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Abstract:

1. Introduction

The Republic of Serbia belongs to the group of emerging economies striving to adopt market economy
management practices. Stakeholders occupy an important position in the strategic business planning
process. According to Evan and Freeman (1993), stakeholders are classified as certain groups that provide
value to business operations, and are vital to the survival and success of an organization. These are indi-
viduals and groups that are interested in the organization, that is, in the success of its business. They have
certain requirements towards the organization, which are different, or even conflicting. Satisfying expecta-
tions, and incorporating stakeholder values are important management task as well as part of corporate so-
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Research Question: The aim of this empirical research paper is to determine key corporate stakeholders in the Republic
of Serbia. Motivation: Serbia belongs to the group of emerging economies striving to adopt market economy management
practices. Stakeholders occupy an important position in the strategic business planning process. So far, research on
corporate stakeholders in Serbia is scarce, and does not provide enough data on this, for strategic business planning and
strategic management, important topic. Hence, the motivation for such a study determining the significance and role of
certain corporate stakeholder groups for companies operating in Serbia has arisen. Investigating this issue can show, and
thus help Serbian managers, how to improve and/or redirect their strategic business decisions, and subjects they are
aimed at, thus increasing the potential for making better strategic business plans, developing better business strategies,
which will secure better business performance results. Idea: The idea of the research is to examine the perceptions and
attitudes of managers of business organizations operating in the Republic of Serbia in relation to selected relevant
corporate stakeholder groups, and using investigated perceptions and attitudes of managers to evaluate the degree of
significance and impact of selected relevant corporate stakeholders in the business life of the Republic of Serbia. Data:
Empirical research was conducted on a sample of 107 respondents, managers of business organizations operating in the
territory of the Republic of Serbia, randomly selected from publicly available databases of business organizations, public
associations and media in Serbia, using Computer Assisted Web Interview - CAWI technique. Tools: Analysis of the data
was conducted in SPSS v20.0 statistical tool. Data analysis in this study consisted of descriptive statistics. Univariate
analysis was used through the analysis of frequency tables and individual ranking statistics. Nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis
and post hoc Mann Whitney U test were used to test the significance of differences. Findings: Findings of the research
have shown that, respectively, customers and owners hold leading positions among surveyed corporate stakeholders in
Serbia, successively followed by suppliers, managers, government institutions, employees, investors, distributors,
competitors, community as a whole, media, local community, vulnerable groups, and, lastly, with the lowest significance,
NGOs. Service organizations proved to be the most sensitive to corporate stakeholders issue, and commercial
organizations the least. Contribution: The main contribution of this paper is a systematic analysis of the stakeholder issue,
and quantitative key corporate stakeholder identification in the Republic of Serbia.
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cial and economic responsibility (Digman, 1990). Stakeholders are also defined as groups or individuals
who can influence or are influenced by an organization. They are interested in the nature of the company's
business, directions of its development, and its competitive position. A stakeholder group can be defined
as a collective of two or more individuals, who perceive, and evaluate themselves on the basis of shared
norms, values, and goals in the context of a socio-economic issue (Schneider & Sachs, 2017). Stakehold-
ers can be classified into three groups: (1) internal stakeholders: owners, decision makers, unions and em-
ployees; (2) stakeholders appearing on the market: customers, suppliers, competitors; and (3) external
stakeholders: government, financial institutions, political groups, trade associations (Griffin & Ebert, 1993).
Individual stakeholders play different roles in the survival and success of a business (Phillips, Freeman &
Wicks, 2003; Phillips, 1997; Evan & Freeman, 1993). Orientation towards stakeholders implies that within the
strategic analysis, aspirations of internal and external stakeholders are considered and also the way in which
they can affect the future strategic position of the company (Milicevic, 2014).

So far research on corporate stakeholders in Serbia is scarce, and does not provide enough data on this,
for strategic business planning and strategic management, important topic. Investigating this issue can
show, and hence help Serbian managers, how to improve, and/or redirect their strategic business deci-
sions, and subjects they are aimed at, thus increasing the potential for making better strategic business
plans, developing better business strategies, which will secure better business performance results.

The paper is organized as follows. After the introduction part, an overview of the scientific and professional
literature is given, followed by a description of the research with an analysis of results. Concluding remarks
are provided at the end of the paper.

2.  Literature Review

Besides the general requirement that organizations should run their operations in the most economical, ef-
ficient, and effective manner possible to increase performance, today, there is an increasing pressure for or-
ganizations to run their operations with their stakeholders in mind (Khomba, Kanguade-Ulaya & Hanif, 2013;
Metcalf & Benn, 2012). Being interested groups that have different stakes in company affairs, stakeholders
need management’s attention that is to be incorporated in the corporate planning, and performance meas-
urement systems (Prozesky, 2010). The stakeholder theory was introduced to the strategic management
field to address the organizational challenges of an increasingly interconnected and globalized society
(Schneider & Sachs, 2017). In his very popular book, Freeman (1984) argued that the predominating logic
of profit maximization could no longer support the complexity of the contemporary business world. The de-
velopment of, and emphasis on the stakeholder-centered approach that is grounded on the stakeholder
theory is a result of visible shortcomings of the shareholder-centered approach, which tends to overem-
phasize the importance of shareholders as sole owners of any business entity, and in the process ignore sig-
nificant roles that other stakeholders play in the sustainability of any business (Khomba et al., 2013). Besides
shareholders, there are other stakeholders, such as customers, suppliers, employees, local communities,
and the environment, which all have dual roles and act as instrumental towards provisions of inputs to com-
panies, and also the consumption of companies’ products (Prozesky, 2010). Proponents of the stakeholder
approach to management argue that such an approach is justified in the sence that distribution in the com-
pany is done towards all of those who create value (Stovall, Neill, & Perkins, 2004). The stakeholder-cente-
red approach to stakeholder management appears as a fair recognition to other stakeholders, because they
provide resources, and receive benefits from the corporation (Stovall et al., 2004). However, proponents of
the mainstream shareholder-centered approach to corporate governance base their argument on the private
property rights paradigm (Stovall et al., 2004), which implies that, as risk-taking owners and providers of fi-
nancial capital, shareholders tend to prefer to promote their own interests over those of other stakeholders.
In its essence, it is contended that as primary owners of business, shareholders should hold the manage-
ment team responsible for achieving the primary business goal in the form of maximizing shareholder wealth. 

The stakeholder approach is different from other strategic management theories in the part that it sees value
creation as embedded in the relationships between organization and its stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2010;
Post et al., 2002). The idea of the stakeholder theory lies in the belief that the purpose of an organization is
to create as much value as possible for all of its stakeholders, whereby the integration of relevant stakehol-
der interests into the organizational value creation processes accounts for the business challenges in a so-
ciety (Freeman et al., 2010).

The stakeholder theory grew to become one of the main management frameworks today, up to the point of
having been described as a management theory of the 21st century suitable for understanding and redefi-
ning the role of business and value creation in society (Freeman et al., 2010). 
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The stakeholder theory has served to analyse and understand multiple phenomena in various fields of the
organisational sciences, such as strategic management (Strand & Freeman, 2015; Haksever et al., 2004;
Freeman, 1984), international business (Lehtimaki & Kujala, 2015), business ethics (Purnell & Freeman, 2012;
Phillips, 1997) and corporate responsibility (Sachs & Maurer, 2009; Strand et al., 2015; Brower & Maha-
jan, 2013).

The extant stakeholder theory research focuses on topics such as the identification of stakeholders, the eva-
luation of stakeholder legitimacy and claims, the role of business in society, and the taxonomy of stakehol-
der theories (Scherer & Patzer, 2011).

In Serbia, a majority of researchers emphasize the need for managers to know methods of identifying (Jo-
vanovic, Milenkovic & Dumonjic, 2017; Losonc, 1997) and managing stakeholders, but with previously clearly
defined priorities (Krstic & Trbovic, 2015; Krstic, 2014; Petrovic, 2012; Nikolic & Eric, 2011; Vujovic, Stefa-
novic & Vucurevic, 2009), link the importance of stakeholders with company performance in tourism (Vuji-
cic, 2019; Kicosev, Radosavljevic, Kovacev & Djukic, 2011) and culture (Terzic, 2016; Jovanovic, 2012), and
especially emphasize the stakeholder role in the process of adopting corporate social responsibility practi-
ces (Culafic, 2015; Rodic, 2012; Figar & Figar, 2011; Kontic & Kontic, 2010; Predic, 2009; Babic, 2007), as
well as in the issue of corporate communications and reputation (Krstic, 2014; Mitic, 2013; Djordjevic, 2010;
Popovic, 2010). Jovanovic & Delibasic (2014) have for the first time implemented the integrated QFD and
fuzzy AHP approaches in the selection of supplier in one Serbian company, translating stakeholder needs
into evaluating criteria for suppliers, and prioritizing stakeholders, stakeholders' requirements, evaluating
criteria and, finally, prioritizing suppliers.

In the previous scientific research of corporate stakeholders in the Republic of Serbia, there is not a single
paper that considers the relationship between the importance of individual groups of stakeholders from the
aspect of managers operating in the Republic of Serbia. The elementary fact is that, both from the theoreti-
cal and practical aspects, this area is not yet sufficiently explored and applied. The lag in practice follows
poor historical base and incomplete research. In domestic academic circles, the corporate stakeholders
issue has not encountered particularly detailed elaborations. Literature in this domain is scarce, and it comes
down to only a few articles that deal with this topic in a non-comprehensive way. Currently, a total of 70 elec-
tronically available scientific and professional papers containing the stakeholder as a key word have been
published in the Republic of Serbia, but only 22 of them deal with stakeholders as the main topic. However,
on the positive side, there are numerous papers dealing with individual groups of stakeholders from diffe-
rent points of view (Table 1.).

Table 1: Number of scientific papers published in Serbia per individual stakeholder keyword
(SCIndeks Database)

But, this is still insufficient for full understanding of the mutual significance and relationships of individual sta-
keholder groups, which is a neccessary precondition for directing managers how to prioritize among actual
corporate stakeholder groups in the Republic of Serbia helping them to improve, and/or redirect their strate-
gic business decisions, and gain better business performance results.
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3. Research Method

In order to identify key corporate stakeholders in the Serbian economy, an empirical study was conducted.
The research was based on the application of data collection methods from primary sources. The research
was organized respecting the principles of the methodology of scientific research by Mihailovic (2012).

3.1 Research purpose and research questions

The purpose of the research is examining perceptions and attitudes of managers of business organizations
operating in the Republic of Serbia in relation to selected relevant corporate stakeholder groups and using
investigated perceptions and attitudes of managers to evaluate the degree of significance and impact of se-
lected relevant corporate stakeholders in the business life of the Republic of Serbia.

In order to fulfill the purpose of research, in this regard, fundamentally, the research had defined the follo-
wing subject of the survey: identifying and measuring attitudes of managers of businesses operating in the
Republic of Serbia about selected relevant corporate stakeholders and the influence of selected relevant cor-
porate stakeholders in the business life in the Republic of Serbia.

As defined, research objective is to determine the degree of significance of selected relevant corporate sta-
keholders for managers of business organizations operating in the Republic of Serbia.

The research is expected to lead to an answer to the following research question: to what extent selected
relevant corporate stakeholders have an impact in the business life in the Republic of Serbia.

3.2 Research participants

Participants in the study were managers of business organizations operating in the territory of the Republic of
Serbia. The survey was conducted on a sample of 107 respondents. Testing managers of business organiza-
tions has been conducted using quantitative research techniques via the Internet (Computer Assisted Web In-
terview - CAWI) with previous consent from each subject for participation in the study. As a sample frame,
publicly available databases of business organizations, public associations and media in Serbia are used.

3.3 Research instrument

As a research tool for implementation of the method of collecting data from the primary sources the que-
stionnaire was used, established on the basis of review of the scientific and expert literature and as recom-
mended by Mihailovic (2012), and in compliance with special needs of research. After demographic
characteristics of respondents and data about the organization, the questionnaire contained questions per-
taining to selected relevant corporate stakeholders. The results of Cronbach’s alpha test of questionnaire as
a measure of its reliability indicate the consistent reliability of results obtained (α>0.7) (Cohen, Manion & Mor-
rison, 2007).

3.4 Research model

The research model is based on examining perceptions and attitudes of managers of business organizations
operating in the Republic of Serbia in relation to selected relevant corporate stakeholder groups, from the
standpoint of economy as a whole, and by economy sectors.

3.5 Data analysis

Items of the final questionnaire were analyzed using the SPSS v20.0 statistical tool. Data analysis in this
study consisted of descriptive statistics. Univariate analysis was used through the analysis of frequency ta-
bles and individual ranking statistics. Nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis test, and post hoc Mann Whitney U test
were used to test the significance of differences. In the study, results with p<0.1 were declared significant
(Kim, 2020; Kim & Choi, 2019; Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016; Mudge, Baker, Edge & Houlahan, 2012).
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4. Research Results

4.1 Evaluation of the importance of selected corporate stakeholder groups for managers 
of business organizations operating in the Republic of Serbia

Research results of the importance of examined stakeholder groups for managers of business organiza-
tions operating in the Republic of Serbia are shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Statistical summary of univariate analysis of the importance of selected stakeholder
groups for managers in the Republic of Serbia

From the fourteen corporate stakeholder groups surveyed during the study, findings have revealed that
most managers of business organizations operating in the Republic of Serbia recognise the crucial roles that
different stakeholders play for the success and sustainability of their operations. Such stakeholders include
respectively observing customers, owners, suppliers, managers, government institutions, and employees.
Though above average, the study findings reveal that the recognition of investors, distributors, competitors,
community as a whole, media, local community, and vulnerable groups as organisational stakeholders suc-
cessively received lower rankings. The lowest significance was assigned to NGOs, which received rankings
below average. There is a clear research indication that managers in the Republic of Serbia primarily keep
interests of those stakeholder groups that are primarily and directly linked to the value chain and essential
business processes leading to service and product production and their sales on the market, gaining income
and profit, and without which business operations would be seized. The less certain stakeholder group is
linked to essential business process, the less importance it has.

4.2 Evaluation of the influence of economy sector on corporate stakeholder importance
for managers in the Republic of Serbia

In order to determine key corporate stakeholders per economy sectors in the Republic of Serbia, the inve-
stigation of the influence of certain economy sectors, such as manufacturing, commercial, and service on
the perception of corporate stakeholders is performed. The nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis and post hoc Mann
Whitney U test were used to examine the significance of differences. Results with p<0.1 were declared si-
gnificant (Table 3.).
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Table 3: Economy sector impact on stakeholder group importance

In relation to the importance of selected corporate stakeholders for managers of business organizations op-
erating in the Republic of Serbia, it was examined whether there are statistically significant differences between
respondents coming from three determined economy sectors: manufacturing, commercial, and service. Re-
sults reveal that respondents from service sector comparing to respondents from manufacturing, or com-
mercial sector, attach more importance to the following corporate stakeholder groups: media (1630 vs. 1015
vs. 2405; p<0.05), vulnerable groups (2000.5 vs. 810. vs. 2040.5; p<0.05), and community as a whole (2104.5
vs. 964 vs. 2184.5; p<0.1). Also, from the same data can be seen that manufacturing sector attaches more
importance to the same previously mentioned groups of stakeholders comparing to service sector. For all
other investigated corporate stakeholders, no statistically significant differences were found (p>0.1).

For statistically significant stakeholder groups, multiple comparisons were performed using the Kruskal-Wal-
lis test of any pair of economy sectors. In this case, the test was identical to the Mann Whitney U test with
normal approximation. Again, results with p<0.1 were declared significant (Table 4.).

Table 4: Multiple comparisons of economy sectors per statistically significant stakeholder groups

In relation to media, statistically significant differences were found in two pairs of economy sectors: (1) man-
ufacturing and service sector (p<0.01), and (2) commercial and service sector (p<0.05). In the manufac-
turing and commercial sector pair no statistically significant difference was found (p>0.1).

In relation to vulnerable groups, statistically significant differences were found in two pairs of economy sec-
tors: (1) manufacturing and commercial sector (p<0.05), and (2) commercial and service sector (p<0.05).
In the manufacturing and service sector pair no statistically significant difference was found (p>0.1).
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In relation to the community as a whole, statistically significant difference was found in one pair of economy
sectors: commercial and service sector (p<0.05). In the other two pairs of economy sectors: (1) manufac-
turing and commercial sector, and (2) manufacturing and service sector, no statistically significant differ-
ence was found (p>0.1).
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