on creating value for a wider set of stakeholders, including employees,
communities, and nature. By integrating ESG strategies into their core operations, companies can contribute to
sustainable development while meeting the broader expectations of all stakeholders. The HVA framework suggests
a more interconnected approach, wherein the environmental, social, and governance aspects are treated as
interdependent pillars, aligning with the needs of diverse stakeholders. This integration helps businesses move
beyond mere compliance to co-create sustainable and mutually beneficial outcomes for all parties involved,
including those beyond traditional financial stakeholders.

Moussa and Elmarzouky (2024) further supports the critical role of stakeholder engagement within ESG
frameworks, particularly in terms of financial performance. Their study highlights how ESG disclosures influence a
company’s cost of capital, demonstrating that firms with higher levels of ESG reporting can reduce information
asymmetry and foster trust with investors. This relationship is moderated by corporate governance, suggesting that
strong governance mechanisms enhance the credibility of ESG reporting and reduce financial risks. As companies
adopt robust ESG practices, their enhanced transparency contributes to stakeholder trust and can lead to lower
financing costs, illustrating the financial benefits of integrating ESG principles with Stakeholder Theory (Moussa &
Elmarzouky, 2024).

Khamisu, Paluri, and Sonwaney (2024) offer insights into the critical role that stakeholder perspectives play in ESG
implementation. Their study emphasizes that diverse stakeholders, including employees, investors, customers,
and regulators, are key drivers in implementing ESG practices successfully. The authors identify firm
characteristics, financial performance, and environmental performance as fundamental elements for successful
ESG adoption. The researchers also highlight the importance of stakeholder engagement in addressing these
factors, noting that effective collaboration with stakeholders enhances transparency and accountability, which are
essential for meeting ESG goals. This further reinforces the importance of integrating stakeholder demands into
corporate strategies to improve environmental and governance outcomes (Khamisu et al., 2024).

Introduction to Legal Design

Legal design is an interdisciplinary approach that applies principles of human-centered design to the field of law to
create legal documents, services, and systems that are more accessible, understandable, and user-friendly
(Hagan, n.d.). According to the Stanford Legal Design Lab’s approach which is led by Hagan, this method has five
iterative steps — Discover, Synthesize, Build, Test, Evolve— (Hagan, n.d.) which enables the implementers to have
a deep understanding of the needs of the users and even gives opportunities to users to participate in different
stages of the legal design process. This approach involves actively engaging with stakeholders to understand their
perspectives, preferences, and challenges, and then designing legal solutions that address these insights. By
prioritizing the user experience, legal design ensures that legal information is not only accessible but also actionable
(Hagan, 2020), empowering stakeholders to make informed decisions and comply with legal requirements.

However, according to the Legal Design Alliance, legal design is solely not an approach for enabling desirable
outcomes but also an approach to prevent the causes of problems from arising and developing into conflict and
disputes (Legal Design Alliance, n.d.). This is a reflection of Proactive/Preventive Law approach where the aim is
not only preventing and resolving legal problems, but also enable people to realize their commercial or personal
goals (Barton et al., 2021). This approach also enables legal communication, services and solutions to be more
“functional, useful and usable” (Haapio et al., 2021)

The role of legal design in making legal information accessible is crucial, particularly in the context of regulatory
compliance and stakeholder engagement. Traditional legal documents are often criticized for being overly complex,
dense, and difficult to understand, which can hinder compliance and create barriers to access for stakeholders.
Legal design addresses these challenges by reimagining how legal information is presented and communicated
while enabling businesses to also take the abovementioned “proactive approach” (Haapio et al., 2021).

By incorporating visual aids, design patterns (Rossi et al., 2019), plain language (Doherty, 2020), and human-
centered design principles, legal design transforms complex legal information into formats that are easier to read,
navigate, and apply. This not only improves comprehension and reduces the cognitive burden on stakeholders but
also enhances their ability to comply with legal requirements and make informed decisions. In doing so, legal design
contributes to a more transparent, equitable, and effective legal system that better serves the needs of all
stakeholders (Hagan, n.d.).

In addition to simplifying legal texts, possibility-driven design—proposed by Salo-Lahti and Haapio (2024)—
advocates for envisioning and realizing new possibilities for sustainable business practices. This approach allows
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companies to design legal frameworks that not only meet current regulatory requirements but also drive innovation
and sustainability by exploring what could be achieved in the future. For example, through responsible Al and
automation, legal design can facilitate real-time compliance checks and align companies' contracts with evolving
ESG standards.

Osiejewicz et al. (2023) emphasize the importance of clear and understandable legal communication in the
European Union, specifically focusing on how legal design principles can enhance the transparency and
accessibility of legal texts. Their research underscores that legal design is not only about making legal documents
visually appealing but also ensuring that they are logically structured and easy to comprehend for non-experts. The
authors highlight that laws written in overly complex language create barriers between the state and its citizens
(Osiejewicz et al., 2023).

Wszotek (2024) expands on the role of legal design as an agent of social change, proposing that it not only
enhances the readability of legal documents but also plays a crucial part in democratizing access to legal systems.
He argues that by using inclusive and participatory design methods, legal design can decentralize traditional legal
processes and create more accessible legal services for underrepresented groups. This approach aligns with the
broader goals of sustainability and equity, ensuring that legal solutions are designed not just for efficiency but also
for societal impact. Legal design, therefore, becomes a tool for fostering long-term systemic changes by addressing
social inequalities through better communication and more user-friendly legal frameworks (Wszotek, 2024).

Intersection of Stakeholder Theory, ESG and Legal Design

In context of this paper, Stakeholder Theory and legal design, while originating from different disciplines, share a
common goal: to foster transparency, inclusivity, and trustin ESG compliance of businesses. This theory advocates
for a more holistic approach to corporate decision-making, emphasizing ethical practices, sustainability, and
accountability to a broad range of stakeholders. Effective stakeholder engagement can significantly enhance a
company’s ESG performance by fostering transparency, accountability, and trust (Soras & Christopoulos, 2023).
Engaging stakeholders ensures that diverse perspectives and concerns are considered in corporate decision-
making, leading to more sustainable and ethical practices (Freeman et al., 2018). For instance, studies have shown
that companies with proactive stakeholder engagement strategies tend to perform better on ESG metrics, as they
are more likely to anticipate regulatory changes, mitigate risks, and adapt to evolving social expectations (Forcadell
etal, 2023 ; Arif et al., 2024).

Sulkowski and Jebe (2022) suggest that proactive law and governance strategies can further enhance the
integration of ESG principles with Stakeholder Theory. By adopting a proactive approach, companies can anticipate
regulatory challenges and design systems that promote transparency and compliance before issues escalate into
conflicts. Proactive legal strategies, such as early stakeholder engagement and clear ESG reporting mechanisms,
allow organizations to not only meet their compliance obligations but also build stronger relationships with
stakeholders. This alignment enhances both regulatory outcomes and stakeholder trust, making legal design a key
component in the successful implementation of ESG frameworks. These proactive governance measures reduce
the fragmentation in ESG reporting systems and promote a more streamlined approach, ultimately benefiting both
businesses and their stakeholders (Sulkowski & Jebe, 2022).

Furthermore, Weber-Elzanowska (2020) emphasizes that corporate purpose is undergoing a profound
transformation due to evolving societal values around sustainability. She argues that sustainability-influenced
stakeholderism is becoming an essential framework for redefining corporate purpose, potentially shifting away from
the traditional shareholder primacy model. This shift is propelled by societal pressures for corporations to adopt
more sustainable business practices and is further supported by legal mechanisms, such as safety valves in private
law, which align corporate actions with societal values. As a result, corporate law may increasingly need to
accommodate sustainability as a core consideration in shaping corporate governance and decision-making
(Weber-Elzanowska, 2020).

Beyond these, legal design can help companies in stakeholder engagement in many ways: Firstly, metrics and
indicators play a pivotal role in assessing ESG performance, and legal design can simplify their presentation,
making them comprehensible to all stakeholders. By translating technical data into visual formats or dashboards,
companies can ensure that stakeholders understand and engage with performance outcomes effectively (Koulu &
Pohle, 2024). Secondly, multi-stakeholder initiatives offer a collaborative platform for addressing ESG challenges,
and legal design ensures consistency and transparency in stakeholder engagement across these platforms. By
standardizing consultation procedures and incorporating stakeholder feedback into governance strategies,
businesses can enhance trust and accountability (European Union, 2024). Thirdly, barriers such as language
diversity, technical literacy, and access to information often hinder effective stakeholder engagement. Legal design
addresses these challenges by creating multilingual, visually intuitive, and easily accessible legal frameworks that
accommodate diverse stakeholder needs, thereby fostering inclusivity and reducing participation barriers
(Osiejewicz et al., 2023).

Methods
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The research methodology employed in this study is primarily a qualitative analysis based on the review of existing
literature. The focus of the study is to explore the intersection of Stakeholder Theory and legal design and how
their integration can enhance corporate compliance with Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
frameworks. To achieve this, the study draws upon a range of academic and industry sources, including peer-
reviewed journal articles, conference papers, and reports available on Scopus. The literature review (Snyder, 2019)
aimed to identify key themes, trends, and insights regarding stakeholder engagement practices, ESG compliance,
and the application of legal design in regulatory contexts.

The process involved searching the Scopus database using relevant keywords such as "Stakeholder Theory,"
"ESG," "legal design," "corporate compliance," and "stakeholder engagement." The search for “Stakeholder
Theory” and “ESG” yielded a total of 213 documents, of which 197 were published within the last five years. The
search for “legal design” yielded a total of 308 documents, of which 198 were published within the last five years.
The search for “Stakeholder Theory” and “legal design” yielded zero documents.

Table 1. Scopus literature review results in the last five years.

Keywords Number of Results (2019-2024)
“Stakeholder theory” and ESG 197

“Legal design” 198

“Stakeholder theory” and “legal design” 0

“Corporate compliance” 149

“Stakeholder engagement” and ESG 99

“Stakeholder engagement” and “legal design” 1

Source: author’'s own compilation.

The selected documents were analysed to synthesize findings related to the impact of stakeholder engagement on
ESG compliance and the benefits of legal design in regulatory contexts. A thematic analysis was conducted, where
the themes of transparency, accountability, and inclusivity were identified in fostering stakeholder trust and
improving compliance outcomes. Specifically, a keyword co-occurrence analysis was applied to understand the
intellectual structure and thematic evolution of the field. The methodological framework aligns with the principles
outlined by key bibliometric researchers (e.g., Donthu et al., 2021). Keyword co-occurrence analysis highlighted
dominant themes and emerging trends. These methods ensure comprehensive insights into the research
landscape, enabling a detailed understanding of the themes relevant to ESG and stakeholder engagement.

This approach was selected because it is uniquely suited to exploring the interdisciplinary nature of the study, which
combines Stakeholder Theory, ESG, and legal design. These fields are complex and interconnected, requiring a
method that can uncover relationships and trends within different parts of the academic literature. Keyword co-
occurrence analysis allow certain thematic clusters (Table 1, Table 2) providing an insightful overview of the
research landscape. This approach was particularly valuable in addressing the study's objective to map how legal
design can enhance ESG strategies and stakeholder engagement.

While this study provides insights into the intersection of Stakeholder Theory and legal design, it is not without
limitations. Firstly, the research is based on a qualitative analysis of existing literature, which may be subject to
biases in the selection and interpretation of sources. Especially a wider search and selection of articles selected
for legal design to support the arguments in this paper. Additionally, the scope of the research was limited to
documents available on Scopus, which, while comprehensive, may not include all relevant studies, particularly
those published in non-English languages or in less widely circulated journals. Finally, as the study is conceptual
in nature, it does not include empirical data or case studies to validate the proposed integration of Stakeholder
Theory and legal design, suggesting the need for future research to empirically test the concepts discussed.

Results

The results of this study emphasize the role of legal design and stakeholder engagement in enhancing
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) compliance. According to the ISO 26000:2010 — Guidance on social
responsibility, social responsibility is defined as “the responsibility of an organisation for the impacts of its decisions
and activities on society and the environment through transparent and ethical behaviour” (International
Organisation for Standardization, 2010). As part of this responsibility, stakeholder engagement involves dialogue
between the organisation and one or more of its stakeholders (International Organisation for Standardization,
2010). This guidance also states that “a fair and proper process” based on engaging the most relevant stakeholders
should be developed. In addition to this, the purpose of the engagement should be understood clearly, and
stakeholders need to have necessary information and understanding to make their decisions.
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One of the key findings from this study is integrating stakeholder interests into corporate strategies, while balancing
it with the shareholder interests, is vital for achieving sustainable governance (Mason & Simmons, 2014).
Companies that actively engage with their stakeholders can better identify their needs and expectations, leading
to more informed decision-making (Kujala et al., 2022). This alignment can be facilitated through legal design,
which provides tools for effective communication and collaboration among stakeholders. By ensuring that
stakeholder voices are heard and considered, organizations can enhance their ESG performance and build

stronger relationships with their communities (Freeman et al., 2018; Forcadell et al, 2023).

Table 2. Thematic analysis showing rising trends of transparency, accountability and inclusivity.

Theme(s) Source(s) Key Insights Relevance to Stakeholder
Trust and Compliance
Transparency - Arif et al. (2024) - Transparency in ESG disclosures reduces - Transparency builds

Accountability

[Uploaded: Arif - ESG
Disclosures]

- Osiejewicz et al.
(2023)

- Castillo-Merino &

Rodriguez-Pérez
(2021)

- Garrido-Ruso et al.
(2024) [Uploaded: ESG
and Performance]

earnings risk (Arif et al.).
- Clear and plain legal language improves
accessibility (Osiejewicz et al.).

- Legal origin shapes ESG performance by
enforcing clearer rules in civil-law countries
(Castillo-Merino).

- Firms with structured ESG reporting show
improved risk mitigation (Garrido-Ruso et
al.).

- Legal frameworks ensure organizational

stakeholder confidence in
corporate ESG practices.

- Clear legal communication
ensures accessibility and
enhances compliance.

- Accountability mechanisms
enhance trust by ensuring
organizations take
responsibility for ESG goals.

- Osiejewicz et al.
(2023)

- Ullmann (1985)
Reconceptualization

accountability through clear responsibilities
(Osiejewicz et al.).

- Strategic posture influences ESG
accountability (Ullmann).

Inclusivity - Salo-Lahti et al. - Proactive legal design fosters participatory - Inclusive frameworks ensure
(2024) approaches in ESG decision-making (Salo- all stakeholders' views are
- Hagan (2020) Lahti et al.). respected, fostering
- Sabirali & collaboration and trust.

- Legal design prioritizes user-centered
frameworks to include diverse stakeholder
perspectives (Hagan).

- Inclusivity in governance is essential for
comprehensive ESG strategies (Sabirali &
Mahalakshmi).

- Inclusivity strengthens decision-making by

incorporating multiple perspectives (Koulu &
Pohle).

Mahalakshmi (2023)
- Koulu & Pohle (2024)

Source: author’s own compilation.

Even though the use of legal design for stakeholder engagement is rarely find its way into the literature (Lupica &
Grant, 2021), there are significant opportunities for businesses to engage with stakeholders in terms of their ESG
compliance processes. Toivonen and De Francisco (2024) state that “Involving users in the legal design process
as problem solvers and co-designers allows them to pursue agency and autonomy, the right to decide for
themselves” which allows participatory approach to be applied by the businesses.

The research further finds that legal design is a proactive tool that aligns governance strategies with stakeholder
expectations and regulatory requirements. Drawing on Mulligan and Bamberger's (2018) concept of “governance-
by-design,” this study shows that embedding legal design into corporate governance helps organizations anticipate
risks and ensure compliance before issues escalate into disputes. Legal design not only simplifies legal frameworks
but also builds stakeholder trust through transparent communication and clear legal documentation, thus promoting
long-term sustainability (Mulligan & Bamberger, 2018).

Digital transformation, particularly through Al and automation, plays a pivotal role in legal design by simplifying
complex ESG regulations. Al-powered tools can generate tailored legal documents, automate compliance checks,
and facilitate real-time stakeholder engagement, making legal processes more transparent and accessible (Ducato
etal.,, 2024)

Legal design plays a vital role in this value creation process by enabling organizations to communicate their
commitments and progress transparently. By fostering an environment of trust through clear and accessible legal
information, companies can enhance their reputation and stakeholder loyalty. This trust is essential for long-term



7 SciPap 32(2)

sustainability and can lead to increased stakeholder engagement and support for corporate initiatives. Legal design
not only simplifies legal documents but also strategically engages stakeholders by making legal requirements more
accessible and actionable, thereby improving ESG performance and fostering trust (Bird & Evans, 2024).

Discussion

The integration of legal design principles into corporate ESG strategies has the potential to significantly enhance
stakeholder engagement, compliance, and long-term sustainability. Legal design simplifies complex legal
frameworks, making them more accessible to stakeholders and promoting transparent communication
(Compagnucci et al., 2024). This accessibility is critical, as it allows organizations to engage meaningfully with
stakeholders, who are key drivers in the success of ESG initiatives considering regulations as “external drivers”
(Kattim et al., 2024).

One of the central themes emerging from this study is the importance of using legal design to foster dialogue with
stakeholders. By employing user-friendly legal documents and interactive platforms, organizations can ensure that
stakeholders have a clear understanding of corporate policies and legal requirements (Rossi, 2019; Duric et al.,
2023). This engagement not only empowers stakeholders to actively participate in decision-making processes but
also builds trust by making the legal frameworks more inclusive and understandable.

Furthermore, the participatory nature of legal design allows organizations to tailor their compliance strategies to
better reflect the needs and concerns of diverse stakeholder groups (Mulligan & Bamberger, 2018). Legal design
encourages organizations to involve stakeholders early in the design process, ensuring that their input is
considered and that the resulting legal documents are relevant and effective. By adopting this approach,
organizations can enhance their ability to anticipate potential risks and address stakeholder concerns before they
escalate, improving both compliance outcomes and stakeholder relations.

Additionally, legal design encourages a proactive approach (Kaave, 2023) to ESG compliance. Rather than
responding to issues as they arise, companies can use legal design to anticipate and mitigate risks, aligning their
legal strategies with stakeholder expectations and regulatory requirements. This proactive stance promotes a
culture of compliance that resonates with stakeholder values and fosters a more collaborative and trust-based
relationship between businesses and their stakeholders.

The use of digital tools to implement legal design is another critical area of discussion. Technology plays an
essential role in enhancing the application of legal design principles, allowing organizations to create interactive,
real-time platforms for stakeholder engagement. These digital platforms facilitate continuous feedback and
collaboration, enabling companies to adapt their ESG compliance strategies to evolving regulatory landscapes and
stakeholder expectations. By leveraging digital tools, businesses can streamline compliance processes, making
them more efficient, transparent, and responsive (Ducato et al., 2024).

However, it is also important to note that digital transformation is not only simplifying legal frameworks but also
actively contributing to achieving sustainability goals. For example, Al, blockchain, and IoT technologies can track
and verify ESG data in real time, ensuring compliance with environmental standards while fostering transparency
and accountability in corporate governance (Varriale et al., 2024). These technologies play a crucial role in
optimizing processes, enhancing resource efficiency, and reducing environmental impact. By integrating these
tools, businesses can not only meet regulatory requirements but also drive more sustainable practices across
industries. This synergy between digital transformation and sustainability highlights how technology becomes a
key enabler of responsible business practices, aligning corporate objectives with the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) (Ducato et al., 2024; Varriale et al., 2024).

The balance between legal frameworks and technological systems is essential for effective ESG compliance. Legal
design patterns bridge this gap by translating legal concepts into digital tools that are both legally sound and user-
friendly, ensuring stakeholders can navigate and comply with complex ESG regulations efficiently (Koulu & Pohle,
2024)

While the integration of Stakeholder Theory and legal design presents significant opportunities, there are still
challenges to address. One limitation of this study is its reliance on qualitative literature, which may introduce biases
and lacks empirical validation. Future research should focus on empirical studies to test the effectiveness of legal
design in enhancing ESG compliance and stakeholder engagement. Case studies could offer practical insights into
how these strategies are being implemented in various industries and their impact on corporate governance and
sustainability.

In conclusion, the synthesis of Stakeholder Theory and legal design provides a promising framework for improving
corporate ESG compliance. By making legal information more accessible and engaging stakeholders in the
compliance process, organizations can foster transparency, accountability, and trust. Moving forward, the
incorporation of digital tools and empirical research will be crucial in validating and refining this approach, ensuring
its effectiveness in promoting sustainable business practices and ethical governance.
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Conclusion

Managerial Recommendations

Businesses can incorporate Al (Rane et al., 2024) and blockchain (Almadadha, 2024) technologies to streamline
compliance processes, track ESG data in real time, and ensure transparency in reporting. These technologies can
help automate complex regulatory requirements and provide real-time feedback, enhancing both efficiency and
accountability. By integrating proactive legal design with Al tools, businesses can not only meet their current
compliance needs but also prepare for a sustainable future. As Salo-Lahti and Haapio (2024) suggest, possibility-
driven design allows companies to explore new ways of aligning their legal frameworks with emerging sustainability
goals, creating a more resilient and forward-thinking approach to ESG compliance.

Furthermore, companies may employ legal design to simplify legal documentation (Barton et al., 2022), making it
more accessible to stakeholders. This will foster clearer communication, improve decision-making, and enhance
stakeholder trust by ensuring that compliance requirements are easier to understand and act upon. Examples
would include developing visual aids (e.g., infographics, flowcharts) to present legal and ESG requirements clearly
or the use of design patterns to structure information hierarchically and making it more digestible.

It would be also very useful if companies actively involve stakeholders in the co-creation (Loureiro et at., 2020) of
legal documents and compliance strategies. This participatory approach will ensure that stakeholder concerns are
addressed early in the process, leading to better alignment between business practices and stakeholder
expectations. Examples would include the use co-creation workshops or participatory design sessions to gather
insights on stakeholder expectations and applying human-centered design principles to map out stakeholder
journeys and pain points. It would be also possible to consider creating interactive digital tools (e.g., web portals or
apps) to allow stakeholders to interact with legal documents, ask questions, and provide input and using design
thinking to co-create value-adding ESG initiatives in collaboration with stakeholders.

Policy Recommendations

Policymakers can encourage the use of digital tools, such as Al and blockchain, to enhance regulatory compliance
frameworks. By incentivizing the adoption of these technologies, regulators can ensure that compliance processes
are more efficient and transparent. However, it would be also essential them to provide guidelines for ethical use
of such technologies.

Governments and international bodies can work towards standardizing ESG reporting requirements across
industries. This will reduce the regulatory burden on companies, allowing them to focus more on innovation and
sustainable practices rather than navigating complex, fragmented regulations. Well-designed ESG data standards
(Cort & Esty, 2020) can enhance the reliability of metrics that support various emerging reporting and disclosure
frameworks. This improvement fosters greater confidence among investors and other stakeholders, enabling them
to distinguish genuine sustainability insights from irrelevant information.

To maximize the benefits of legal design and digital transformation, policymakers can foster collaboration between
them (Mulholland, 2018) and legal professionals, technologists, and business leaders. This will ensure that legal
frameworks are continuously updated to reflect technological advancements and evolving stakeholder
expectations. According to Mulholland (2018), cooperative processes must integrate inclusivity, transparency, and
mutual trust to effectively align policy-making with stakeholder needs, thereby enhancing the implementation of
sustainable development goals.

Limitations

Despite the contributions of this study, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, this paper is conceptual in
nature and is based on a qualitative review of existing literature. As such, it does not include empirical data or case
studies to validate the proposed conceptual framework. Additionally, the scope of the research was limited to
articles and reports available in English, potentially overlooking relevant studies in other languages. Finally, while
the study explores the intersection of Stakeholder Theory and legal design, it does not extensively analyse industry-
specific applications, which may limit the generalizability of the findings.

Future Research

Future research should focus on empirically testing legal design’s impact on ESG compliance across various
industries through case studies or experiments that explore how legal design simplifies complex regulations and
enhances stakeholder engagement. Additionally, the role of emerging technologies, such as Al and blockchain, in
transforming legal design and improving compliance warrants further examination. Cross-cultural studies would
also provide valuable insights into how legal design functions in different regulatory environments, while research
on its application to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) could address the unique challenges these
organizations face in meeting ESG requirements. Moreover, sustainability reporting represents another area where
legal design can play a pivotal role, particularly in simplifying and clarifying data for stakeholders. The effectiveness
of participatory legal design methods, such as workshops and co-creation, in increasing engagement and
compliance should also be explored. Lastly, integrating digital transformation with legal design to improve ESG
compliance through real-time feedback and collaboration platforms is a promising direction for future research.
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In conclusion, the integration of legal design and stakeholder theory represents a transformative and novel
approach to corporate ESG compliance and sustainable business practices. This paper is unique in bridging the
gap between legal innovation and management theory, offering practical solutions to the challenges businesses
face in navigating complex regulatory environments. By making legal frameworks more accessible and engaging,
organizations can foster deeper stakeholder trust and transparency, aligning business operations with evolving
regulatory and societal expectations. As this field continues to develop, the collaboration between legal
professionals, technologists, and business leaders will be crucial in realizing the full potential of legal design in
ESG governance. Ultimately, the intersection of these disciplines promises not only to enhance compliance but
also to drive innovation and sustainability.
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Summary: The evolving regulatory landscape mandates companies to en-
gage stakeholders meaningfully as part of their due diligence obligations
to identify, prevent, and mitigate adverse human rights and environmental
impacts. However, regulatory complexity, information asymmetries, and
power imbalances often hinder effective engagement, creating barriers to
participation, comprehension and trust-building. As businesses navigate
these challenges, there is a growing need for innovative approaches that
make legal obligations more accessible, understandable, and actionable.
This paper explores how legal design principles can enhance meaning-
ful stakeholder engagement mechanisms, with a particular focus on the
European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive
(CSDDD). Article 13 of the CSDDD introduces strict requirements for
ongoing, inclusive, and informed engagement with affected stakeholders,
yet its implementation remains complex due to the abstract nature of legal
provisions and the diverse contexts in which they apply. This conceptu-
al and transdisciplinary study synthesizes insights from a comprehensive
review of literature across legal design, business and human rights, and
stakeholder engagement fields. It develops a framework that aligns legal
design principles with the stakeholder engagement requirements of the
CSDDD, illustrating how techniques such as plain language, visual aids,
and participatory design can foster inclusive participation, bridge commu-
nication gaps and build trust. The framework emphasizes the importance of
clarity, accessibility, and co-creation in corporate sustainability practices.
This paper offers a new perspective on the dynamic relationship between
legal design and corporate sustainability, proposing innovative tools and
strategies that can improve communication and collaboration between busi-
nesses and their stakeholders.

Key words: Legal Design, Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement, Corpo-
rate Sustainability, Business and Human Rights, Regulatory Complexity
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1. Introduction

The corporate sustainability field has been undergoing a significant transforma-
tion, driven by increasing regulatory demands', evolving stakeholder expec-
tations and a global push for responsible business conduct while staying ahead
in the competition®. In this context, it is of the essence for businesses to con-
tinuously engage with their stakeholders who are defined by Freeman (1984) as
“groups and individuals that have a valid interest in the activities and outcomes
of a firm on whom the firm relies to achieve its objectives”.® As a construct,
stakeholder engagement gained prominence since the beginning of 2000s where
the term “stakeholder engagement” refer to various processes and strategies that
businesses and other organisations implement in their stakeholder relations.*
However, the term ever evolved since then transitioning stakeholder engage-
ment from a one-sided management approach to a more interactive, value-driven
practice.’ It is also worth-noting the theoretical diversity of the literature which
reflects a fragmented understanding of stakeholder engagement, drawing from
stakeholder theory but extending to corporate social responsibility, sustainability
and environmental policy.°

Buhmann et al. (2024) explain that meaningful stakeholder engagement
(MSE) emerged as a normative response to the increasing dissatisfaction with
the traditional stakeholder engagement practices, especially in contexts like envi-
ronmental impact assessments, corporate sustainability and human rights.” Both

! EUROPEAN COMMISSION. European Green Deal. Available at: https://commission.europa.cu
/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en [accessed 14 February 2025].

2 EUROPEAN COMMISSION. The Future of European Competitiveness: A Competitiveness
Strategy for Europe. 2024. Available at: https://commission.europa.eu/document/97e481fd-2d
c3-412d-bedc-f152a8232961 en [accessed 12 February 2025].

3 FREEMAN, R. E. Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. Boston: Pitman, 1984;
FREEMAN, R. E., HARRISON, J. S., ZYGLIDOPOULOS, S. Stakeholder Theory: Concepts
and Strategies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018, p. 1.

4 KUJALA, J., SACHS, S., LEINONEN, H., HEIKKINEN, A., LAUDE, D. Stakeholder Engage-
ment: Past, Present, and Future. Business & Society. 2022, vol. 61, no. 5, pp. 1139-1140.

> Ibid., p. 1143.

¢ Ibid., p. 1137.

7 BUHMANN, K., FONSECA, A., ANDREWS, N., AMATULLI, G. Meaningful Stakeholder
Engagement: The Concept, Practice and Governance. In: SMITH, J., LEE, R., TAYLOR, P.
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as a concept and a management approach®, MSE plays a fundamental role in
ensuring that businesses engage, consult, and respond to all stakeholders with
a particular focus to the individuals or groups affected or under risk to be affected
by their operations. MSE gained momentum especially with the adoption of the
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) “Protect, Re-
spect, Remedy” framework in 2011, which established meaningful engagement
as a core element of corporate sustainability due diligence.’ Since then, regula-
tory frameworks such as the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises!'®!!
and the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive
(CSDDD)" have further institutionalized MSE, shifting it from a ‘nice-to-have’
to a ‘need-to-have’ practice for responsible business conduct.

A significant problem remains as highlighted both in the academic'® and grey
literature'* in regard to the superficial stakeholder engagement is the lack of genu-
ine, inclusive and transparent engagement with affected or under risk to be affected
stakeholders that undermines the goals of corporate sustainability. This issue man-
ifests in several ways, including the dominance of businesses in the engagement
process, leading to power imbalances that marginalize the voices of vulnerable
groups.'s Additionally, stakeholder engagement efforts often become transactional

(eds.). The Routledge Handbook on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement. London: Routledge,
2024, p. 3.

8 Ibid., p. 3.

? UNITED NATIONS OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS.
Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations “Protect,
Respect and Remedy” Framework. 2011, p. 19. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/publica
tions/reference-publications/guiding-principles-business-and-human-rights

10 OECD. OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct. Paris:
OECD Publishing, 2023, pp. 1-76. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1787/81192357-en

1" UN GLOBAL COMPACT NETWORK GERMANY. What Makes Stakeholder Engagement
Meaningful? 5 Insights from Practice. Insights Series — Keys to Effective Human Rights Due
Diligence. 2022, p. 3.

12 EUROPEAN UNION. Directive (EU) 2024/1760 of the European Parliament and of the Coun-
cil of 13 June 2024 on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence and Amending Directive (EU)
2019/1937 and Regulation (EU) 2023/2859. Official Journal of the European Union, 2024, L
1760, pp. 1-58.

13 BUHMANN, K., FONSECA, A., ANDREWS, N., AMATULLI, G. Meaningful Stakeholder En-
gagement: The Concept, Practice and Governance. In: SMITH, J., LEE, R., TAYLOR, P. (eds.).
The Routledge Handbook on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement. London: Routledge, 2024, p. 4.

4 UN GLOBAL COMPACT NETWORK GERMANY. What Makes Stakeholder Engagement
Meaningful? 5 Insights from Practice. Insights Series — Keys to Effective Human Rights Due
Diligence. 2022, p. 3.

5 ANDREWS, N., SAAKA, S. A. Considering Research Participants as ‘Affected Stakeholders’:
Implications for Methodological Choices and Meaningful Engagement Outcomes. In: SMITH, J.,
LEE, R., TAYLOR, P. (eds.). The Routledge Handbook on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement.
London: Routledge, 2024, pp. 389.
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rather than transformational, focusing on regulatory compliance rather than foster-
ing trust and genuine. The complexity of legal and technical information further
exacerbates the problem, as affected communities struggle to access, comprehend,
and use the information necessary to assert their rights and participate meaning-
fully. Without proactive measures to simplify information, involve stakeholders
as co-owners in the process, and adapt engagement methods to the local context,
companies risk overlooking critical human rights impacts and losing trust, ulti-
mately undermining the effectiveness of their due diligence processes.'®

The current literature indicated that MSE can foster trust'’, enhance “social
license to operate”'® and improve risk oversight with sustainability goals and
fostering long-term sustainable value'® when applied correctly. It is important
to highlight that societal grand challenges such as climate change, inequality
and governance issues require systemic issue and integrative approaches in the
business and society field. In this sense, stakeholder engagement literature tra-
ditionally focuses on individual entities rather than the relationships between
them, missing out on the dynamic nature of stakeholder interactions.?® Literature
points toward the need for innovative, multi-disciplinary methods to study and
implement effective MSE practices in sustainability strategies.?!

However, there is still limited understanding of how MSE can be operation-
alized effectively in complex, regulatory-intensive contexts like the EU’s Corpo-
rate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD). Article 13 of the CSDDD
requires companies to conduct due diligence in alignment with human rights and
environmental standards, yet there is a lack of practical guidance on how to design

16 HAGAN, M. Law by Design. Self-published, 2020. Available at: https://lawbydesign.co [accessed
14 February 2025]; HAAPIO, H., PASSERA, S. Visual Contracts as Interfaces: How to Design
Contracts to Improve User Experience. In: CORRALES, M., FENWICK, M., FORGO, N. (eds.).
Legal Tech, Smart Contracts and Blockchain. Singapore: Springer, 2017, pp. 75-95. Available
at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-6086-2 5

7 EKE, S., GRANT, J. A., MAYANIJA, E. N., OGUNNUBI, O. An Agential Constructivist Anal-
ysis of Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement in Africa’s Critical Minerals Sector: Insights from
the Democratic Republic of Congo. In: SMITH, J., LEE, R., TAYLOR, P. (eds.). The Routledge
Handbook on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement. London: Routledge, 2024, pp. 225-243.

8 BIANCHI, L., CARUANA, R., SHIVIJI, A. K. Engaging Marginalized Stakeholders: Towards
a Dialogical Theorization of Effective Corporate-Rightsholder Remedy. Journal of Business
Ethics. 2024, vol. 191, p. 9. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-024-05879-6.

1 GORSKI, A. T., DUMITRASCU, D. D. Stakeholder Ecosystems and Corporate Sustainability:
A Nexus for Value Creation in the Age of Sustainability. Studies in Business and Economics.
2023, vol. 18, no. 2, pp. 175.

2 BROWN, J. A., DE BAKKER, F. G., BAPUJI, H., HIGGINS, C., REHBEIN, K., SPICER, A.
Building on Its Past: The Future of Business and Society Scholarship. Business & Society. 2022,
vol. 61, no. 5, p. 970.

2l Ibid.

90



RETHINKING MEANINGFUL STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

engagement processes that meet the directive’s requirements while ensuring clar-
ity, accessibility, and inclusiveness for diverse stakeholders. In this respect, this
paper aims to address this gap by exploring the following research question: “How
can legal design principles enhance meaningful stakeholder engagement under
the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD)?”

This study contributes to the existing literature by introducing a legal de-
sign-based approach to MSE. Legal design applies human-centred design prin-
ciples to the development of legal information, processes, and communications,
making them more accessible, actionable and user-friendly. By integrating legal
design into MSE processes, businesses can better align their engagement practices
with the requirements of the CSDDD. The paper will propose a practical frame-
work for MSE under the CSDDD, focusing on enhancing clarity, inclusiveness, and
effectiveness. Additionally, the study will provide recommendations for regulators,
businesses, and civil society actors on how to apply legal design techniques to im-
prove engagement outcomes and foster more meaningful stakeholder participation.

2. The Regulatory Landscape

The rapid increase in sustainability-related regulations, or “legislative tsunamis”,
creates challenges for companies, making compliance difficult and overwhelm-
ing.”> Before 2000s stakeholder engagement was largely informal, ad-hoc and
stemming from the corporate goodwill. With the developments in the globali-
sation of supply chains, stakeholder engagement became part of risk manage-
ment frameworks rather than a voluntary corporate social responsibility activity.
However, with the smart mix* of instruments combining soft and hard law,
stakeholder engagement has been redefined and solidified as a dynamic, ongoing
and participatory practice, named as meaningful stakeholder engagement.

One key milestone was the endorsement of the United Nations Guiding Prin-
ciples on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) by the Human Rights Council
on 16 June 2011, which incorporated “human rights due diligence” (HRDD)* in

2 SALO-LAHTI, M., RANTA, M., HAAPIO, H. Al Tools for Sustainability—Actionable Infor-
mation for Both Humans and Machines. In: Rechtsinformatik als Methodenwissenschaft des
Rechts: Legal Informatics as Science of Legal Methods. Proceedings of the 26th International
Legal Informatics Symposium IRIS, February 2023, p. 199.

3 PETERS, A., GLESS, S., THOMALE, C., WELLER, M. P. Business and Human Rights: Towards
a ‘Smart Mix’ of Regulation and Enforcement. Zeitschrift fiir auslandisches 6ffentliches Recht
und Vélkerrecht / Heidelberg. Journal of International Law. 2023, vol. 83, no. 3, pp. 415-460.

2 Human rights due diligence (HRDD) differs from traditional due diligence frameworks by being
an ongoing, dynamic process rather than a transactional one. It requires continuous monitoring of
human rights risks, which evolve due to internal and external factors. Unlike generic stakeholder
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its framework.” Even though it is not legally binding, UNGPs have influenced
other international standards, national regulations and corporate due diligence
frameworks such as OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (2011), ILO
Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and
Social Policy (2017), International Finance Corporation (IFC) Environmental
and Social Performance Standards (2012), and Equator Principles (2013) were all
revised to incorporate HRDD principles from the UNGPs.?® During the decade
after the adoption of the UNGPs, European countries such as France, Germany,
Norway and the Netherlands adopted mandatory due diligence legislation to
“harden” the obligations.”’” However, the aforementioned national legislations
vary greatly in terms of scope, standards and enforcement mechanisms.?

Responding to the need for legal certainty both for the businesses and those
impacted by their activities, a qualified majority of the EU member states voted
in favour of the Directive on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive®
(CSDDD) on 15" March 2024. This was yet another milestone marking the first
“region-wide due diligence legislation”.*® A key feature of CSDDD was to in-
troduce mandatory requirements to adopt “codes of conduct” with due diligence
requirements which must be enforced across global supply chains, different than
earlier times where enforcement of the codes of conduct was left to the discretion
of the companies.’!

Article 13 of the CSDDD further cements the importance of meaningful stake-
holder engagement. It obliges businesses to engage with stakeholders throughout
the due diligence process by providing relevant and comprehensible information

categorization, HRDD mandates engagement with individuals whose dignity and equality are
at risk, ensuring risks to stakeholders, not just the business, are identified and addressed. RUG-
GIE, J. G. European Commission Initiative on Mandatory Human Rights Due Diligence and
Directors’ Duties. 2021, pp. 1-4.

3 MCCORQUODALE, R.,NOLAN, J. The Effectiveness of Human Rights Due Diligence for Pre-
venting Business Human Rights Abuses. Netherlands International Law Review. 2021, vol. 68,
no. 1, p. 456.

% Ibid., p. 458.

27 BUENO, N., BERNAZ, N., HOLLY, G., MARTIN-ORTEGA, O. The EU Directive on Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence (CSDDD): The Final Political Compromise. Business and Human
Rights Journal. 2024, vol. 9, no. 1, p. 294.

2 Ibid.

2 EUROPEAN UNION. Directive (EU) 2024/1760 of the European Parliament and of the Coun-
cil of 13 June 2024 on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence and Amending Directive (EU)
2019/1937 and Regulation (EU) 2023/2859. Official Journal of the European Union. 2024, L
1760, pp. 1-58.

30 Ibid.

31 VANDENBROUCKE, S. The Evolution of Codes of Conduct to Ensure Labor Rights in Global
Supply Chains. AJIL Unbound. 2024, vol. 118, p. 297.
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and enabling them to request additional details when necessary. CSDDD speci-
fies that consultations must take place at key stages, including when identifying
risks, developing prevention and remediation plans, and defining performance
indicators. It also emphasizes the importance of addressing engagement barriers,
protecting participants from retaliation, and consulting experts when direct en-
gagement with stakeholders is not feasible. The flexibility to fulfil these obliga-
tions through industry or multi-stakeholder initiatives is permitted, provided that
the requirements for direct employee engagement are respected. This shift reflects
the growing recognition of stakeholder engagement not merely as a procedural
step, but as a core component of sustainable and responsible business conduct.

Figure 1. Steps of Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement Process under CSDDD.

Identification of
Stakeholders

Communication and
Reporting

Monitoring and
Evaluation

Planning and
Preparation

Information Sharing
and Transparency

Integration and
Action

Interactive Dialogue
and Consultation

Source: Author's own compilation.

The recitals of the CSDDD?? further elaborate on the importance of stake-
holder engagement as an integral aspect of sustainable and responsible business

32 EUROPEAN UNION. Directive (EU) 2024/1760 of the European Parliament and of the Coun-
cil of 13 June 2024 on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence and Amending Directive (EU)
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conduct. Recital 38 emphasizes the need to embed due diligence into companies’
policies and risk management systems, while Recital 40 highlights the necessity
of meaningful stakeholder engagement to ensure the effective identification,
prevention, and mitigation of adverse impacts.

This regulatory evolution underscores the shift in stakeholder engagement
from a superficial corporate activity to a fundamental requirement for sustainable
and responsible business conduct. As companies navigate the complexities of
the CSDDD, meaningful stakeholder engagement will be crucial in fostering
trust, enhancing compliance, and contributing to long-term sustainability goals.

3. Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement in Practice

Translating the principles of meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE) into
practice requires companies to move beyond theoretical frameworks and embrace
strategies that foster genuine, inclusive, and ongoing dialogue. The Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) sets out clear expectations for
MSE but leaves significant room for interpretation regarding how these principles
should be operationalized in diverse business contexts. In practice, companies
must adopt tailored approaches that consider their industry characteristics, stake-
holder composition, and operational realities.

3.1. Embedding MSE in Corporate Governance

For MSE to be effective, it must be integrated into core corporate governance
structures.®® This integration involves establishing clear policies, designating
responsible teams or officers, and ensuring that engagement activities are aligned
with broader sustainability goals. The development of codes of conduct, as re-
quired by the Article 7 of CSDDD, serves as a foundational step in this pro-
cess. These codes should articulate the company’s commitment to stakeholder
engagement, specify procedures for consultation, and outline mechanisms for
monitoring and reviewing engagement practices.

2019/1937 and Regulation (EU) 2023/2859. Official Journal of the European Union. 2024, L
1760, pp. 1-58.

3 UNITED NATIONS OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS.
Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations “Protect,
Respect and Remedy” Framework. 2011, pp. 1-32. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/pub
lications/reference-publications/guiding-principles-business-and-human-rights
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3.2. Tools and Techniques for Effective Engagement
3.2.1. Information Gathering and Analysis Tools

Effective stakeholder engagement begins with understanding who the stake-
holders are and what their concerns, expectations, and interests might be. Tools
like stakeholder mapping and analysis help organizations identify and prioritize
stakeholders based on their level of influence and potential impact. Surveys,
questionnaires, and interviews provide both quantitative and qualitative insights
into stakeholder perceptions.34 Participatory impact assessments, such as social
and environmental impact assessments, further enhance this understanding by
involving stakeholders in identifying risks and potential solutions early in the
decision-making process.

3.2.2. Dialogue and Collaboration Techniques

Engagement requires open, inclusive, and ongoing communication. Focus groups
and workshops facilitate in-depth discussions, encouraging stakeholders to voice
their concerns and co-create solutions.*® Community meetings and town halls*
offer broader participation opportunities, particularly for communities directly
affected by corporate activities. Participatory scenario planning helps stakehold-
ers explore potential future outcomes collaboratively, fostering proactive risk
management and collective decision-making.

3.2.3. Feedback, Monitoring, and Trust-Building Mechanisms

Sustaining meaningful engagement involves continuous feedback loops and
trust-building efforts. Operational grievance mechanisms (OGMs) provide acces-
sible channels for stakeholders to raise concerns and seek remedies. Interactive
digital platforms, such as online forums and webinars, extend participation to
geographically dispersed stakeholders.’” Collaborating with civil society orga-
nizations (CSOs) can also enhance trust, as these organizations often serve as

3 ANDREWS, N., SAAKA, S. A. Considering Research Participants as ‘Affected Stakeholders’:
Implications for Methodological Choices and Meaningful Engagement Outcomes. In: SMITH, J.,
LEE, R., TAYLOR, P. (eds.). The Routledge Handbook on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement.
London: Routledge, 2024, pp. 392-393.

35 Ibid.

3¢ FITZPATRICK, P., FAST, H. Opportunities for Meaningful Engagement: A Canadian Perspective
on Regulatory Tribunals. In: SMITH, J., LEE, R., TAYLOR, P. (eds.). The Routledge Handbook
on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement. London: Routledge, 2024, pp. 151.

37 PRNO, J. Creating Meaningful Community Engagement Outcomes: A Practitioner’s Perspective.
In: SMITH, J., LEE, R., TAYLOR, P. (eds.). The Routledge Handbook on Meaningful Stakehold-
er Engagement. London: Routledge, 2024, pp. 278.
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bridges between businesses and vulnerable communities, ensuring that stake-
holder voices remain central to corporate decisions.

3.3. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Continuous Improvement

MSE is not a one-time activity but an ongoing process that requires regular
monitoring and evaluation.’® Companies must establish clear indicators to as-
sess the effectiveness of their engagement practices, ensuring that stakeholder
feedback informs continuous improvement. Conducting periodic reviews, so-
liciting stakeholder feedback, and adjusting strategies in response to evolving
circumstances are critical for maintaining meaningful engagement over time.
By adopting a proactive, design-informed approach to MSE, companies would
be able to fulfil their legal obligations under the CSDDD, also strengthen re-
lationships with stakeholders, build social capital, and enhance their long-term
sustainability performance.

4. Challenges in Meaningful Stakeholder
Engagement: Regulatory Complexity, Information
Accessibility, and Trust

Meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE) is essential for corporate sustain-
ability, yet its effective implementation is with challenges. Among the most
significant obstacles are the complexity of regulatory requirements, the accessi-
bility of information for diverse stakeholders, and the need to build and maintain
trust in the engagement process. These challenges can undermine the goals of
MSE, particularly in the context of the CSDDD, which emphasizes inclusive,
transparent, and ongoing engagement.

4.1. Regulatory Complexity

The growing number of international, regional, and national regulations has
created a complex and often fragmented regulatory landscape. Companies must
navigate overlapping, and at times contradictory, requirements related to human
rights, environmental due diligence, and stakeholder engagement. The CSDDD,
while aiming to standardize these requirements across the EU, still requires
businesses to interpret and operationalize legal provisions in diverse operational
contexts.

3% Principle 31 of UNGPs also highlights the importance of continues improvement.

96



RETHINKING MEANINGFUL STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

Even though there is a great need of “smart mix of regulatory approaches”
combining public international law, domestic law and corporate self-regulation
causes a regulatory diversity.* In addition to this, for businesses who operate
across multiple jurisdictions would face further legislative fragmentation due
to jurisdictional differences.*’ Regulatory complexity due to this diversity can
overwhelm companies, particularly small and medium-sized enterprises, which
often lack the resources to establish comprehensive compliance systems.

4.2. Information Accessibility

Access to clear, comprehensible information is fundamental to effective stake-
holder engagement. However, legal documents are frequently drafted in technical
language that is difficult for non-legal audiences to understand. This language
barrier can prevent stakeholders from fully participating in consultations, pro-
viding feedback, or advocating for their interests. The CSDDD addresses this
challenge by requiring companies to present information in accessible formats,
yet implementation gaps persist. Innovative approaches like legal design, which
applies design-thinking principles to law, can help bridge this gap by transform-
ing complex legal texts into user-friendly materials.

In addition to this, information asymmetry can also cause power imbalance
between parties where McGahan (2020) also raises concerns about the exclusion
of disempowered stakeholders*'. Future research can investigate how legal de-
sign can create inclusive engagement processes for marginalized voices, such as
environmental advocates and vulnerable communities. Co-creation workshops
and participatory design sessions with diverse stakeholder groups can help com-
panies better capture and integrate these perspectives into their sustainability
strategies.

4.3. Trust

Trust is the cornerstone of successful stakeholder engagement, but it can be
fragile and difficult to establish. Historical cases of corporate misconduct, inad-
equate responses to stakeholder concerns, and perceived imbalances in engage-
ment processes contribute to disengagement. The CSDDD mandates transparent,

3 PETERS, A., GLESS, S., THOMALE, C., WELLER, M. P. Business and Human Rights: To-
wards a ‘Smart Mix’ of Regulation and Enforcement. Zeitschrift fiir auslandisches 6ffentliches
Recht und Volkerrecht/Heidelberg Journal of International Law. 2023, vol. 83, no. 3, p. 427.

4 Ibid., p. 445.

4 MCGAHAN, A. M. Where Does an Organization’s Responsibility End? Identifying the Bound-
aries on Stakeholder Claims. Academy of Management Discoveries. 2020, vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 8-11.
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meaningful, and responsive engagement to rebuild this trust. Companies can
foster trust by ensuring genuine dialogue, protecting stakeholder confidentiality,
and demonstrating a consistent commitment to addressing identified risks and
impacts. Additionally, the involvement of independent experts and the co-cre-
ation of engagement strategies with stakeholders can enhance perceptions of
fairness and reliability.

However, trust-building in stakeholder engagement requires more than pro-
cedural compliance; it necessitates the adoption of inclusive and participatory
practices that acknowledge and address stakeholder concerns. Schormair and Ger-
lach (2020) argue that traditional, agreement-driven approaches like Alternative
Dispute Resolution (ADR) often fall short in this regard due to their transactional
nature and the power imbalances they reinforce.* Their case study of Barrick
Gold’s remediation mechanisms revealed that lack of victim participation, inad-
equate communication, and concealed legal alternatives eroded trust and satisfac-
tion with the process. By first integrating proactive law* principles to prevent such
outcomes and restorative justice mechanisms to address past harms, companies
can establish a more resilient foundation for meaningful stakeholder engagement.

Addressing these challenges requires a shift from treating stakeholder engage-
ment as a compliance obligation to recognizing it as a strategic tool for corporate
sustainability. Legal design principles, with their focus on proactivity, clarity, inclu-
sivity, and usability, provide promising avenues to simplify regulatory complexity,
enhance information accessibility, and cultivate enduring stakeholder trust.

5. Legal Design: How to Make Stakeholder
Engagement More Meaningful?

Legal design is an interdisciplinary approach that applies principles of human-cen-
tred design to the field of law to create legal documents, services, and systems that
are more accessible, understandable, and user-friendly.* However, legal design
is not merely a method for achieving positive outcomes but also an approach to
prevent problems from emerging and escalating into conflicts and disputes.*® This

2 SCHORMALIR, M. J., GERLACH, L. M. Corporate Remediation of Human Rights Violations:
A Restorative Justice Framework. Journal of Business Ethics. 2020, vol. 167, no. 3, p. 477.

4 SIEDEL, G. J., HAAPIO, H. Using Proactive Law for Competitive Advantage. American Busi-
ness Law Journal. 2010, vol. 47, p. 657.

“ HAGAN, M. Law by Design. Self-published, 2020. Available at: https://lawbydesign.co [accessed
14 February 2025].

4 LEGAL DESIGN ALLIANCE. Legal Design Alliance Website. Available at: https://www.lega
Idesignalliance.org/ [accessed 14 February 2025].
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perspective aligns with the Proactive/Preventive Law approach, which emphasizes
not only the prevention and resolution of legal issues but also the empowerment
of individuals to achieve their commercial or personal objectives (Barton et al.,
2021). This approach further enhances legal communication, services, and solu-
tions by making them more “functional, useful, and usable”.* It aligns with the
proactive and participatory aspects of modern stakeholder engagement, particu-
larly in regulatory compliance, sustainability, and corporate governance. The role
of legal design in achieving corporate sustainability outcomes is promising*’ as
it emphasizes its value in improving the comprehensibility of legal information
and fostering meaningful engagement.

5.1. Concepts and Principles of Legal Design

Legal design is grounded in principles of proactive law, value-sensitive design,
and participatory methodologies. Proactive law emphasizes the preventive and
promotive dimensions of legal practice, encouraging the use of legal knowl-
edge to anticipate and avoid potential problems rather than merely reacting to
issues after they occur.*® The principles of proactive legal design align closely
with value-sensitive design, which seeks to embed ethical considerations like
transparency, accountability, and fairness into legal systems and documentation.*’
A key component of legal design is its human-centred approach, which prior-
itizes the needs, perspectives, and experiences of end-users. The design process
often employs visual aids, plain language, and interactive elements to enhance
understanding and usability.”® As highlighted by Chung and Kim (2023), legal
design fosters better communication between legal professionals and non-ex-
perts, promoting engagement and compliance through clarity and simplicity.”'

4 HAAPIO, H., BARTON, T. D., COMPAGNUCCI, M. C. Legal Design for the Common Good:
Proactive Legal Care by Design. In: CORRALES, M., FENWICK, M., FORGO, N. (eds.). Legal
Design. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2021, p. 56-57.

47 METIN, E. Legal Design: A Catalyst for Environmental Social and Governance and Sustainable
Business Practices. Scientific Papers of the University of Pardubice. Series D, Faculty of Eco-
nomics & Administration. 2024, vol. 32, no. 2, pp. 1-10.

4 SIEDEL, G. J., HAAPIO, H. Using Proactive Law for Competitive Advantage. American Busi-
ness Law Journal. 2010, vol. 47, p. 657.

4 ROSSIL, A., HAAPIO, H. Proactive Legal Design: Embedding Values in the Design of Legal
Artefacts. In: Internet of Things. Proceedings of the 22nd International Legal Informatics Sym-
posium IRIS. February 2019, pp. 537-544.

3% HAGAN, M. Participatory Design for Innovation in Access to Justice. Daedalus. 2019, vol. 148,
no. 1, pp. 120-127.

31 CHUNG, S., KIM, J. Systematic Literature Review of Legal Design: Concepts, Processes, and
Methods. The Design Journal. 2023, vol. 26, no. 3, pp. 399-416.
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Participatory design, a subset of legal design, involves stakeholders directly in
the development of legal tools and systems. This approach ensures that the result-
ing legal products are more relevant, usable, and reflective of users’ real-world ex-
periences.* In the realm of corporate sustainability, participatory design facilitates
meaningful stakeholder engagement by integrating diverse viewpoints into the
design of policies and practices. The participatory design process is particularly
valuable for companies navigating complex regulatory frameworks. By involving
stakeholders in the design and implementation of compliance mechanisms, organi-
zations can foster greater transparency and trust, ensuring that legal requirements
are understood and adhered to by all parties involved.

5.2. Implementing Legal Design in Corporate Sustainability
and ESG Compliance

Legal design has significant applications in enhancing corporate sustainability
practices, especially in Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) compli-
ance. As ESG requirements become more complex and demanding, companies
must find innovative ways to communicate these requirements effectively to
their stakeholders. Legal design techniques, such as plain language, design pat-
terns and visual aids, help bridge the gap between regulatory frameworks and
operational practices.

For instance, Salo-Lahti and Haapio (2024) demonstrate how proactive legal
design can support sustainability reporting by transforming dense, technical in-
formation into accessible and actionable insights.** Similarly, the potential role
of legal design in ESG strategies were explored in showing how visual aids and
plain language can enhance understanding and adherence to ESG principles.*

The integration of digital tools with legal design practices offers new op-
portunities for improving legal communication and stakeholder engagement.
Al technologies, such as natural language processing and machine learning,
can be leveraged to create adaptive legal interfaces that respond to user queries
in real time. Salo-Lahti et al. (2023) highlight the potential of Al-driven legal
design in simplifying sustainability disclosures and enhancing access to critical

2. HAGAN, M. Participatory Design for [nnovation in Access to Justice. Daedalus. 2019, vol. 148,
no. 1, pp. 120-127.

3 SALO-LAHTI, M., HAAPIO, H. Possibility-Driven Design and Responsible Use of Al for Sus-
tainability. In: DUCATO, R., STROWEL, A., MARIQUE, E. (eds.). Design(s) for Law. Milan:
Ledizioni, 2024, pp. 205-252. Available at: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.11221501.

3 METIN, E. Legal Design: A Catalyst for Environmental Social and Governance and Sustainable
Business Practices. Scientific Papers of the University of Pardubice. Series D, Faculty of Eco-
nomics & Administration. 2024, vol. 32, no. 2, pp. 1-10.
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information.* Digital transformation also supports the implementation of inter-
active, user-friendly legal documents that can be customized to meet the specific
needs of various stakeholder groups. This adaptability is crucial for multinational
corporations operating across diverse regulatory environments.

5.3. The Potential Role of Legal Design in Real Life MSE Cases

The main contribution of legal design is helping diverse stakeholders to be able
to make informed decisions.*® By making legal information more functional
and actionable, legal design empowers stakeholders to make informed decisions
while promoting transparency, trust, and compliance with legal requirements.
For example, depending on the literacy needs of the stakeholders, businesses
may select to provide timely information in plain language or easy language.”’
Another potential implementation may be the possibility of using comic book
contracts® or other material that is visually supported in case these fulfil the
needs of the stakeholders.

Furthermore, Effective MSE often requires collaboration not only between
the company and its stakeholders but also across different stakeholder groups.
Co-creation initiatives, where stakeholders are actively involved in designing
engagement processes, can enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness of engage-
ment outcomes. Such initiatives might include joint workshops, roundtable dis-
cussions, and participatory decision-making sessions. By involving stakeholders
in the design phase, companies can better understand their concerns, build trust,
and develop more practical, context-specific engagement strategies.

The Fair Food Programme (FFP), the first operating worker-driven social
responsibility (WSR) model*’, offers a compelling example of how authentic,
worker-driven processes can successfully engage marginalized stakeholders,
serving as a benchmark for designing meaningful engagement mechanisms.

5 SALO-LAHTI, M., RANTA, M., HAAPIO, H. Al Tools for Sustainability—Actionable Infor-
mation for Both Humans and Machines. In: Rechtsinformatik als Methodenwissenschaft des
Rechts: Legal Informatics as Science of Legal Methods. Proceedings of the 26th International
Legal Informatics Symposium IRIS. February 2023, pp. 199-209.

¢ OECD. OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct. Paris:
OECD Publishing, 2023, p. 18. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1787/81192357-en.

7 MAAB, C. Easy Language—Plain Language—Easy Language Plus: Balancing Comprehensibility
and Acceptability. Berlin: Frank & Timme, 2020, p. 304.

% ANDERSEN, C. B., DE ROOY, R. Employment Agreements in Comic Book Form: What
a Difference Cartoons Make. In: HAAPIO, H., BARTON, T. D., COHN, A. (eds.). Research
Handbook on Contract Design. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2022, pp. 329-346.

3 BIANCHI, L., CARUANA, R., SHIVJI, A. K. Engaging Marginalized Stakeholders: Towards
a Dialogical Theorization of Effective Corporate-Rightsholder Remedy. Journal of Business
Ethics. 2024, vol. 191, pp. 1-15. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-024-05879-6.
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Established by the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) in the U.S. agri-
cultural sector, the FFP addresses systemic labour rights violations by placing
farmworkers at the core of the engagement and remediation process. The pro-
gram operates through a legally binding agreement between participating buyers
and growers, ensuring that workers are actively involved in shaping workplace
standards, monitoring compliance, and reporting violations without fear of re-
taliation. Key components include worker-to-worker education sessions, access
to a 24/7 multilingual complaint hotline, and independent audits conducted by
the Fair Food Standards Council. The program exemplifies how participatory
and transparent processes can foster trust, enhance communication, and deliver
tangible improvements in labour conditions. This approach aligns with legal
design principles, particularly the emphasis on accessibility, clarity, and co-cre-
ation. By applying similar strategies, companies can move beyond transactional
engagement and foster more inclusive, effective, and sustainable stakeholder
participation.

Another compelling example of stakeholder engagement that aligns with
legal design principles is the case of LG Electronics (LGE) and its approach to
stakeholder communication for the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).*
LGE adopted a phased strategy transitioning from stakeholder communication to
stakeholder involvement and, ultimately, to meaningful stakeholder engagement.
This evolution illustrates core legal design principles, particularly accessibili-
ty, clarity, and co-creation. For instance, LGE employed visual tools, surveys,
and tailored communication strategies to bridge information gaps and facilitate
inclusive participation across diverse stakeholder groups, including employees,
local communities, NGOs, and government agencies. Their use of the SDGs
as a shared language for stakeholder dialogue demonstrates the application of
design principles to create clearer, more actionable communications. Further-
more, the company established governance mechanisms like the Corporate
Sustainability Management (CSM) Council and the CSR Committee, ensuring
that stakeholder input was not only collected but also integrated into strategic
decision-making. These participatory practices mirror the collaborative ethos of
legal design by emphasizing co-creation, transparency, and responsiveness in
corporate sustainability efforts.

@ JUN, H., KIM, M. From Stakeholder Communication to Engagement for the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs): A Case Study of LG Electronics. Sustainability. 2021, vol. 13, no. 15,
pp. 6-14.
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5.4. Reimagining Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement with
Legal Design

Reimagining meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE) through legal design
requires a shift from compliance-driven practices toward more accessible, par-
ticipatory, and human-centred processes. Legal design introduces innovative
tools and methods to simplify communication, reduce regulatory complexity,
and foster trust among stakeholders.

The application of legal design in MSE emphasizes the importance of co-cre-
ation, visualization, and proactive engagement. By integrating these elements,
companies can better align their practices with the requirements of Article 13 of
the CSDDD, ensuring more inclusive and meaningful interactions with stake-
holders.

The following table outlines the evolution of stakeholder engagement and
illustrates how legal design can transform existing practices. The separation
of years in the table reflects significant shifts in stakeholder engagement
practices across three distinct periods as Traditional Stakeholder Engagement
(Pre-2000s) characterized by compliance-driven, one-way communication;
Stakeholder Engagement in Transition (2000-2015) which marked by in-
creased interaction and the adoption of risk-based strategies and Meaningful
Stakeholder Engagement (2016—Present) that focuses on strategic, rights-based
engagement with legal design principles enhancing clarity, inclusivity, and
participation.

This temporal division helps to illustrate how stakeholder engagement
practices have evolved in response to regulatory, societal, and technologi-
cal developments, with legal design serving as a key enabler of the potential
transformation.
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Table 1. Comprehensive Evolution of Stakeholder Engagement into Meaningful
Stakeholder Engagement with Legal Design Perspectives

Dimension Traditional Stakeholder | Meaningful Legal Design
Stakeholder Engagement | Stakeholder Perspective
Engagement | in Transition | Engagement
(2000-2015) (MSE)
(2016—Present)

Purpose Compliance- | Risk-based Purpose-driven: Defines clear, user-
driven (tick- engagement Strategic and centred objectives
box exercise) | integrated human rights- aligned with strategy

into corporate | focused and stakeholder
governance expectations.

Communication | One-way Shift to Two-way, Uses plain language,
(informing interactive dynamic visuals, and
stakeholders) | processes dialogue: interactive tools.

with feedback | Continuous and
mechanisms participatory

Stakeholder Passive Consulted Active Fosters co-creation
Role observers for risk participants with | through workshops
identification | co-ownership and prototypes.
Focus Operational Risk Rights-based Promotes human-
goals (e. g., identification | engagement: centred engagement
cost reduction) | and mitigation | Prioritizes with accessible tools.

vulnerable groups

Transparency Minimal Increased Full transparency: | Uses interactive
disclosure; transparency | Open reporting policy interfaces
complex through CSR | of outcomes and | and plain-language
language reporting methods reports.
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Dimension Traditional Stakeholder Meaningful Legal Design
Stakeholder Engagement | Stakeholder Perspective
Engagement | in Transition | Engagement
(2000-2015) | (MSE)
(2016—Present)

Accountability Voluntary, Emerging Mandatory Supports compliance
CSR-driven reporting accountability via checklists,
practices requirements | (like EU CSRD dashboards and

and EU CSDDD) | dynamic reporting.

Risk Reactive, Proactive Embedded in Uses legal risk

Management post-incident | risk-based due diligence visualization and
engagement approaches processes compliance tools.

Trust-Building Low trust due | Recognized Trust-based Encourages open,
to superficial | need for trust | relationships user-friendly
engagement in stakeholder | through communication

dialogues transparency and | and trust-building
consistency workshops.

Source: Authors own compilation.

Future implications for stakeholder engagement indicate a growing need for
increased personalization, as engagement approaches must be tailored to address
the diverse needs of various stakeholder groups. Regulatory integration will also
become more critical, with evolving frameworks like the CSDDD requiring busi-
nesses to adopt legal design principles to maintain compliance effectively. Tech-
nological advancements, particularly the use of digital platforms, Al-driven tools,
and interactive interfaces, will play a central role in enhancing the accessibility
and efficiency of engagement processes. Furthermore, there will be a stronger
focus on sustainability, with stakeholder engagement increasingly aligning with
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) goals, including the integration of
perspectives from both human and non-human stakeholders. Legal design, with
its emphasis on clarity, accessibility, and inclusivity, will serve as a guiding force
in these developments, ensuring that engagement practices continue to evolve in
response to regulatory requirements and societal expectations.
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6. Discussion

The findings of this paper show the significant potential of legal design in en-
hancing meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE). By applying human-centred
design principles to legal information, processes and systems, businesses can
overcome regulatory complexity, improve information accessibility, and foster
trust in engagement practices. This discussion section reflects on these findings,
examines their implications for theory and practice.

6.1. Implications for Theory

The integration of legal design into stakeholder engagement adds a novel di-
mension to the existing literature on business and human rights. While MSE has
traditionally been explored through the lenses of corporate social responsibility
and stakeholder theory, this study positions legal design as a bridging mechanism
that translates abstract legal principles into actionable practices.

First, the findings align with the theoretical propositions of proactive law,
emphasizing the preventive and promotive dimensions of legal interventions.®!
By proactively designing engagement mechanisms that prioritize accessibility,
companies can anticipate and mitigate engagement barriers before they arise.

Second, the study contributes to the conceptual development of legal de-
sign as a distinct field within legal scholarship. This paper further extends legal
design’s relevance to business and human rights literature, particularly in the
context of the CSDDD.

Lastly, this research contributes to the understanding of stakeholder engage-
ment as a dynamic, relational process rather than a static, compliance-driven
activity. By incorporating co-creation workshops, visual contracts, and plain
language materials, legal design fosters participatory engagement practices that
resonate with the principles of stakeholder theory and value-sensitive design.

6.2. Implications for Practice

The practical implications of this study emphasize the transformative role of
legal design in corporate sustainability strategies. Companies navigating the
requirements of Article 13 of the CSDDD can benefit from adopting legal design
techniques to facilitate more inclusive, transparent, and effective engagement
processes.

" SIEDEL, G. J., HAAPIO, H. Using Proactive Law for Competitive Advantage. American Busi-
ness Law Journal. 2010, vol. 47, p. 657.
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Legal design principles, particularly the use of plain language and visual
aids, address the challenge of information asymmetry. For instance, companies
can redesign sustainability reports into more interactive formats, incorporating
infographics and summary sections to cater to non-expert audiences.

The co-creation methodologies discussed in this paper highlight the value of
involving affected stakeholders in the design of engagement mechanisms. This
participatory approach not only aligns with the procedural requirements of the
CSDDD but also strengthens trust by ensuring that stakeholder voices are heard
and reflected in corporate policies.

Legal design can also serve as a compliance facilitation tool by demystify-
ing complex legal obligations. Interactive compliance dashboards, visual policy
maps, and scenario-based training modules are practical tools that companies can
deploy to improve internal understanding and implementation of due diligence
requirements.

6.3. Overcoming Challenges

While the potential of legal design in enhancing MSE is evident, its practical
implementation requires addressing certain challenges. Small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) may face difficulties in allocating resources for legal design
initiatives. Collaborations with academic institutions, NGOs, and legal design
professionals can offer cost-effective solutions.

The diverse backgrounds, interests, and capacities of stakeholders necessitate
customized engagement strategies. Segmenting stakeholders based on literacy
levels, cultural contexts, and information needs can ensure more targeted and
effective communication.

As companies increasingly adopt digital engagement platforms, ensuring
digital literacy across all stakeholder groups becomes crucial. Providing training
sessions, multilingual interfaces, and accessible formats can mitigate this barrier.

7. Conclusion and Future Research Directions

7.1. Limitations

While this study offers valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowl-
edged. First, the research is conceptual in nature, relying on a qualitative re-
view of existing literature without incorporating empirical data to validate the
proposed framework. Additionally, the scope of the study is confined to articles
and reports published in English, which may result in the exclusion of relevant
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findings from non-English sources. Lastly, the paper examines various sources
from different streams of academic and grey literature, it does not delve deeply
into industry-specific applications, potentially limiting the broader applicability
of the findings.

In addition to this, it is essential to recognize the evolving discourse around
the inclusion of nature and non-human entities as stakeholders. Current regu-
latory frameworks and corporate governance practices predominantly consider
human stakeholders, often overlooking the ecological systems that sustain these
interactions. However, environmental degradation, as highlighted in recent lit-
erature on coral reef protection®?, underscores the interconnectedness of human
and ecological well-being.

Furthermore, this paper only proposes a general conceptual framework with-
out delving into details of methodological guidelines for the suggested legal
design tools and techniques. Thus, this paper also refrains from addressing po-
tential limitations of applying human-centred design to regulatory frameworks.

7.2. Future Research Directions

7.2.1. Expanding the Stakeholder Definition to Include Nature and
Post-Human Entities

The traditional understanding of stakeholders has predominantly focused on
human rights and interests. However, as highlighted in the work of Camp et al.
(2024), human well-being is inextricably linked to the health of natural ecosys-
tems, such as coral reefs, which play a crucial role in maintaining ecological
balance and protecting human communities.® Future research should explore
legal and practical mechanisms for recognizing nature as a legitimate stakehold-
er, particularly in sectors with significant environmental impacts. This requires
adapting existing frameworks to incorporate ecological considerations, ensuring
that natural systems, including forests, rivers, and coral reefs, are acknowledged
in corporate decision-making processes.

The concept of posthuman legalities, as discussed by Santuber and Herman-
sen (2024), challenges the anthropocentric bias in law by advocating for the
recognition of human-nature-technology interactions.* Legal design, with its

2 CAMP, E. F., BRAVERMAN, L., WILKINSON, G., VOOLSTRA, C. R. Coral Reef Protection
Is Fundamental to Human Rights. Global Change Biology. 2024, vol. 30, no. 9, pp. e17512.

% CAMP, E. F., BRAVERMAN, L., WILKINSON, G., VOOLSTRA, C. R. Coral Reef Protection
Is Fundamental to Human Rights. Global Change Biology. 2024, vol. 30, no. 9, pp. e17512.

% SANTUBER, J.; HERMANSEN, P. Designing for Posthuman Legalities: Legal Design(ing) and
the Ontological Turn. In: DUCATO, R., STROWEL, A., MARIQUE, E. (eds.). Design(s) for
Law. Milan: Ledizioni, 2024, pp.311-349.
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emphasis on clarity, accessibility, and user-centric approaches, can be extended
to ecological stakeholders by involving environmental scientists, ecologists, and
local communities as proxies for nature’s interests. Participatory design tech-
niques, such as co-creation workshops, can facilitate the representation of natural
entities in sustainability-related decisions and help bridge communication gaps.

The relationship between human and ecological health is symbiotic, yet cor-
porate sustainability initiatives often prioritize human interests. As Camp et al.
(2024) emphasize, coral reef degradation demonstrates the cascading negative
impacts of environmental harm on human communities. Future research should
explore how legal design methodologies can assist businesses in navigating this
balance, ensuring that short-term business goals do not compromise long-term
ecological sustainability. Tools that visualize and communicate the interdepen-
dencies between human activities and natural systems could support more bal-
anced decision-making processes.

Introducing nature as a stakeholder raises critical ethical considerations re-
garding representation, agency, and accountability. Future research should ad-
dress questions such as: Who speaks for nature? How can competing interests
be reconciled? What safeguards are necessary to prevent the instrumentalization
of nature’s interests for human gains? Legal design principles, such as visual
contracts and participatory methods, can help create transparent and inclusive
mechanisms to address these concerns.

As businesses navigate the complexities of the CSDDD, integrating nature
into stakeholder engagement practices offers a pathway toward more holistic,
sustainable governance models. By leveraging legal design methodologies, com-
panies can develop engagement strategies that reflect the interdependence of
human and ecological systems.

7.2.2. Investigating the Role of Digital Tools in Stakeholder
Engagement

With the increasing complexity of sustainability regulations, the use of digital
tools and platforms in stakeholder engagement is becoming more prevalent. Future
research can explore how legal design principles can enhance the usability of such
tools to facilitate meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE) under the CSDDD.

Interactive dashboards, Al-driven insights, and participatory digital platforms
could be assessed to determine their effectiveness in representing diverse stake-
holder interests, including ecological stakeholders.

Furthermore, research should address potential challenges related to data
privacy, algorithmic transparency, and digital accessibility to ensure inclusivity
in stakeholder engagement.
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7.2.3. The Role of Bottom-Up Approaches in Enhancing Stakeholder
Engagement

Despite the growing recognition of meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE)
as a core element of corporate sustainability, many engagement practices remain
predominantly top-down, often sidelining the voices of affected stakeholders.
Scholars and NGOs have emphasized the need for alternative, bottom-up ap-
proaches that prioritize community participation in decision-making and im-
plementation processes.® Bottom-up approaches shift the focus from corporate
interests to stakeholder needs, ensuring that engagement processes are more
inclusive, context-sensitive, and effective. However, research on how to opera-
tionalize these approaches, particularly in regulatory-intensive contexts remains
limited. Empirical studies are needed to explore how bottom-up engagement
methods can be effectively implemented across diverse sectors and communities.

In conclusion, MSE represents a critical component of corporate sustain-
ability, particularly within the framework of the CSDDD. As this paper has
demonstrated, the integration of legal design principles into MSE practices offers
promising avenues to address persistent challenges such as regulatory complexi-
ty, information asymmetry, and trust deficits. Legal design, through its emphasis
on clarity, accessibility, and co-creation, can help businesses not only meet their
regulatory obligations but also foster deeper, more inclusive relationships with
stakeholders. The proposed framework illustrates how plain language, visual
aids, and participatory design methods can enhance stakeholder understanding,
engagement, and trust, ultimately contributing to more sustainable and respon-
sible business practices.

Looking ahead, the application of legal design to MSE necessitates further
exploration, particularly in operational contexts across different industries and
jurisdictions. Future research should investigate the empirical impacts of these
principles on stakeholder engagement outcomes, as well as the role of digital
tools and innovative communication methods in scaling engagement efforts.
Additionally, expanding the stakeholder definition to include natural entities and
exploring the potential of bottom-up approaches can provide new insights into
more holistic and effective engagement strategies. By continuing to innovate
at the intersection of legal design and stakeholder engagement, businesses can
better navigate the complexities of corporate sustainability, align with societal
expectations, and contribute to a more transparent, inclusive, and sustainable
global economy.

% MAHER, R., BUHMANN, K. Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement: Bottom-Up Initiatives
Within Global Governance Frameworks. Geoforum. 2019, vol. 107, pp. 233.
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Abstract. Legal design combines proactive law, human-centered design, and
technology, embracing human-centricity and transparency as its core. With this
paper, we try to shed light on the usability of legal design practices on the com-
pliance and privacy protection regarding the Al Act by analyzing related provi-
sions, where these design practices can be used in order to strengthen privacy by
design. By exploring how legal design principles can enhance the implementation
of privacy safeguards under the Al Act, including Al literacy, informed consent,
meaningful transparency, and practical rights assertion for individuals, this paper
contributes to enhancing the human-centric Al policy frameworks and contributes
to privacy by design principles.
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1 Introduction: Ensuring Privacy and Transparency Within
the Context of the AI Act

The Artificial Intelligence Act of the European Union (AI Act) [1] is a significant step
across the globe that brings comprehensive binding rules on artificial intelligence (AI)
systems. Depending on the principles of a human-centric and trustworthy Al, the AT Act
aims to improve the functioning of the EU internal market while ensuring the protec-
tion of fundamental rights, including privacy, is respected. Since the raw material of Al
systems and Al models is data extracted chiefly from humans, the Al Act is in complete
alignment with and should be without prejudice to the General Data Protection Regu-
lation of the EU (GDPR) [2]. In Recital 9 of the Al Act, the EU regulator underscores
that the Act is complementary to the GDPR on data protection. Moreover, the Recital of
the AI Act explicitly underlines that the principles of data protection by design (Article
25, GDPR) along with data minimization shall be respected whenever personal data are
processed by and/or Al and the right to privacy and data protection shall be respected
within the entire lifecycle of Al (Recital 69). Furthermore, one of the obligations of the
GDPR (Article 25), data protection by design, is blatantly referred to in Recital 69 of
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the Al Act. In order to ensure privacy and data protection in the entire lifecycle of Al
systems, wherever data processing is in concern, privacy by design is applicable along
with data minimization (Recital 69). Al systems are highly complex. Therefore, individ-
uals may not even be aware that their privacy is being violated during the development
and use of these systems. Thus, safeguarding transparency also directly serves the pro-
tection of privacy. To mitigate privacy risks, it is crucial to give clear and informative
guidance for both individuals and deployers. Incorporating legal design methods into
privacy-by-design practices when integrating privacy safeguards from the design phase
can help address this challenge.

In this short paper, our aim is to show that legal design can be one of the effective
practical tools for safeguarding privacy and for compliance with transparency obligations
for certain Al systems according to the relevant obligations of the AI Act. This paper
adopts a qualitative, conceptual legal analysis by examining EU Al Act to explore how
legal design can enhance compliance with the EU Al Act.

2 Legal Design for AI Privacy: Ensuring Compliance
and Transparency Under the AI Act

The AT Act compliance in the sense of privacy also includes embedding privacy by design
principles. However, translating these legal obligations into easy-to-apply and user-
friendly solutions is challenging. Legal design in this regard can play a transformative
role in ensuring compliance. By empowering people with understandable information,
legal design could enhance transparency and address the power asymmetries between
complex Al technology and everyday humans.

As Al use becomes widespread and data processing is increasingly carried out using
Al, the comprehensibility of privacy and data protection must increase in direct propor-
tion to this technical and legal complexity, both for individuals and institutions respon-
sible for compliance. Crawford emphasized that, instead of merely adopting an ethical
approach to Al, addressing the power dynamics exacerbated by Al is essential to mit-
igating its risks [3]. Enhancing public understanding of the effects of Al development
and use also fosters greater trust in Al systems. It is also important to define what legal
design refers to.

The AI Act takes into account the seven core ethical principles set out in Al HLEG’s
2019 Ethical Guidelines, including respect for privacy, data protection, and transparency.
In the context of the Al Act, privacy and data protection principles mean that Al systems
are developed and used in accordance with privacy and data protection rules. Trans-
parency, on the other hand, means that Al systems are developed and used in a way that
appropriate traceability and explainability are possible. More importantly, individuals
must be aware that they are communicating or interacting with an Al system. On the
other hand, deployers must be adequately informed on the capabilities and limitations
of that Al system, while affected individuals must be made aware of their rights (Recital
27). Legal design, which makes legal texts understandable, can be considered as one of
the most important facilitators for the implementation of trustworthy Al principles.
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2.1 Legal Design: Creating a Human-Centered and Transparent Legal System
in a Complex Digital Society

The dignity of a justice system does not come from its complexity but its equal acces-
sibility, understandability, transparency, and fairness to each member of society. As a
discipline, legal design combines principles of proactive law, human-centered design,
and technology.

At its core, legal design embraces human-centricity and transparency, built on the
premise that law should be understandable, accessible, and engaging for all stakeholders.
Hagan defines “legal design” as “the application of human-centered design to the world
of law, to make legal systems and services more human-centered, usable, and satisfying”
[4]. Furthermore, legal design is not solely an approach for enabling desirable and
aesthetically pleasing outcomes, but also an ex-ante approach to preventing problems
at their root, avoiding escalation into conflicts and disputes [5]. In this regard, legal
design aims to create positive outcomes such as increasing the understandability of legal
information without compromising the legal integrity. On the other hand, it also aims to
prevent negative outcomes such as high litigation costs, thus significantly contributing
to greater access to justice. The importance of this role of legal design will increase with
the complexity of the legal issue to which it is applied. As a comprehensive regulatory
framework for a complex and ever-evolving technology like Al the AT Act compliance
therefore could greatly benefit from the application of legal design.

According to ISO, “human-centered design refers to an approach to interactive sys-
tems development that aims to make systems usable and useful, by focusing on the users,
their needs and requirements, and by applying human factors/ergonomics and usabil-
ity knowledge and techniques” [6]. Legal design shifts the focus from solely fulfilling
regulatory requirements to creating legal and compliance frameworks prioritizing indi-
viduals, their needs, behaviors, and experiences. Infusing empathy with the development-
whether a product, program, or process- will lead to a greater understanding of the user
needs and enable the creation of tailored solutions [7]. Hagan essentially states that
the purpose of legal design is to develop a human-centered participatory approach to
reforming the legal system where legal design has its base on creative exploration, sys-
tems thinking, and analysis of legal work [4]. This aspect of legal design aligns with the
principles for trustworthy Al, one of the foundations of the Al Act, as the application of
this regulation directly affects human rights, including privacy.

The legal design process does not have strict guidelines, but one of the widely
accepted processes is one promoted by the Stanford Legal Design Lab. In this model,
the design process starts with a “discovery” phase where the aim is to understand the
challenge and stakeholders. It is then followed by the “synthesis” phase, where users’
needs are defined and mapped. This is also the stage where the problem is stated under a
design brief. In the third stage, namely “build,” brainstorming is one of the key activities
to generate as many ideas as possible, which are then to be voted on and selected ideas
to be prototyped. In the “test” phase, the prototype is tested with users, and if the test is
successful, this is then followed by the “evolve” phase, where feedback and improvement
suggestions are processed [4]. If the test is unsuccessful, it is always possible to return
to the early stages and iterate for further ideas, prototypes, and solutions. These methods
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can be used for AI Act compliance in the sense of privacy and transparency obligations
of the AI Act.

As legal design places emphasis on the perspectives of all users, not just lawyers,
judges, and regulators, it also promotes interdisciplinary cooperation among stakehold-
ers. Legal design seeks to make the best of law and legal information that would work for
the people [8]. Similarly, in a report on the expected impacts of digital changes by 2035
published in 2023 by Pew Research Center, Matthew Bailey points out a prediction that
might occur from the imminent need for empowering self-sovereign and self-governing
communities and human groups, which might be independent yet interconnected with
other communities [9].

More importantly, Bailey proposes a novel contract regime based on agency instead
of adherence to big tech. In this respect, it is crucial that legal texts explaining individuals’
rights and requesting their consent are arranged with a legal design approach and that
complex technical language is avoided. Creating a clear and straightforward environment
forregulations in the digital age will also have a positive effect on increasing users’ trustin
these digital tools and Al applications. Therefore, how information about data processing
and Al is presented to individuals as data subjects regarding data processing and Al is
also essential to ensure provisions on privacy effectively achieve their objectives. If
information about data processing by Al systems is too technical to understand, data
subjects may struggle to comprehend it, potentially undermining even the true concept
of ‘free will.’

2.2 Human-Centric Approach to Privacy in the AI Act and the Role of Legal
Design in AI Act Compliance

The Privacy by Design principles, which were introduced by Cavoukian in 2010 [10],
are addressed by the EU regulator in GDPR (Article 25) and also in the AI Act in order
to ensure trustworthy Al principles are safeguarded within the EU market. In its Opinion
on Al models, the EDPB underlines those provisions of the GDPR, including privacy by
design in Article 25, still play a pivotal role in safeguarding data protection with regard
to Al models [11].

The AI Act underscores a human-centric approach to privacy between Recitals 69
and 71. According to Recital 69, highlights data minimization and data protection by
design and by default as guarantors, which must be applied throughout the entire lifecycle
of the Al system for safeguarding right to privacy and to protection of personal data.
In order to verify if a high-risk Al system is in compliance with the Al Act, Recital
71 underlines the importance of the design choice of technical documentation. This
documentation must provide comprehensible information on how high-risk Al systems
have been developed and how they perform throughout their lifetime.

Legal design can enhance the verifiability of high-risk Al systems by integrating
privacy and data protection safeguards into the system’s design and documentation. Legal
design methods can emphasize transparency and informed decision-making through
tools such as the use of plain language and visual aids. The Information Commissioner’s
Office in the UK also implicitly emphasizes the close relationship between privacy by
design and legal design practices by explaining that they promote a ‘plain language’
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policy for any public documents for individuals to easily understand how and why their
personal data is processed [12].

Hagan states that participatory design involves actively consulting and collaborating
with a wide range of stakeholders in a system in order to incorporate their needs and
priorities into the system innovation [14]. Several tools such as envisionment design
workshops, co-design jams and different user testing groups can be used to bring in the
knowledge and experience of the stakeholders on the table. In addition to these, legal
design patterns are also solutions that are structured for helping legal documents, such
as privacy policies, become user-friendly, effective and enforceable [13].

“Transparency-enhancing design patterns” make privacy terms more comprehensi-
ble and help data controllers to maximize clarity, navigability and noticeability of the
information provided [13]. Data flow visualisations can be given as an example which
empowers data subjects. Legal design patterns offer a promising tool for structuring
legal-technical interactions which enable better regulatory frameworks by embedding
legal principles into the design of digital systems [15].

New technologies, especially Al, as one of the most complex technologies so far,
which focus on data and somehow affect privacy, will become even more challenging
to understand when combined with law, which has also a technical language. Realizing
this risk, the EU legislator has included a human-centered design approach in the EU
Al Act. Legal design can be used for simplifying legal complexities stemming from
the complex compliance structure of the EU Al Act and enhanced accessibility for all.
Therefore, legal design can facilitate compliance with the EU Al Act which serves also
for SMEs with lower compliance capacities. As demonstrated in Table 1, the Al Act’s
relevant provisions have been analyzed in the following paragraphs to determine how
legal design can be leveraged to strengthen privacy protection and regulatory compliance.

Article 13 of the AI Act. For implementers and/or distributors of high-risk Al systems
to correctly interpret and appropriately use the output of the system, developers must
provide sufficient transparency. Therefore, the obligations foreseen for the developers of
these systems in the design and development phase by Article 13 are also a prerequisite
for compliance with the obligations containing the provisions regarding high-risk Al
systems by both the provider and the implementer/distributor. Only when sufficient
transparency is ensured can potential risks be correctly identified, and the necessary
mitigation measures be implemented. For this reason, Article 13 requires providers and
distributors of high-risk Al systems to prepare instructions for use, specifying not only
the content, but also the format.
The instructions for use regarding high-risk AI must be:

Relevant, accessible, and understandable

Concise and clear

Complete, accurate, and precise information.

Provided in an appropriate digital format or another suitable form.

These instructions for the use of high-risk Al systems could be enhanced by
implementing legal design, to be fully aligned with the requirements of Article 13.



The Role of Legal Design in Ensuring Compliance with the EU Al Act

121

Table 1. Legal Design Enhancements for Al Act’s Privacy and Transparency Obligations.

Legal Design Privacy and Relevant Al Act Application
Enhancements Transparency Recital or Article
Obligation
Plain Language and | Privacy Protection Recital 69 Use of clear,
Visual throughout the entire non-technical language
Communication lifecycle of Al systems and visual aids
(infographics) to
explain privacy
measures to
stakeholders
(deployers, users).
User-Friendly Notices | Transparency & Recital 72 Providers of high-risk
Explainability Al systems, should
ensure accessible and
understandable
documentation for the
deployers.
Universal & Inclusive | Accessibility & Recital 80 Ensure privacy settings

Design

Inclusivity

and compliance tools
are available in
multiple languages,
with adaptations for
users with disabilities.

Al Disclosure Design

Transparency in Data
Processing

Recital 132
Article 50/1,4,5

Disclosing the AL
content, processing of
personal data

Human-Centered
Documentation

User Control & Clarity
in Instructions

Article 13

Al privacy instructions
should include use-case
scenarios and
step-by-step guidance
for users to configure
privacy settings
effectively.

Interactive User
Controls

Human Oversight &
Privacy Protection

Article 14

Al interfaces should
allow users to modify
privacy settings with
real-time feedback on
data-sharing
implications.

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)
Legal Design Privacy and Relevant Al Act Application
Enhancements Transparency Recital or Article
Obligation
Workplace Al Information duty of Article 26/7 Employers should

Transparency Design

employers deploying
high-risk Al systems in
workplaces

provide clear and
explicit information to
workers and their
representatives about
high-risk Al systems in
use. Legal design can
enhance understanding
through structured,
plain-language
notifications and visual
tools.

Al System Interaction
Disclosure

Transparency in
human-Al interactions

Article 50/1,4,5

Al systems interacting
with natural persons
must disclose their
nature. Deployers must
clearly label deepfakes
and Al-generated
content. Legal design
can facilitate
compliance through
intuitive and accessible
disclosures.

GenAl
Documentation
Enhancement

Clear and structured
documentation for
general-purpose Al
models

Article 53/1

Providers must ensure
Al model
documentation is easy
to understand and
accessible. Legal
design can improve
comprehension through
structured formats,
plain language, and
visual documentation.

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Legal Design Privacy and Relevant Al Act Application
Enhancements Transparency Recital or Article

Obligation
Visually Guided Informing real-world | Article 61(1) Testing participants
Consent Forms testing participants must understand the

purpose, risks, and data
protection measures of
Al trials. Legal design
can ensure informed
consent through visual
aids, culturally
inclusive interfaces,
and step-by-step

guidance.
Right to Explanation | Meaningful and Article 86 If an Al-driven decision
Design accessible explanations significantly affects an
for affected individuals individual, the deployer

must provide a clear
and meaningful
explanation. Legal
design can enhance
comprehension by
structuring
explanations with
visual, interactive, and
user-centered methods.

Article 14 of the EU AI Act includes several requirements to ensure human oversight
in high-risk Al systems, such as those used in employment. Accordingly, high-risk Al
systems must be effectively supervised by real persons throughout their entire life cycle.
To ensure this, high-risk Al systems must be designed and developed to enable human
oversight. Additionally, Article 14/1 also states that the system must include a human-
machine interface that enables human oversight. The Al Act also acknowledges that
oversight responsibilities could be assigned inconsistently. Therefore, it clearly stipulates
that those who will be authorized for the obligation of “human oversight” in high-risk Al
systems, must have the competence to correctly understand the system’s capacities and
limitations. Therefore, a certain level of explainability and transparency must be provided
for human oversight, and their authorities must be clearly defined. For this purpose, legal
design can be considered an effective and important tool for legal compliance.

Article 26/7 of the EU AI Act underscores the importance of the information duty
of employers as the deployers of high-risk Al systems. According to this provision, if
the deployers of high-risk Al systems are employers, before putting them into service
or using a high-risk Al system in their workplace, they should inform the workers’
representatives and affected workers that they will be subject to the use of the high-risk Al
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system. Although the article does not explicitly emphasize the need for clear and precise
notification, it refers to Directive 2002/14/EC, which establishes a general framework
for informing and consulting employees [16]. This directive defines “information” as
data transmission by the employer to the employees’ representatives for enabling them
to acquaint themselves with the subject matter (within the context of Al Act, that the
subject matter shall be understood as using or putting into service high-risk Al systems
in the workplace by the employer) and examine it. To be capable of examining, one
requires clear and explicit information. Since the purpose of Article 26/7 is to ensure
that employees are aware of the use and risks of the high-risk Al systems in the workplace,
legal design can significantly enhance compliance with this provision by improving the
clarity and accessibility of the information provided to employees.

Article 50/1,4,5 of the EU AI Act: Under Chapter 1V, the transparency obligations
for providers and deployers of certain Al systems are regulated. Article 50/5 introduces
a common implementation rule to both Article 50/1 and Article 50/4, where legal design
could serve as a compliance tool. According to Article 50/1, providers of Al systems,
which are intended to interact directly with natural persons, have an obligation to design
and develop such Al systems to be able to inform the natural persons in concern that
they are interacting with an Al system (unless this is an obvious fact from the point of
view of a natural person who is reasonably well-informed, observant and circumspect).
According to the relevant recital (Recital 132), the interaction with natural persons of an
Al system poses a risk even if this system is not categorized as high-risk. Therefore, the
EU regulator underscores the importance of necessary and understandable notification
of natural persons who are exposed to Al systems with direct interactions. Another
specific obligation on transparency is brought for the deployers of Al systems, which
enables contents constituting deep fakes (Article 50/4). The deployers of such systems
shall disclose the content that it has been artificially generated or manipulated. Article
50/5, highlighting the clear and timely information, is applicable to this subparagraph
also as stated above. As a result, legal design tools and methods such as plain language,
visual disclosures, and interactive consent mechanisms, can facilitate compliance with
Articles 50/1 and 50/4, promoting greater transparency and public trust in Al systems.

Article 53/1 of the EU AI Act: Article 53 establishes obligations for providers of
general-purpose Al models (GenAl models). These obligations include technical doc-
umentation of the model (53/1-a) and information and documentation to providers of
Al systems who intend to integrate the general-purpose Al model into their Al systems
(53/1-b). This documentation should enable providers of Al systems to have a good
understanding of the capabilities and limitations of the general-purpose Al model (53/1-
b-i). In order to fulfill these obligations, documentation and information under Article 53
should be clear and easy to understand. Legal design methods can enhance compliance
by ensuring that technical and complex information is presented in a human-centric and
user-friendly manner.

Article 61/1 of the EU AI Act: Legal design can play a game-changing role in
copliance with Article 61, particularly in communicating complex legal and technical
information, such as the purpose of testing, associated risks, and data protection measures
to real-world testing participants. By integrating visually guided consent forms, plain
language, and culturally inclusive interfaces, legal design empowers individuals to make
informed decisions about their participation in real-world testing and leverage trust
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into Al technology providers. By embedding legal design into the consent framework,
providers can transform compliance from a mere regulatory checkbox into a proactive
commitment to human-centric innovation.

Article 86 of the EU AI Act: Section Four on Remedies under Chapter IX of the
Al Act includes the right to explanation for affected individuals. If a certain high-risk
Al system’s deployer’s decision, which constitutes legal effects or similarly significant
effects on individuals and it is based mainly upon the output from this system, individuals
who consider it to have an adverse impact on their health, safety, or fundamental rights
could use this right. However, providing information alone is not enough for compliance
in Article 86. The deployer must also ensure that explanation is clear, meaningful and
suitable for the affected persons to exercise their rights.

3 Ensuring Trust with Transparency in AI by Giving Control Back
to Humans by Legal Design

Individuals have the right to know how their data will be used during the development and
the usage of Al systems. However, even with the existence of a regulatory framework
on Al ensuring both privacy and the utmost transparency, it is not always easy for
people to have control over their data due to the complexity of Al systems and of the
regulatory framework. Legal design in this sense, plays an important role in balancing
the information asymmetry between individuals, technology and regulation in favor of
individuals. If information is not presented in understandable manner, transparency will
be inefficient and there would be deemed as a “transparency fallacy” [16].

EDPB, in its 2024 Opinion on Al models, emphasizes the ties between complex tech-
nology in Al models and understandable, clear wording on processing of personal data
within Al models to ensure transparency [11]. By highlighting “in a clear, understand-
able, and user-friendly manner”, EDPB implicitly refers to legal design as a prerequisite
for safeguarding privacy [11]. Transparency in personal data processing requires, in par-
ticular, compliance with the information requirements set out in Articles 12 to 14 of
the GDPR. These provisions also include mandatory details on profiling in cases of
automated decision-making, the logical inferences for the data subject, and detailed
consequences.

Herein, legal design could help to ensure that Al systems are transparent and explain-
able to data subjects. Rather than a dense technical or legal jargon, legal design could
involve visual interfaces or layered privacy notices in a clear and concise format, allow-
ing users to understand how their data is being used and what Al decisions are being
made.

Legal design as a transparency mechanism for Al technologies can help ensure that
Al systems are developed and used in a way that allows appropriate traceability and
explainability, making humans aware when they communicate or interact with an Al
system.
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4 Conclusion

Legal design is a practical solution for meeting the privacy and transparency obligations
of the AI Act by designing a more understandable knowledge transfer between providers
and users of the Al systems by simplifying both legal and technical complexities, mak-
ing them more understandable for users. Additionally, legal design practices enhance
transparency and build public trust in Al technologies by incorporating human-centered
design principles.

The AI Act establishes key requirements for transparency, explainability, and human
oversight, which are essential for safeguarding privacy and fundamental rights in Al
systems. However, traditional legal documents and compliance procedures often fail to
present these requirements in a user-friendly manner. Legal design principles, methods,
and tools, including plain language, visual communication and user-empowering interac-
tive consent mechanisms, provide effective solutions to these challenges. By integrating
legal design into Al Act compliance, organisations can create Al systems that not only
meet regulatory obligations but also empower individuals with clear, comprehensible,
and actionable information about their rights.

This participatory approach strengthens compliance with the Al Act by making
legal obligations more practical and understandable for Al developers, deployers and
end-users. As Al systems continue to evolve, embedding legal design into compliance
strategies will be essential for ensuring that legal frameworks keep pace with techno-
logical advancements while human rights, privacy and trust. In the end, explainable and
trustworthy Al can only be realized if it is supported by explainable regulation (XReg),
which prevents regulatory chaos on a complex issue like Al. While legislation like the
Al Act sets necessary privacy standards for the development and use of Al systems, legal
design is essential as a facilitator, ensuring that these laws are effectively translated into
practical, user-centered solutions, as legislation alone is not enough to build systems
that are truly transparent, compliant and trusted by users [18]. Legal design alleviates
compliance burdens and improves the applicability of the AT Act by reducing complexity
and enhancing clarity through user-friendly regulatory frameworks, automation-friendly
structures, and accessible compliance tools.

While this study provides valuable insights, it has certain limitations. Firstly, it is
conceptual and based on a qualitative review of existing literature on legal design and rel-
evant provisions of Al Act, without empirical data or case studies to support the proposed
framework. Future research on the role of legal design in ensuring compliance with the
EU AT Act, specifically from the privacy by design angle, could explore its effectiveness
in enhancing transparency and trust. Empirical studies could assess how legal design
tools, such as visual disclosures and plain-language policies, improve understanding
and compliance among Al developers and users. Additionally, comparative research
could examine its application across different industries and jurisdictions, identifying
best practices for harmonizing Al governance. Further investigation into Al-assisted
legal design and its potential to automate compliance mechanisms could also provide
valuable insights into the evolving intersection of law, design, and technology.
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ABSTRACT

This article examines how stakeholder engagement is structured and practiced in
corporate sustainability disclosures of Nordic large cap technology firms listed on
Nasdaq Nordic Stock Exchange and assesses the extent to which such engagement
enables meaningful stakeholder influence. It develops a typology of stakeholder
engagement models and evaluates their implications for corporate governance and

accountability.

The study is based on qualitative document analysis of 2024 sustainability and
annual reports of large cap technology firms listed on the Nasdaq Nordic Stock
Exchange as of 20 January 2026. Using an interpretive coding approach,
stakeholder engagement practices were analysed in terms of the locus of
responsibility, organisational design of engagement processes, and the degree of
stakeholder influence on decision-making. This analysis led to the identification of

four stakeholder engagement models.

Four models are conceptualised: centralised, decentralised, ecosystem-driven, and
participatory (co-governance), ordered according to increasing levels of
stakeholder influence. While the first three models are empirically observable, the
participatory model is absent and functions as a normative benchmark. Overall,

engagement practices remain predominantly consultative and compliance-



oriented, with limited evidence of direct stakeholder influence on strategic

decision-making.

The study relies on self-reported corporate disclosures and does not capture
informal practices or internal decision dynamics. The typology nonetheless
provides an analytical framework for organisations and regulators to assess
whether stakeholder engagement moves beyond consultation toward meaningful

influence in sustainability governance.
KEYWORDS

Stakeholder = Engagement, Corporate Sustainability, Stakeholder

Engagement Governance Models, Stakeholder Influence, Legal Design

1. INTRODUCTION

Meaningful stakeholder engagement has become a core expectation of
sustainability governance and responsible business conduct!. International
standards? increasingly frame engagement not merely as communication, but as
a process that must be ongoing, dialogical, conducted in good faith, and responsive
to stakeholder input3. Engagement is therefore positioned as a governance

mechanism through which corporate accountability and legitimacy are constructed.

However, engagement cannot be considered meaningful merely because
dialogue occurs. It becomes meaningful only to the extent that stakeholders are

able to influence* corporate decisions that affect them?>. Without mechanisms that

" Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). OECD Due Diligence Guidance for
Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement in the Extractive Sector. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2017, 18.

2 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations “Protect, Respect and Remedy” Framework. New York and
Geneva: United Nations, 2011, 1-42.

3 Karin Buhmann, Alex Fonseca, Nathan Andrews, and Giulia Amatulli. “Meaningful Stakeholder
Engagement: The Concept, Practice and Governance.” In The Routledge Handbook on Meaningful
Stakeholder Engagement, 8. London: Routledge, 2024.

4 Jeff Frooman. “Stakeholder Influence Strategies.” Academy of Management Review 24, no. 2 (1999): 191-
193.

5 Jad Fares. “A Multi-Level Typology for Stakeholder Influence: A Systematic Literature Review Using the
Structural Approach.” European Management Journal 42 (2024): 462.



connect stakeholder input to decision-making authority, engagement risks

remaining procedural and symbolic rather than governance transformative®.

While international standards—such as the UN Guiding Principles on
Business and Human Rights’, the OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible
Business Conduct8, ISO 26000°, and the Global Reporting Initiative Standards?—
increasingly emphasise stakeholder engagement, their guidance on how such
influence should be institutionalised within corporate governance structures

remain less developed.

In academic literature, stakeholder engagement is increasingly understood
as a governance-oriented concept that goes beyond consultation and disclosure?!.
Early stakeholder theory!? focused on the firm’s need to manage relationships with
groups that affect or are affected by organisational objectives!3. Over time, this
perspective evolved from a managerial and instrumental view toward a relational
understanding of firms as embedded in networks of value-creating stakeholder
relationships!*. Recent scholarship highlights that stakeholder engagement plays
a crucial role in enabling inclusive decision-making, strengthening legitimacy, and
addressing power asymmetries between corporations and affected groups?'®.
Meaningful stakeholder engagement is thus increasingly linked to concepts such

as participation, equity, and influence over corporate decision-making processes.

At the same time, the literature acknowledges that stakeholder engagement
remains conceptually fragmented and inconsistently operationalised®. In addition

to this, stakeholder engagement encompasses moral, strategic, and pragmatic

6 1bid, 472.

7OHCHR, supra nota 2, 1-42.

8 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). OECD Due Diligence Guidance for
Responsible Business Conduct. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2018, 49.

9 International Organization for Standardization. (2010). /SO 26000: Guidance on Social Responsibility.
Accessed 15 February 2026 from https://www.iso.org/standard/42546.html

9 Global Reporting Initiative. (2021). GRI 2: General Disclosures 2021. Accessed 15 February 2026, from
https://www.globalreporting.org/standards/

" Buhmann et al., supra note 3, 3-40.

2R Edward Freeman, Robert Phillips and Rajendra Sisodia, ‘Tensions in Stakeholder Theory’ (2020) 59(2)
Business & Society, 214-217.

3 R. Edward Freeman. Strategic management: A stakeholder approach. Cambridge university press,
2010.1.

4 Johanna Kujala, Sybille Sachs, Hanna Leinonen, Anniina Heikkinen, and Daniel Laude, “Stakeholder
Engagement: Past, Present, and Future,” Business & Society 61, no. 5(2022): 1136-1178,1171.

S Buhmann et al., supra note 3, 3-40.

6 Kujala et al., supra note 14, 1137.




dimensions, reflecting a spectrum that ranges from normative aspirations to more
instrumental corporate objectives!’. This diversity of perspectives highlights that
stakeholder engagement is understood and applied in multiple ways, depending
on whether the emphasis is placed on ethical principles, strategic management, or

organisational practice.

Policy and guidance documents attempt to bridge this gap by setting out
detailed expectations for what makes engagement "meaningful.” According to the
OECD, meaningful stakeholder engagement must be two-way, ongoing, and
responsive, and should include feedback loops that allow stakeholders to observe
how their input influences decisions'®. Engagement should not be limited to
information provision but must allow stakeholders to question, contest, and shape
corporate actions. Similarly, guidance on stakeholder engagement in due diligence
stresses that disclosure must be understandable, accessible, and capable of
supporting stakeholder participation, rather than serving purely compliance-
oriented reporting functions!®. Similarly, practical guidance frameworks stress that
engagement must be embedded throughout organisational processes, include
systematic follow-up??, and address power imbalances?! between companies and
stakeholders. Without such mechanisms, engagement risks becoming symbolic,

procedural, or primarily reputational.

These concerns are particularly relevant in the technology sector.
Technology companies exert large-scale societal influence through digital
infrastructures, artificial intelligence systems, and platform-based business
models. Their products and services affect privacy, labour relations, democratic
processes, and human rights in ways that are often diffuse, transnational, and
difficult for stakeholders to contest. While multi-stakeholder governance?? is

increasingly recognised as essential for responsible technological development,

7 Kujala et al., supra note 14, 1140.

8 OECD (2017), Due Diligence Guidance for Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement, 17.

9 OECD (2023), Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct, 20.

20 SEC, Meaningful Stakeholder Dialogue in 9 Steps, 6.

21 STITCH, The Framework on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement, 26.

22 Carolina Richard-Carvajal, Setting Higher Standards: How Governments Can Regulate Corporate
Human Rights Performance (New York: NYU Stern Center for Business and Human Rights, 2024),
https://bhr.stern.nyu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/10_20_2024-NYU-CBHR-Setting-Higher-
Standards-Final-Version.pdf, 3.




empirical research suggests that engagement practices in the technology sector?3
remain fragmented and predominantly compliance-driven. Stakeholders frequently
face information asymmetries that limit their ability to meaningfully participate in

decision-making processes affecting them.

Despite the growing importance of meaningful stakeholder engagement in
sustainability regulation and business ethics, empirical research on how such
engagement is structured and operationalised in the technology sector remains
scarce. Existing frameworks for meaningful stakeholder engagement have largely
been developed in sectors such as extractives, agriculture, and manufacturing,
where impacts are geographically bounded and stakeholder groups are relatively
identifiable®*. These frameworks are difficult to transfer directly to digital
environments characterised by dispersed stakeholders, fast innovation cycles, and
scalable risks. As a result, there is a need of further research in understanding of
how engagement models function in technology companies and whether they
enable genuine stakeholder influence which refers to the potential ability of a
stakeholder to affect the decisions, behaviour, strategies, or outcomes of an

organization or other stakeholders?.

This research gap is particularly significant in the European context, where
regulatory pressure is expanding through sustainability reporting and corporate
governance reforms. Large-cap companies are increasingly expected to
demonstrate structured stakeholder engagement practices that go beyond formal
consultation and contribute to accountable decision-making. Yet it remains unclear
how these regulatory expectations are translated into organisational structures
and engagement models in practice, especially within high-impact technology

firms.

Against this background, this article examines stakeholder engagement
practices among large-cap technology companies listed on the Nasdaqg Nordic
Stock Exchange. These firms operate in advanced regulatory environments, are
subject to extensive sustainability disclosure obligations, and play a significant role

in shaping digital and technological governance. However, little is known about

2 Lucy Andersen and Donna Allison-Hope, Effective Stakeholder Engagement for Technology Companies
(San Francisco: BSR, 2024), 3-43.

24Buhmann et al., supra note 3, 3-40.

% Julian Fares. "A multi-level typology for stakeholder influence: A systematic literature review using the
structural approach." European Management Journal 42, no. 4 (2024): 463.



how they conceptualise stakeholder engagement, where responsibility for
engagement is located within the organisation, and to what extent stakeholders

are able to influence corporate decisions through disclosed engagement practices.

The research problem addressed in this study is therefore the lack of
systematic empirical knowledge on how meaningful stakeholder engagement is
structured in Nordic technology firms and whether current engagement models
enable stakeholder influence or primarily serve compliance, risk management, and

legitimacy purposes.

Accordingly, the research question guiding this article is: What meaningful
stakeholder engagement models currently exist among Nasdaq Nordic-listed

large-cap technology firms?

The aim of the article is to identify, classify, and analyse stakeholder
engagement models based on corporate disclosure practices, with particular
attention to governance structures, organisational responsibility, and decision-
making authority. By adopting a qualitative, document-based research design, the
study contributes to stakeholder engagement theory by shifting the focus from the
presence of engagement activities to the distribution of power and influence within

engagement arrangements.

The novelty of the article lies in its sector-specific focus on technology firms
and its influence-based typology of stakeholder engagement models,
distinguishing between centralised, decentralised, ecosystem-driven, and
participatory (co-governance) forms of engagement. While participatory models
are widely discussed in normative literature, their absence in corporate practice
constitutes an important empirical finding that highlights the limits of current

engagement approaches.
2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. STAKEHOLDER THEORY AND THE EVOLUTION OF STAKEHOLDER
ENGAGEMENT

Stakeholder theory originates from the idea that firms are embedded in

networks of relationships with groups and individuals that affect or are affected by



organisational activities?®. The classical distinction between “narrow” and “wide”
definitions of stakeholders reflects two complementary foundations of the theory:
one grounded in ethical obligations toward those on whom the firm depends for
survival, and another grounded in pragmatic considerations of influence and
impact?’28, Early stakeholder theory thus combined moral and strategic logics,
emphasising that managers must pay attention to stakeholder relationships rather

than treating firms as isolated economic actors?°.

Early stakeholder theory was primarily managerial®® in orientation.
Stakeholder theory was conceptualised as a strategic tool3! for identifying relevant
actors, managing expectations, and mitigating risks that could threaten
organisational performance and legitimacy. In this framing, firms remained the
central decision-makers, while stakeholders were positioned as external parties
whose claims had to be balanced, negotiated, or contained. Engagement therefore
functioned mainly as a mechanism of control and environmental stabilisation
rather than as a form of shared governance as firms sought to balance stakeholder

pressures and manage increasingly complex firm-environment relationships32.

Over time, stakeholder theory evolved toward a more relational and
normative understanding of the firm. Organisations came to be viewed as systems
of joint value creation in which multiple stakeholders participate in producing
economic and social outcomes33. Engagement was no longer seen merely as
instrumental, but as constitutive of organisational legitimacy and responsibility.
This shift linked stakeholder engagement to broader concepts of participation,

fairness, transparency, and accountability34.

% R. Edward Freeman., supra note 13, 1.

?7R. Edward Freeman and David L. Reed, “Stockholders and Stakeholders: A New Perspective on
Corporate Governance,” California Management Review 25, no. 3 (1983): 91.

28 Samantha Miles. “Stakeholder Theory Classification: A Theoretical and Empirical Evaluation of
Definitions.” Journal of Business Ethics 142, no. 3 (2017): 437.

2 R. Edward Freeman, and Sergiy Dmytriyev. "Corporate social responsibility and stakeholder theory:
Learning from each other." Symphonya. Emerging Issues in Management 1 (2017): 7-15.

%0 R. Edward Freeman, Robert Phillips, and Rajendra Sisodia. "Tensions in stakeholder theory." Business &
society 59, no. 2 (2020): 214-215.

31 bid, 215.

32 Silvio M. Brondoni, and Fabrizio Mosca. “Ouverture de ‘Integrated Corporate Social Responsibility.
Symphonya. Emerging Issues in Management 1 (2017): 1-6.

33 Freeman, Phillips, and Sisodia, supra note 30, 215-219

34 Kujala et al., supra note 14, 1140, 1156-1157.
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More recent scholarship has further emphasised that stakeholder
engagement must be assessed in terms of power and influence. Without
mechanisms that enable stakeholders to affect organisational decisions,
engagement risks remaining managerial and symbolic rather than governance-
transformative3>. Critical contributions highlight that traditional stakeholder
approaches have often neglected power asymmetries and the position of
marginalised or affected groups3¢37. From this perspective, meaningful stakeholder
engagement cannot be reduced to dialogue or consultation alone; it must be
evaluated by whether it alters decision-making authority and redistributes power

within corporate governance arrangements.
2.2. MEANINGFUL STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT AS A CONCEPT
2.2.1 Defining Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement

Meaningful stakeholder engagement (MSE) emerged as a response to
dissatisfaction with procedural and symbolic forms of engagement in sustainability
and human rights governance. Across international standards and guidance
previously mentioned in this article, MSE is consistently defined as an interactive,
two-way, and good-faith process in which stakeholders are enabled not only to
express views but to influence decisions that affect them. Engagement must
therefore go beyond information provision and consultation to include
responsiveness, feedback loops, and demonstrable consideration of stakeholder

input.

These frameworks emphasise three core principles: First, engagement must
be dialogical rather than one-directional, requiring companies to create spaces for
questioning and contestation. Second, engagement must be responsive, meaning
that companies should show how stakeholder input is taken into account in
decisions. Third, special attention must be paid to vulnerable and marginalised
groups, whose ability to participate is often structurally constrained. Without these
elements, engagement risks becoming symbolic, reputational, or purely

compliance-oriented.

% Fares, supra note 25, 462-464.

3% Kujala et al., supra note 14, 1148.

%7 Kim Goodwin, and Andreas Pekarek, “Beyond the Audience: Rethinking Stakeholder Engagement in the
Arts and Cultural Sector,” The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society 55 (2025): 5.



Despite strong normative clarity, both academic and grey literature note
that engagement in practice frequently remains transactional and dominated by
corporate priorities, with limited evidence that stakeholder perspectives shape

organisational decisions.
2.2.2. Stakeholder Influence, Power, and Participation

A defining dimension of meaningful stakeholder engagement is the extent to which
stakeholders can influence organisational decisions. In stakeholder theory,
influence has long been understood as the capacity of stakeholders to affect
organisational behaviour, priorities, and outcomes, rather than merely to express
views or provide information3®. Influence is therefore not equivalent to
participation in dialogue; it refers to the ability to shape decisions through control

over resources, relationships, or legitimacy.

Research on stakeholder influence shows that power is relational and
structurally embedded. Frooman (1999) demonstrates that stakeholders exert
influence through strategies based on resource dependence, either by withholding
critical resources or by forming alliances that constrain organisational choices?°.
Later work emphasises that influence cannot be reduced to individual stakeholder
attributes but must be understood in terms of networked relationships and
interdependencies between firms and stakeholders*®. From this perspective,
influence emerges from the position stakeholders occupy within organisational and

institutional structures, rather than from formal consultation mechanisms alone.

Empirical studies underline the persistence of an “influence gap” between
formal engagement structures and actual decision-making power. Fares (2024)
shows that most organisational approaches to stakeholder influence remain
concentrated at the meso-level, where engagement affects operational
adjustments but rarely extends to strategic or governance-level authority#!,
Similarly, studies on regulatory legitimacy further demonstrate how engagement
can function symbolically. Buhmann et al (2019) show that engagement practices

may serve to legitimise organisational or regulatory decisions without

% Jeff Frooman. "Stakeholder influence strategies." Academy of management review 24, no. 2 (1999): 191.
% 1bid, 196-198.

40 Fares, supra note 25, 462-463.

“lbid, 470.



redistributing power or authority to affected stakeholders*?. Similarly, Braun and
Busuioc (2020) caution that stakeholder engagement is not inherently legitimising;
unless carefully designed, it may reinforce technocratic control while projecting an
appearance of inclusiveness*3. Engagement can therefore simultaneously operate
as a source of legitimacy and as a mechanism that stabilises existing power

asymmetries.

In business and human rights context, this gap becomes particularly visible.
World Benchmarking Alliance Annual Report (2023) show that while companies
increasingly report engagement activities, stakeholders are rarely involved in
designing or evaluating core accountability mechanisms, such as grievance
systems or due diligence processes**. Engagement structures thus exist without
creating enforceable channels through which stakeholder perspectives shape

corporate governance.

Accordingly, recent scholarship conceptualises stakeholder engagement not
primarily as a managerial practice, but as a site where power, legitimacy, and
accountability are negotiated*. Influence becomes the analytical bridge between
engagement and governance: without demonstrable stakeholder influence on
decisions, engagement remains consultative and procedural rather than
meaningful. This understanding directly informs the analytical framework of this
study, which evaluates engagement models according to where authority is
located, how responsibility is organised, and whether stakeholder input can be

traced to organisational decision-making outcomes.
2.2.3. Institutionalisation of Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement

Meaningful stakeholder engagement has become institutionalised within
sustainability governance and human rights due diligence frameworks. It is
explicitly embedded in the UNGPs, the OECD Guidelines, EU level legislation such

as Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) and national due

42 Karin Buhmann, Jonas Jonsson, and Mette Fisker, “Do No Harm and Do More Good Too: Connecting the
SDGs with Business and Human Rights and Political CSR Theory,” Corporate Governance: The
International Journal of Business in Society 19 (2019): 6-7.

43 Caelesta Braun and Madalina Busuioc, “Stakeholder Engagement as a Conduit for Regulatory
Legitimacy?” Journal of European Public Policy 27 (2020): 1600.

4“4 World Benchmarking Alliance, Annual Report 2023 (Amsterdam: World Benchmarking Alliance, 2023),
24, 36-37.

45 Kujala et al., supra note 14, 1144-1146.



diligence legislations, which rely on engagement to identify risks, assess impacts,

design remedies, and track corporate performance?®.

In the European context, the CSDDD and related sustainability reforms
formally embed engagement into corporate governance obligations. Although
recent legislative revisions, including the European Commission’s Sustainability
Omnibus simplification package?’, have adjusted scope and timelines, engagement
remains a central procedural requirement. However, regulatory frameworks focus
primarily on the existence of engagement processes rather than on whether these
processes redistribute decision-making authority*®. While stakeholder engagement
remains formally required under the revised framework, the narrowing of scope
and simplification of duties potentially limit the extent and depth of engagement
activities expected from businesses, particularly for smaller entities that have been

excluded from the directive’s ambitions?°.

Despite recent regulatory adjustments, sustainability governance continues
to treat stakeholder engagement as a core requirement of responsible corporate
conduct. Legal frameworks still expect companies to carry out risk-based
engagement aligned with international standards, even where practical obligations
have been modified. Whether these requirements enable meaningful stakeholder
influence will depend on how they are implemented in national law and

organisational practice.

However, empirical evidence®® points to persistent implementation gaps.
Most companies disclose engagement activities without showing how stakeholders
influence grievance mechanisms or remediation processes, indicating that

engagement is often institutionalised procedurally rather than participatorily.

4 UN Global Compact Network Germany, What Makes Stakeholder Engagement Meaningful? 5 Insights
from Practice, Insights Series (Berlin: UN Global Compact Network Germany, 2022).

47 Directive (EU) 2026/470 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 February 2026 amending
Directives 2006/43/EC, 2013/34/EU, (EU) 2022/2464 and (EU) 2024/1760 as regards certain corporate
sustainability reporting requirements and certain corporate sustainability due diligence requirements, OJ
L 470, 26 February 2026.

48 European Commission. “Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence.” Last modified 2025. Accessed
January 23, 2026. https://commission.europa.eu/business-economy-euro/doing-business-
eu/sustainability-due-diligence-responsible-business/corporate-sustainability-due-diligence_en .

4 Deloitte, “Omnibus Legislative Developments and Updates to Sustainability Reporting and Due
Diligence,” Heads Up (2026).

%0 Malcolm Rogge. "Understanding unilateral, bilateral, and multilateral approaches to meaningful
stakeholder engagement in the design and implementation of operational grievance mechanisms." In The
Routledge Handbook on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement, pp. 205, 208-209. Routledge, 2024.



2.3. CHALLENGES OF MEANINGFUL STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT IN
TECHNOLOGY FIRMS

Realising meaningful stakeholder engagement is particularly difficult in the
technology sector due to the scale, complexity, and dispersion of corporate
impacts. Technology firms shape digital infrastructures, artificial intelligence
systems, and platform-based environments that affect large and often undefined
groups of stakeholders across national boundaries. Industry analyses emphasise
that identifying affected stakeholders and maintaining continuous engagement
relationships is especially challenging in digital and platform-based business

models>152,

Stakeholder participation is further limited by significant information
asymmetries. The technical complexity of products and systems, combined with
confidentiality and intellectual property concerns, limits stakeholders’ ability to
fully understand, contest, or influence corporate decisions. BSR (2023) highlights
that engagement in technology companies often takes place under conditions of
unequal access to information and expertise, reinforcing existing power imbalances

between firms and affected groups®3.

In addition, the pace of technological innovation restricts opportunities for
deliberative engagement. Decision-making processes are frequently centralised
and time-sensitive, leaving limited space for stakeholder input to shape strategic
or design-level choices. As a result, engagement tends to occur after key decisions

have already been made, reducing its potential influence.

Empirical research indicates that stakeholder engagement practices in the
technology sector remain fragmented®* and largely compliance-driven>>.
Consistent with this, BSR (2023) observes that while companies increasingly
disclose engagement activities, they rarely demonstrate how stakeholder

perspectives shape governance structures or decision-making authority>®°.

51 BSR, Conducting Stakeholder Engagement: Guide 5 of the Responsible Al Practitioner Guides (San
Francisco: BSR, 2025), 1-14.

52 Andersen and Allison-Hope, supra note 23, 3-43.

53 BSR, supra note 51, 6.

5 Andersen and Allison-Hope, supra note 23, 27.

% Carolina Richard-Carvajal, Setting Higher Standards: How Governments Can Regulate Corporate
Human Rights Performance (New York: NYU Stern Center for Business and Human Rights, 2024).

% BSR, supra note 51, 1-14.



Engagement therefore risks functioning primarily as a reporting and legitimacy

mechanism rather than as a channel for meaningful stakeholder influence.
2.4. IDENTIFICATION OF THE RESEARCH GAP

The literature reveals a striking tension, on the one hand, international standards
and scholarly frameworks articulate a demanding vision of meaningful stakeholder
engagement as dialogical, responsive, and influence-bearing. On the other hand,
empirical evidence consistently shows that corporate engagement practices remain

superficial, consultative, and weakly connected to decision-making authority.

Moreover, while stakeholder engagement has been widely studied in sectors
such as extractives, agriculture, and infrastructure, systematic empirical research
on engagement models in the technology sector remains scarce. Existing guidance
acknowledges that technology firms face distinctive challenges, yet few studies
examine how engagement is actually structured within corporate governance
systems and whether it enables stakeholder influence beyond compliance

functions®’.

Finally, much of the engagement literature focuses on processes, tools, and
best practices, while comparatively little attention is paid to how authority,
responsibility, and power are distributed through engagement arrangements. As a
result, we lack empirical typologies that classify stakeholder engagement models

according to degrees of stakeholder influence.

This study addresses these gaps by developing an influence-based typology
of stakeholder engagement models in large-cap Nordic technology firms, analysing
how governance responsibility, organisational embedding, and decision-making

authority are configured in practice.
3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. RESEARCH DESIGN

This study adopts a qualitative, document-based empirical research design to
analyse how large-cap Nordic technology companies disclose and structure

stakeholder engagement practices. A qualitative approach is used because the

572, BSR. Effective Engagement with Technology Companies: A Guide for Civil Society. San Francisco:
BSR, 2024, 1-42.



research aims to interpret how stakeholder engagement is conceptualised,
governed, and operationalised, rather than to measure predefined variables or test
causal relationships. The focus is on understanding meanings, assumptions, and
power relations embedded in corporate disclosures, and on identifying patterns in

how engagement is organised and justified.

Corporate documents are treated as expressions of organisational priorities
and governance structures. Although disclosures do not fully capture internal
practices, they provide authoritative representations of how companies publicly
define their responsibilities, engagement processes, and accountability
mechanisms. This makes them particularly suitable for analysing stakeholder

engagement as a governance practice.
3.2. SAMPLE SELECTION

The empirical sample consists of large-cap technology firms listed on the Nasdaq
Nordic Main Market. Companies were selected based on three criteria: (i)
classification in the technology sector, (ii) listing in the Large Cap segment of
Nasdaq Nordic and (iii) availability of complete corporate documentation for the

2024 reporting year.

The final sample comprises 11 companies that were active during the 2024
reporting period and had comprehensive annual and sustainability-related
disclosures available as of 20 January 2026. This sample provides a focused
empirical context in which companies are subject to advanced regulatory

expectations regarding sustainability reporting and stakeholder engagement.
Table 1. Sample of analysed companies (final sample after exclusions)

(source: Author, 2025)

Company | Countr | Main ESG Explicit reference | Supplier
y (HQ) | technologica | disclo | to stakeholder | Code of

| profile sures | engagement Conduct
Addnode Sweden | Software and | Yes Yes - continuous | Yes
Group digital dialogue with key

solutions  for stakeholders

design,




construction,

and product
data
Hacksaw* | Sweden | iGaming No No No
platform and | (not
game yet)
development
Hexagon Sweden | Digital reality, | Yes Yes - stakeholder | Yes
measurement mapping and
technology, structured
industrial engagement
software processes
Lagercrant | Sweden | Electronics, Yes Yes - stakeholder | Yes
z Group electrification, analysis in
and sustainability
communicatio reporting
n solutions
Mycronic Sweden | Electronics Yes Limited / indirect Yes
production
and
semiconductor
manufacturing
equipment
Netcompa | Denmar | Public and | Yes Yes - detailed | Yes
ny Group |k private sector stakeholder
IT systems dialogue
and platforms description
Qt Group Finland | Software Yes Yes - embedded in | Yes

development

tools and

partial HRDD

process




cross-platform

technology

frameworks

Sinch Sweden | Cloud Yes Yes - stakeholder | Yes
communicatio mapping and
ns platforms dialogue linked to

materiality

TietoEVRY | Finland | Digital Yes Yes - dedicated | Yes
services, cloud MSE page and
platforms, Al HRDD alignment
and data
solutions

Truecaller | Sweden | Communicatio | Yes Yes - double | Yes
n verification materiality and
and safety stakeholder
platform dialogue

Vitec Sweden | Vertical Yes Yes - stakeholder | Yes

Software market dialogue section

Group software
solutions

Yubico Sweden | Cybersecurity | Yes Indirect - ethics | Not
and and responsibility | explicitly
authentication pillar separate

3.3. DATA COLLECTION

Data were collected manually from corporate websites. Only publicly available,

organisation-level documents were used. The dataset includes:

- annual reports, which reflect strategic priorities and governance structures;

- sustainability and ESG reports, which articulate engagement practices, risk

management, and regulatory compliance;



- corporate governance documents, such as governance statements and

committee charters;

- policies and codes of conduct, including human rights policies, supplier

codes of conduct, ethics policies, and digital responsibility frameworks;

- stakeholder-related disclosures, such as stakeholder maps, engagement
summaries, consultation descriptions, and grievance mechanism

descriptions.

Together, these documents provide a comprehensive picture of how
stakeholder engagement is framed across strategic, operational, and compliance-
oriented dimensions. No personal data or confidential information were processed.

As all data are publicly available, no ethics approval was required.
3.4. DATA-SOURCE TRIANGULATION

To enhance analytical robustness, the study applies data-source triangulation,
understood as the use of multiple data sources to develop a comprehensive and
credible understanding of a phenomenon. Data-source triangulation also serves to
strengthen validity by examining the convergence and divergence of information

across different sources?2.

In this study, triangulation is operationalised through the systematic
comparison of different types of corporate documents that represent distinct
governance functions within the organisation. Annual reports articulate strategic
priorities and governance structures; sustainability and ESG reports frame
regulatory compliance and risk management; and policies and codes of conduct

define normative commitments and behavioural expectations.

Analysing these documents together enables the identification of
consistencies, discrepancies, and silences in how stakeholder engagement is
constructed and institutionalised. Consistencies indicate coherent embedding of
engagement across governance layers; discrepancies reveal tensions between
rhetoric and governance structures; and silences expose the absence of

stakeholder influence in strategic or decision-oriented documents.

%8 Nancy Carter. "The use of triangulation in qualitative research." Number 5/September 2014 41, no. 5
(2014): 545-547.



This comparative use of multiple data sources®® enhances the
trustworthiness of the analysis by reducing reliance on any single corporate
narrative and by revealing how different organisational voices represent
stakeholder engagement. Triangulation therefore supports an assessment of
whether engagement operates primarily as a reporting and compliance mechanism
or whether it is embedded in organisational structures that enable stakeholder

influence over decision-making.
3.5. INTERPRETIVE CODING APPROACH

The analysis follows an interpretive coding approach. Interpretive coding views
coding as an inherently interpretive act in which the researcher constructs meaning
by identifying what is significant in the data, rather than uncovering objective or
pre-existing categories®®. Rather than applying a fixed coding scheme, documents
were read qualitatively to identify recurring patterns, meanings, and assumptions
in how stakeholder engagement is described. Interpretive coding focuses on
understanding how companies construct engagement through language, structure,
and governance arrangements, and what these constructions imply about

authority, responsibility, and power.

This approach allows stakeholder engagement models to emerge inductively
from the data rather than being imposed in advance. It is particularly suited to
typology-building research, where the aim is to identify ideal-typical configurations

of organisational practices.
Table 2. Interpretive coding approach

(source: Author, 2025)

Aspect What was done Why it matters

Coding Qualitative and interpretive | Allows meanings to emerge from the
style reading of documents data instead of using fixed

categories

%9 lbid.
% Elliot P. Douglas, "Beyond the interpretive: Finding meaning in qualitative data." In 2077 ASEE Annual
Conference & Exposition. 2017.



Focus of | Language, structure, and | Shows how companies construct
analysis | governance arrangements stakeholder engagement
Main Who is responsible? How is | Connects engagement to authority,
questions | engagement organised? How | responsibility, and power
much influence do
stakeholders have?
Analytical | Inductive Engagement models are derived
logic from the data, not imposed
beforehand
Outcome | Identification of recurring | Forms the basis for the engagement
patterns models
Research | Typology building Supports the development of ideal-
purpose typical stakeholder engagement
models

3.6. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK AND TRIANGULATION

The analysis was guided by three interrelated analytical lenses that conceptualise

stakeholder engagement as a governance phenomenon. First, governance

structure captures where formal authority over engagement is located,
distinguishing between engagement governed at the board or group level and
engagement decentralised to subsidiaries or project teams. Second, organisational
responsibility examines where engagement is operationalised in practice, such as
within ESG functions, business units, supply chains, partnerships, or innovation
ecosystems. Third, decision-making authority captures the degree of stakeholder
influence, ranging from engagement that merely informs reporting and risk
assessment to engagement that shapes operational decisions, innovation
processes, or strategic priorities. This third dimension is central for assessing
whether engagement can be considered meaningful in terms of power and

influence.

Analytical triangulation was achieved by combining qualitative content

analysis with cross-case comparison. First, documents were analysed qualitatively



to interpret how stakeholder engagement is defined, justified, and embedded in
governance structures and organisational practices. Second, findings were
compared across companies to identify recurring configurations of governance
structure, organisational responsibility, and decision-making authority. This
combination of in-depth interpretation and systematic comparison made it possible
to develop ideal-typical stakeholder engagement models and to evaluate their

relative levels of stakeholder influence.
3.7. DEVELOPMENT OF STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT MODELS

By combining data-source triangulation, interpretive coding, and analytical
triangulation, the study identifies four ideal-typical stakeholder engagement

models:

a centralised model, where engagement is governed at the corporate level

and stakeholder influence is primarily consultative;

- a decentralised model, where engagement is operationally distributed

across business units and projects;

- an ecosystem-driven model, where engagement takes place within

innovation and collaboration networks and enables co-creation;

- and a participatory (co-governance) model, defined theoretically as a
model in which stakeholders share formal decision-making authority,

although this model was not observed empirically.

These models provide an influence-based typology that captures how
responsibility, organisation, and power are configured in corporate stakeholder

engagement practices.
Table 3. Stakeholder engagement models identified in the study

(source: Author, 2025)

Model Governance How Level of Empirical
location engagement is | stakeholder status

organised influence




Centralised | Corporate Managed Consultative | Observed
model level (board, | through formal | and
group governance and | informational
management, | reporting
ESG structures
functions)
Decentralised | Distributed Embedded in | Operational Observed
model across operational and
subsidiaries, practices and | contextual
business local
units, and | interactions
projects
Ecosystem- | Shared across | Organised Innovative Observed
driven model | organisational | through and co-
boundaries innovation creative
within platforms,
networks and | collaborations,
partnerships and co-creation
processes
Participatory | Shared Institutionalised | Strategic and | Not
(co- between the | through formal | authoritative | observed
governance) | company and | power-sharing (normative
model stakeholders mechanisms benchmark)
4. RESULTS

4.1. GENERAL PATTERNS IN STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT DISCLOSURES

Across the analysed companies, stakeholder engagement is consistently framed
as an essential component of sustainability governance and
typically with

accountability, and responsiveness and is most frequently embedded in processes

corporate

responsibility. Engagement s associated transparency,

related to double materiality assessments, risk identification, and sustainability

reporting. In this sense, engagement is positioned primarily as an input into



internal governance and compliance structures rather than as a mechanism of

shared decision-making.

Most companies describe stakeholder engagement as an ongoing dialogue
with key stakeholder groups such as employees, customers, suppliers, investors,
and, in some cases, civil society organisations and end-users. Common
engagement methods include surveys, workshops, meetings, consultations, and
feedback mechanisms. However, while these practices suggest interaction,
disclosures rarely specify how stakeholder input is translated into binding decisions
or how disagreements are resolved. The dominant pattern is therefore one of

consultation rather than participation.

Stakeholder engagement is frequently linked to regulatory preparedness,
particularly in relation to Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive®! (CSRD) and
European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS)®? requirements. Companies
explicitly state that stakeholder input informs materiality analyses and
sustainability priorities, but they seldom provide traceable feedback loops
demonstrating how stakeholder perspectives alter corporate strategies,
governance structures, or resource allocation. As a result, engagement appears to

function primarily as a procedural and legitimacy-enhancing mechanism.
4.2. CENTRALISED STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT MODEL

In the centralised model, stakeholder engagement is designed, coordinated, and
evaluated at the corporate level and is closely integrated into sustainability
governance and reporting processes. Engagement functions primarily as an
instrument for materiality assessment, regulatory compliance, and reputational
management. Authority over engagement remains with corporate management

and board-level structures, and stakeholder influence is largely consultative.

51 Directive (EU) 2022/2464 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 December 2022
amending Regulation (EU) No 537/2014, Directive 2004/109/EC, Directive 2006/43/EC and Directive
2013/34/EU, as regards corporate sustainability reporting, Official Journal of the European Union L 322, 16
December 2022.

62 Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) 2023/2772 of 31 July 2023 supplementing Directive 2013/34/EU
as regards sustainability reporting standards, Official Journal of the European Union L 2023/2772, 22
December 2023.



Hexagon provides a clear illustration of this model. In its 2024 annual
report®3 and sustainability disclosures, stakeholder engagement is explicitly linked
to the double materiality assessment®*. The company explains that engagement
methods and stakeholder importance are reviewed across divisions, but the overall
process is consolidated centrally to inform sustainability priorities and reporting.
Engagement therefore supports corporate-level risk assessment and disclosure
rather than shared decision-making. Stakeholders contribute information, yet
there is no indication that they participate in governance structures or strategic

authority.

A similar pattern is visible in Sinch®. The company states that stakeholder
engagement is a “top priority”®® and occurs at both strategic and operational levels,
but it also clarifies that stakeholder dialogues were primarily used to inform the
double materiality assessment and sustainability reporting. This positions
engagement as an input into internal governance processes, rather than as a

mechanism through which stakeholders can shape strategic choices.

Addnode Group®” also reflects the centralised model through its framing of
“continuous dialogue”® with investors, employees, and customers. While the
language emphasises responsiveness and openness, engagement is presented as
a means to understand expectations and improve corporate performance, not as
a process that redistributes authority or requires justification of managerial

decisions.

These examples show that in the centralised model, engagement is
formalised and institutionally embedded, yet stakeholder influence remains
indirect and mediated. Engagement strengthens corporate legitimacy and

reporting quality but does not challenge managerial control.

8 Hexagon AB, Annual and Sustainability Report 2024 //
https://bynder.hexagon.com/m/3f5532e06b4faf41/original/Hexagon-Annual-and-Sustainability-Report-
2024.pdf#.
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4.3. DECENTRALISED STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT MODEL

The decentralised model distributes responsibility for stakeholder engagement
across business units, subsidiaries, and operational roles, while central governance
functions retain oversight and reporting responsibility. Engagement is embedded
in everyday organisational practices rather than being confined to corporate

sustainability functions.

Vitec Software Group®® explicitly adopts this logic. It states that they have
an agile and decentralized organization, in which every business unit is responsible
for its own market and customers’®. Thus, stakeholder engagement is carried out
where it is most relevant in the organisation and that responsibility rests with
individuals and business units. Group-level coordination exists, but engagement
itself is operationally situated. This indicates a model in which stakeholder
interaction is closely tied to business activities, customer relations, and sector-

specific contexts.

TietoEVRY”! similarly describes stakeholder relations as being managed
throughout the organisation. While some functions, such as investor relations, are
centrally coordinated, most engagement’? occurs in business units and service
lines that interact directly with customers, partners, and public-sector clients. This
decentralised structure allows engagement to influence operational practices and

service delivery, although it does not extend to formal governance authority.

Netcompany’® also reflects a decentralised approach. It emphasises
engagement through both formal structures and informal interactions across
organisational levels and stakeholder groups. Engagement’* is described as
informing daily operations and strategic reflection, but responsibility is dispersed

rather than concentrated in a single central sustainability unit.

In this model, stakeholder influence is stronger than in the centralised model

because engagement is embedded in operational contexts. However, influence

% Vitec Software Group, Annual Report 2024 // https://www.vitecsoftware.com/en/investors-
press/reports/.

% 1bid, 24.

"' Tietoevry, Annual and Sustainability Report 2024 // https://ar2024.tietoevry.com/en/.

2 1bid, 86.

7 Netcompany, Annual Report 2024 // https://netcompany.com/wp-
content/uploads/2025/01/Netcompany_Annual-Report_2024.pdf
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remains fragmented and localised. There is little evidence that decentralised
engagement systematically feeds into corporate-level governance reform or

strategic decision-making.

4.4. ECOSYSTEM-DRIVEN STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT MODEL

The ecosystem-driven model situates stakeholder engagement within innovation
networks, technical communities, and standard-setting environments.
Engagement takes place beyond organisational boundaries and is structured

around collaboration and co-creation.

Yubico”®> exemplifies this model through its role in global authentication
standards. As a core contributor to several standards, Yubico engages in
continuous dialogue”’® with technology companies, platform providers, and security
experts. In this context, stakeholder influence is exercised through technical
consensus and interoperability requirements. External actors shape product
compatibility and security architecture, even though corporate governance

authority remains internal.

Qt Group’’ provides another strong example. Its software ecosystem is
grounded in open-source principles and developer community participation?s.
External contributors engage in testing, development, and feedback processes that
influence product quality and functionality. Stakeholders’® therefore exercise co-
creative influence over technical development, although decisions about corporate
strategy, market positioning, and resource allocation remain the company’s

prerogative.

In both cases, stakeholder engagement is not primarily compliance-oriented

but innovation-oriented. It enables substantive influence over technical trajectories

7S Yubico, Annual Report 2024 // https://investors.yubico.com/en/wp-
content/uploads/sites/2/2021/10/yubico-annual-report-2024-250415.pdf.
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and standards, yet it does not translate into shared authority over corporate

governance.
4.5. ABSENCE OF THE PARTICIPATORY (CO-GOVERNANCE) MODEL

Despite extensive use of participatory language, none of the analysed companies
disclose governance structures that would qualify as participatory or co-

governance arrangements.

Even in companies with advanced engagement practices, such as TietoEVRY
or Sinch, stakeholders are described as contributors to materiality assessments,
risk identification, or innovation processes, not as co-decision-makers. Similarly,
in ecosystem-driven cases such as Yubico and Qt Group, stakeholders influence
technical outcomes but do not hold formal authority over organisational

governance.

This demonstrates that participation is interpreted as consultation,
collaboration, or co-creation in limited domains, rather than as shared governance.
The participatory model therefore remains a normative benchmark rather than an

empirically observed practice.
4.6. HIERARCHY OF STAKEHOLDER INFLUENCE

When the empirical examples are mapped onto the influence hierarchy, a clear

progression emerges:
Table 4. Hierarchy of stakeholder influence with company placement

(source: Author, 2025)

Level of Stakeholder Type of stakeholder Companies in
influence engagement influence this category
model
1 (Lowest) | Centralised Informational and | Addnode Group,

consultative. Engagement | Hexagon,

mainly supports | Lagercrantz

materiality assessments, | Group?®°,

80 | agercrantz Group, Annual Report 2024 //
https://www.lagercrantz.com/sites/lagercrantz/files/files/Lagercrantz_Group_2425_ENG.pdf.




reporting, compliance, and
legitimacy. Decision-
making authority remains

fully internal.

Mycronic®!,
NCAB Group?®?

2 Decentralised

Operational and
contextual. Engagement is
embedded in business
units, projects, and daily
influencing

but not

practices,
implementation

corporate strategy.

Vitec Software
Group,
TietoEVRY,
Netcompany

Group

3 Ecosystem-

driven

and co-
Stakeholders

products,

Innovative
creative.
shape
standards, or technical
development through
networks and

collaboration ecosystems.

Qt Group,
Yubico,

Truecaller®3

4 (Highest -

normative

Participatory
(co-

benchmark) | governance)

Strategic and
authoritative.

Stakeholders share formal
decision-making power
through institutionalised

governance mechanisms.

None observed

This hierarchy demonstrates that even in technologically advanced and

sustainability-oriented firms,

stakeholder

engagement

remains structurally

constrained. Influence increases as engagement moves closer to operational

8 Mycronic, Annual and Sustainability Report 2024 // https://storage.mfn.se/a/mycronic/9886c5d7-0Ocee-
4544-bb56-c531ef7dalbc/annual-and-sustainability-report-2024.pdf.
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https://mb.cision.com/Main/20429/4141957/3415436.pdf.




practice and innovation ecosystems, but it stops short of challenging corporate

sovereignty over strategic governance.
5. DISCUSSION
5.1. INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS IN LIGHT OF STAKEHOLDER THEORY

The findings can be interpreted as a contemporary empirical illustration of the
enduring tension within stakeholder theory between managerial control and
stakeholder participation. Classical stakeholder theory recognises that firms are
embedded in networks of relationships with actors who affect or are affected by
corporate activities. However, in practice, engagement has often been
conceptualised as a managerial instrument for managing expectations, risks, and

legitimacy rather than as a governance mechanism that redistributes authority.

The predominance of the centralised and decentralised models in the sample
reflects this managerial orientation. In both models, stakeholder engagement is
acknowledged as important, yet ultimate decision-making authority remains firmly
within corporate management structures. Even where engagement is operationally
embedded or innovation-oriented, stakeholders are positioned as contributors to

corporate processes rather than as co-governors of those processes.

The ecosystem-driven model aligns more closely with relational and value-
creation perspectives in stakeholder theory, where stakeholders are understood as
partners in co-creation rather than as external audiences. However, even here,
influence is confined to technical and innovation-related domains. Corporate

sovereignty over strategic priorities and governance remains intact.

These findings support critical interpretations of stakeholder theory that
emphasise the persistence of power asymmetries between firms and stakeholders.
While engagement language has evolved, organisational structures continue to

reflect a fundamentally hierarchical governance logic.
5.2. COMPARISON WITH PREVIOUS RESEARCH

The results are consistent with prior studies that document a gap between
normative expectations of meaningful stakeholder engagement and empirical
corporate practices. Previous research in sustainability governance and business
and human rights has shown that engagement often remains procedural, symbolic,

or compliance-oriented, even when it is framed in participatory language.



Studies on meaningful stakeholder engagement in human rights due
diligence similarly highlight that stakeholder consultation is frequently reduced to
information gathering for risk assessment rather than being integrated into
decision-making authority. Benchmarking exercises have demonstrated that
companies rarely involve stakeholders in the design, evaluation, or governance of

grievance mechanisms, reinforcing the consultative character of engagement.

The present study extends this literature by providing a structured,
influence-based typology of engagement models and by situating the analysis in
the technology sector, which remains underexplored in stakeholder engagement
research. It demonstrates that the patterns identified in extractive, manufacturing,
and supply-chain-intensive sectors also apply to digitally oriented firms, despite

their distinctive stakeholder landscapes and innovation dynamics.

5.3. IMPLICATIONS OF THE MODELS FOR MEANINGFUL STAKEHOLDER
ENGAGEMENT

The typology shows that meaningfulness in stakeholder engagement cannot be
assessed solely by the presence of dialogue, consultation, or collaboration. Rather,
it depends on whether engagement is capable of altering power relations and

redistributing authority.

In the centralised model, engagement is meaningful primarily in an
informational sense. Stakeholders contribute knowledge and perspectives, but
they do not shape outcomes. In the decentralised model, engagement becomes
more meaningful operationally, as stakeholders influence how activities are
implemented and adapted to local contexts. In the ecosystem-driven model,
engagement is meaningful in innovation terms, enabling co-creation and technical

influence.

However, none of these models fully satisfy the normative criteria of
meaningful engagement articulated in international standards, which emphasise
responsiveness, accountability, and stakeholder influence over decisions that affect
them. The absence of participatory governance structures suggests that
engagement remains functionally bounded by corporate control, regardless of how

dialogical or collaborative it appears.

5.4. WHY PARTICIPATORY (CO-GOVERNANCE) MODELS ARE ABSENT



Several structural and organisational factors help explain the absence of
participatory models. First, corporate governance frameworks are built on
shareholder primacy and managerial accountability, making formal power-sharing

with non-shareholder stakeholders legally and institutionally complex.

Second, participatory governance introduces uncertainty and potential
constraints on managerial discretion. Sharing authority over strategy, resource
allocation, or governance priorities challenges established hierarchies and may be

perceived as incompatible with competitive business environments.

Third, the technology sector is characterised by fast innovation cycles,
confidentiality constraints, and high levels of technical complexity. These features
make it difficult to design participatory mechanisms that are both inclusive and

operationally feasible.

Finally, regulatory frameworks, including sustainability reporting regimes,
encourage engagement but do not mandate power-sharing. As a result, companies
can comply with regulatory expectations through consultation and disclosure
without restructuring governance arrangements. Participatory governance remains

normatively desirable but institutionally unsupported.
5.5. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study is subject to several limitations. First, it relies exclusively on publicly
available corporate disclosures, which represent curated narratives rather than
comprehensive accounts of internal practices. Actual engagement dynamics and

power relations may differ from those presented in reports and websites.

Second, the study focuses on large-cap technology firms listed on Nasdaq
Nordic. While this provides a coherent and policy-relevant sample, the findings

cannot be generalised to smaller firms or to other sectors without caution.

Third, the analysis is qualitative and interpretive, which strengthens
conceptual insight but does not allow for statistical generalisation. The typology is

analytically robust but should be tested and refined in future empirical studies.

Finally, the study captures engagement practices at a specific point in time.
Stakeholder engagement is a dynamic process that evolves alongside regulatory

change and organisational learning. Longitudinal research would be necessary to



assess whether engagement models shift toward more participatory forms over

time.
6. CONCLUSIONS

This article examined how meaningful stakeholder engagement is structured
and operationalised in large-cap technology firms listed on the Nasdaq Nordic Main
Market. By analysing corporate sustainability disclosures through an interpretive
and triangulated qualitative approach, the study identified four ideal-typical
stakeholder engagement models: centralised, decentralised, ecosystem-driven,

and participatory (co-governance).

The empirical findings show that stakeholder engagement in the analysed
companies is predominantly consultative and compliance-oriented. Most firms
operate within a centralised model, where engagement is governed at the
corporate level and primarily serves materiality assessments, sustainability
reporting, and regulatory preparedness. A smaller group of firms exhibits a
decentralised model in which engagement is embedded in operational practices
and distributed across business units. Only a limited number of companies
demonstrate an ecosystem-driven model that enables co-creative influence in
innovation and standard-setting processes. Crucially, none of the companies
disclose governance arrangements that would correspond to a participatory or co-

governance model in which stakeholders share formal decision-making authority.

From a theoretical perspective, the article contributes to stakeholder theory
by shifting the analytical focus from the presence of engagement activities to the
distribution of power and authority within engagement arrangements. The
proposed typology demonstrates that stakeholder engagement varies not only in
form and intensity but also in its governance implications. By conceptualising
engagement models along a hierarchy of stakeholder influence, the study offers a
framework that bridges normative theories of meaningful engagement with
empirically observable corporate practices. It shows that meaningfulness is
structurally conditioned by whether engagement alters governance relationships,

rather than merely by how interactive or dialogical engagement appears.

The findings also have important practical and policy implications. For
corporations, the typology provides a diagnostic tool to assess whether

engagement practices merely support reporting and compliance or whether they



create pathways for substantive stakeholder influence. Organisations seeking to
strengthen the meaningfulness of engagement must move beyond consultation
toward institutional mechanisms that make stakeholder input traceable,

consequential, and accountable.

While this study conceptualises meaningfulness in governance and
institutional terms, future research could explore how stakeholders themselves
experience meaningfulness as an existential or normative phenomenon,
connecting legal design, participation, and subjective perceptions of value and

responsibility.

For policymakers and regulators, the results highlight the limitations of
disclosure-based sustainability governance. While frameworks such as CSRD and
ESRS encourage stakeholder engagement, they do not require companies to
integrate stakeholders into decision-making structures. As a result, engagement
can remain procedural without redistributing authority. Strengthening meaningful
engagement may therefore require regulatory approaches that link engagement
more explicitly to governance responsibilities and corporate accountability

mechanisms.

Finally, the study opens several directions for future research. Empirical
work could combine document analysis with interviews, case studies, or
participatory observation to examine how engagement functions beyond formal
disclosures. Comparative studies across sectors could test whether similar
engagement hierarchies exist in industries such as finance, manufacturing, or
extractives. Longitudinal research could investigate whether regulatory
developments lead to shifts toward more participatory engagement models over
time. Further theoretical work could also explore how legal design and
organisational design principles might be used to operationalise participatory

governance in corporate contexts.



APPENDIXES

Appendix A. Coding framework

The coding framework was developed inductively using an interpretive coding

approach. Instead of relying on predefined categories, codes emerged from

repeated readings of the documents and focused on how stakeholder engagement

was constructed through language, organisational structures, and governance

arrangements. Three core analytical lenses guided the coding:

Table 5. Coding Framework

(source: Author, 2025)

Analytical lens

Coding focus

Guiding questions

Governance

structure

Location of authority

and formal

responsibility

Who is responsible for stakeholder
engagement? Is it the board,
management, ESG function, or
business units? Is engagement

centralised or distributed?

Organisational

responsibility

Where engagement

is operationalised

In which parts of the organisation does
engagement take place? Is it
embedded in reporting, operations,
partnerships, or innovation

ecosystems?

Decision-making

authority

Degree
stakeholder

influence

of

Does stakeholder input merely inform
reporting? Does it shape operational
decisions? Does it influence strategy or

governance?

These codes were then synthesised into the four engagement models used in the

analysis.

Appendix B. Examples of coded excerpts

Table 6.Examples of coded excerpts




(source: Author, 2025)

Company | Engagement Example excerpt What it shows
Model (shortened)

Hexagon Centralised “The Board of Directors has | Stakeholder
the ultimate responsibility | engagement and
for Hexagon’s sustainability | sustainability
strategy and ESG | governance are
governance... approves | controlled at board
major changes to Hexagon'’s | level; authority is
sustainability framework.”8* | centralised.

Hexagon Centralised “Surveys, workshops, and | Stakeholder
interviews... involved | engagement is
internal and external | used mainly for
stakeholders including | materiality
shareholders, employees, | assessment and
suppliers, customers, | reporting.
subject matter experts,
investors, and community
groups.”8>

Hexagon Centralised “The stakeholder | Engagement feeds
engagement process | into a consolidated
included a review of | corporate process
engagement methods... | rather than shared
conducted by all Hexagon | governance.
divisions."86

Sinch Centralised “During the year, | Engagement
stakeholder dialogues were | functions as
influenced by the upcoming | regulatory and
requirements for | reporting input.
sustainability reporting. Key

8 Hexagon AB, supra note 63, 76.

% |bid, 82.
% |bid.




stakeholder insights,
gathered through meetings,
workshops, and existing
materials, were
incorporated into the double

materiality assessment.”8”

Sinch Centralised “Regular engagement | Consultation
surveys and roundtable | without evidence
discussions... ongoing | of decision-
dialogue.”88 sharing.

Vitec Decentralised | “"The sustainability group | Multi-level

Software prepares the materiality | involvement, but

Group assessment... management | final authority
discusses... finally decided | remains central.
by the Board.”8°

Vitec Decentralised | “Key individuals...  with | Operational

Software insight into the business | embedding of

Group units’ operations have | engagement
participated in the | knowledge.
process.”?0

Tietoevry Decentralised | “The assessment was | Engagement and
conducted separately for | materiality  work
each of Tietoevry’s five | distributed across
specialized end-to-end | business units.
businesses...”!

Tietoevry Decentralised | “Internal controls... | Engagement
supported by stakeholder | embedded in

87 Sinch AB, supra note, 58.

8 |bid.

8 Vitec Software Group, supra note, 80.

 |bid, 86.

91 Tietoevry, supra note 71, 93.




engagement ensured

reliability.”°2

operational

governance.

Netcompany | Decentralised

“We engage in dialogue with
suppliers to ensure a
common understanding of
data data

needs and

quality.”®3

Engagement
operationalised in
value-chain

governance.

Yubico Ecosystem-

driven

“Developer of global IT
security standards... creator
and contributor to FIDO2,

WebAuthn, U2F.”%

Engagement
happens through
technical
standard-setting

ecosystems.

Yubico Ecosystem-

driven

“Yubico is one of the

companies  working on
developing solutions for the
European Digital Identity

Framework... Yubico has
been selected to actively
contribute to Germany’s ID
project, led by SPRIND, with
the aim of prototyping a

universal EUID.”9>

Engagement in
public-private
governance

systems.

Yubico Ecosystem-

driven

with
Okta to

onboarding

“Collaboration
Microsoft and
simplify and

authentication.”?®

Co-creation  with

industry partners.

% |bid.

% Netcompany, supra note 73, 72.
% Yubico, supra note 75, 3.

% |bid, 5.

% |bid.




Qt Group Ecosystem-

driven

“Engagement structured

through open-source
communities and developer

ecosystems.”?’

Innovation-driven
stakeholder

engagement logic.

Addnode
Group

Centralised

“Continuous dialogue... to
understand stakeholder
expectations and improve

performance.”?®

Engagement
framed as
informational and

consultative.

Lagercrantz | Centralised

Group

“Materiality assessment
together with stakeholders

updated based on CSRD."®*

tied
directly to

Engagement

sustainability
reporting

compliance.

Mycronic Centralised

“The dialogues are held with

key stakeholders and
results are presented to
executive management and

the Board of Directors.”100

Governance-
embedded,

non-participatory.

but

Truecaller Ecosystem-

driven

“Based on the points of view
of these stakeholders, ... We
then placed the topics in
order of priority based on
their impact on our business
their

operations and

relevance to external

stakeholders. Truecaller’s

materiality analysis was

based on a review of

internal and external

stakeholder perspectives,

Platform
governance and
multi-actor

engagement.

% Qt Group, supra note 77, 11, 23-24.
% Addnode Group, supra note 67, 38.

% Lagercrantz Group, supra note 80, 4.

1% Mycronic, supra note 81, 102.




on the expectations of
relevant rating institutions,
and on applicable

regulations. 0!

Appendix C. List of analysed documents

For each company, the following categories of documents were analysed where

possible:

Annual Reports (2024)

Sustainability or Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reports (2024)
o Corporate governance webpages

o Stakeholder engagement webpages

o Codes of Conduct

e Supplier Codes of Conduct

e Human Rights or Responsible Business policies

e Double materiality statements and ESRS disclosures

e This multi-source dataset enabled data-source triangulation and reduced

reliance on any single corporate narrative.

e Model classification table

Appendix D. Model classification table
Table 7. Model classification table

(source: Author, 2025)

Company | Engagement Basis for classification

model

%" Truecaller, supra note 83, 34



Addnode Centralised Engagement primarily used to understand
Group stakeholder expectations and inform corporate
sustainability reporting
Hexagon Centralised Engagement embedded in group-level materiality
assessment and sustainability governance
Lagercrantz | Centralised Stakeholder dialogue linked mainly to
Group sustainability reporting and materiality processes
Mycronic Centralised Engagement framed through sustainability
governance, stakeholder mapping, and policy
compliance
Vitec Decentralised | Responsibility for stakeholder engagement rests
Software with business units and operational contexts
Group
TietoEVRY Decentralised | Stakeholder engagement managed throughout
the organisation, with distributed operational
responsibility
Netcompany | Decentralised | Engagement conducted through a mix of formal
Group and informal structures across organisational
levels
Qt Group Ecosystem- Engagement structured through open-source
driven communities and developer ecosystems enabling
co-creation
Yubico Ecosystem- Engagement through global authentication
driven standards, industry alliances, and technical
ecosystems
Truecaller Ecosystem- Engagement with users, regulators, and platform
driven stakeholders within trust, safety, and digital

governance ecosystems
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