Supplementary text
As we note in the main paper, there are many challenges associated with searching for alternatives to the term stakeholder. The onus is on us, the research community, to work in respectful relations with the myriad of individuals, entities, species and places that we have the potential to harm or help. It is clear that the term stakeholder does not move us toward these right relations. Nor does a quest for a single, replacement term. Specifically, replacing stakeholder maintains the colonial, harmful framework of the stakeholder paradigm. Whitewashing with a different word misses the point.
However, as we note in the main text, researchers will always need to speak and write using specific words. Thus, here we consider a set of terms in English and several other languages. These terms have relevance to distinct aspects of engaged research and, thus, researchers can explore the appropriateness and efficacy of them in close dialogue with those they work with.
These terms include partners, rightsholders, participants, end-users, co-researchers, parties, publics, citizens, citizens assembly, communities, collaborators, actors, entities and interested/relevant parties. As we will discuss, it may also be possible or desirable to use non-English words.
We consider each of these options, in turn, before discussing a particular pair of options that meet Gerring’s (1999) criteria for effective concept formation while also addressing some of the ethical issues we have raised in the main text.
It has been suggested that stakeholders should instead be referred to as ‘partners’ or ‘rightsholders’ (Government of British Columbia, 2021). However, these terms may not be suitable in all cases. ‘Rightsholders’ are defined solely in relation to their legally defined rights, and it is difficult to apply the term ‘partner’ to anything other than a relationship. For example, it is not possible to be a partner in an ongoing issue, landscape or the long-term fallout from an event, in the same way that a group could have a stake in each of these things. The term ‘collaborators’ has the same problem, implying even more specifically that they are working with others to achieve a common goal (Gray, 1999). Similarly, ‘participants’ and ‘end-users’ imply the research happens only to or for people, while ‘co-researchers’ necessitates the opposite: research genuinely happening with and by people not historically thought of as researchers. Thus, each term has specific meanings and applications; these terms also cannot apply to an issue, landscape or event.
In addition to these obstacles, a number of terms have specific legal meanings in some contexts, which could cause confusion. For example, the legal use of the term stakeholder has been debated as a more inclusive alternative to the term ‘shareholder’ in the context of corporate law and corporate social responsibility (Sheehy, 2005). The term ‘partner’ is used to imply active involvement and is used most frequently in law to denote a marriage or civil partnership, or a formal and specific business arrangement.
‘Publics’ and ‘communities’ are commonly used without critique or adequate consideration of specifically who and what is being referred to. ‘Publics’ is widely used to imply diverse publics versus generalising to ‘the general public’. The latter concept has met deep resistance in engagement contexts, particularly science communication circles, because it explicitly fails to recognise diverse needs and positionalities (Merkle et al., 2022). Although publics can at least be segmented by characteristics (e.g., gender) and interests (e.g., recreationalists), the term does little to convey how these groups are impacted by issues and does not reflect the differing levels of power and influence they might wield. Furthermore, science communicators are increasingly moving away from any use of ‘publics’ as those less attuned to lexical nuances tend to reduce this to ‘the public’ anyway. Defining a ‘community’ is equally complex, while its use often assumes homogeneity and assimilation. Indeed, mere assumptions of the existence of a community automatically excludes others, strangers and people who may have different characteristics (Fendler, 2006). Others have questioned the assumption that there is any community or public who share the same perspectives, opinions and experiences (Chilvers and Kearnes, 2019) when, in reality, opinions are diverse, complex and continuously changing (Pellizzoni, 2003).
The terms ‘actor’ and ‘social agent’ are often used in social science settings (Carley and Newell, 1994), possibly chosen as more abstract and neutral terms that avoid preconceptions and prejudicial values attached to the term stakeholder. These words can also be used as broader terms than stakeholder. For example, the actor analysis literature considers stakeholder analysis as a single and quite limited way of studying actors and their networks (Hermans, 2008). However, while this lack of specificity may be useful in some contexts, it opens the term to divergent interpretations, especially given that the metaphorical roots of the word could be understood to imply play-acting and, hence, a lack of authenticity. Furthermore, not all people or species have the capacity to act upon or within a process or situation, even if researchers and other actors would want them to.
‘Citizen’ is a term often used to describe both processes (e.g., citizen engagement, citizen participation) and methods or approaches (e.g., citizen assemblies, citizens jury). However, ‘citizens’ can be interpreted as exclusionary and can (further) marginalise and disempower those who do not have official citizenship status, such as refugees or asylum seekers. These people often have important perspectives, which too-often remain unheard in democratic processes (Fox and Stoett, 2016).
An alternative approach is to label ‘the ones to be engaged’ according to the role they are expected to play in the process (decisions, interventions, projects and issues). Ballesteros and Dickey-Collas (2023) propose a typology based on the aim and focus of the process. Labelling participants by their role (expert, observer, contributor, partner) requires defining the rules of the interaction and the expected behaviour of participants. The role provides a clear path of who can be engaged, how, what for and the expected outcome. This approach increases transparency and allows reflection on the suite of roles and who plays them, evidencing asymmetries.
There is an intrinsic limitation to many of the options discussed so far: these terms imply the entities can only be human. Yet, it is important to recognise non-human or more-than-human parties as well. Such recognition is necessary given that we want to tackle interconnected global challenges and be inclusive of holistic ways of knowing and being, which view non-human species as of equal importance to humans. For example, the multispecies justice and multispecies thinking literatures draw on post-humanist thinking to demonstrate the assemblages between human and other species’ wellbeing, and the importance of recognising and giving voice to the agency of other species if we are to solve interconnected ecological sustainability challenges. The term multispecies stakeholders has been derived in order to represent the needs of other species in multi-stakeholder spaces (Rupprecht et al., 2020).
If we are attuned to Indigenous perspectives as we move beyond stakeholder, we must necessarily recognise there are more expansive constructs of relations, relatives and even the sentience, rights and primacy of non-human beings, places and forces (Larsen and Johnson, 2017). Even the distinction between human and non-human parties becomes problematic when trying to reconcile Western and non-Western ontologies. For example, some Quechuan-speaking Andean peoples, or ‘runakuna’ as they term themselves, use the related concept ‘tirakuna’ to describe ‘earth-beings’, such as mountains or rivers while, in the West, these and other entities and species are collectively termed ‘nature’. The Quechuan kinship term ‘ayllu’ refers to a person’s relatives and community, but also to their homeland, including tirakuna. Marisol de la Cadena, a Peruvian anthropologist, has argued (2015) that relationships in-ayllu cannot be reconciled with Western distinctions between humans and nature, or the distinction between human kin groups and their non-human territory, as all of these things are understood as one interrelated community.
Indeed, the ways other languages name ‘people’, ‘species’, ‘communities’ and ‘places’ sheds some light on potential alternatives. In Spanish and Italian, anglicism (adapting English terms into the local language) is widely used, but the recommended terms include ‘interested parties’ (Sp.: partes interesadas), ‘bearers of interest’ (It.: portatori di interesse) (Lombardi, 2016) and, less frequently, ‘those affected by the process’ (Sp.: afectados/as por el proceso). In German, the use of the English term stakeholder is also preferred, while local versions might be the form ‘Interessenträger’ (similar to Italian, referring to interested parties), but also ‘Anspruchsberechtigter’ or ‘Anspruchsgruppe’, referring to the role of entities with claims (‘Anspruch’) and hinting at a more active role in expressing their requests. In the Urdu language, the preferred term for stakeholder is ‘hisa-daar’ (or the one who holds a stake), whereas ‘partner’ means ‘saathi’ (the companion).
‘Interested parties’, as the term stakeholder is translated in Spanish and Italian, and ‘entities’, drawing from German, do not imply these are human. Rather, these parties or entities could include a company or nation state, another species or a community. However, the term ‘entities’ may come across as too impersonal in English, leading to possible offence when people are referred to as ‘entities’. Moreover, there is a problem if ‘parties’ are only described as ‘interested’ as this is only one dimension of the stakeholder concept. Similarly, following Freeman’s (1984) definition, the terms ‘affected parties’ or ‘affected groups’ could be used. However, this only applies to those impacted (whether negatively or positively), not those who are unaffected themselves, but have an interest in or power to facilitate or block something (e.g., gatekeepers). Reed et al. (under review) argue that any term needs to capture the concepts of interest, influence and impact, but adding all three descriptors to a term would be cumbersome (e.g., interested, influential and/or impacted parties).
Reed and Rudman (2022) used ‘interested/affected groups and non-academic partners’, referring to each group separately when wishing to distinguish between those who are not directly engaged with the research (and so cannot be referred to as partners). They qualified this definition by including those who may, for example, have significant influence without sufficient direct impact or interest to engage (typically individuals and organisations in gatekeeper roles), or who may, for example, be significantly impacted by research, but have limited interest or influence (typically marginalised, powerless and often oppressed groups). However, the use of a negative prefix in non-academic partners may still imply the superiority of academic partners, so alternatives like ‘professional partners’ may be more appropriate (while still implying only certain types of partners).
In view of all of this, ‘relevant parties’ or ‘relevant groups’ might be suitable in multiple contexts. Most people can understand the intent of relevant parties without having to consult a dictionary or the literature, and ‘relevant groups’ is an immediately understandable alternative. However, the term ‘relevant’ may also be problematic as it implies who has the control or power to define criteria and judge relevance. Thus, ‘relevance’ is open to abuses of power that could lead to the exclusion of groups not considered sufficiently relevant by those who make these judgements, particularly given how easy it is to make such decisions in accordance with the existing power structures and personal biases that already drive the problematic stakeholder paradigm.
Nevertheless, ‘relevance’ has merit because it makes the power/access issue explicit and often leads directly to the need for a systematic analysis of who should be included. Further, ‘relevance’ meets the first two of Gerring’s [1] criteria for effective concept formation (familiarity and resonance). It is also short (or parsimonious, as Gerring put it), can be coherently applied in a range of contexts, is distinct from other similar concepts, and is useful to explain who is most relevant to engage with in theory and practice, thereby meeting each of Gerring’s other criteria [1].
While it might be tempting to adopt ‘relevant parties/groups’ and carry on, we argue that doing so is insufficient and shirks the substantial responsibility we have as researchers. As we state in our main paper, we encourage researchers to follow nuanced, engaged processes that fully involve and respect the species and entities most relevant to the work and outcomes in which researchers play a role. Doing so will lead to myriad terms, each ideally used in context-more-appropriate ways than any prescription we could provide.
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