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From Monologue to Dialogue: Mapping Dialogical Traditions within Co-Creation and 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

Dialogue is presented as a key feature of co-creation theory within Prahalad and 

Ramaswamy’s (2004) dominant conceptualisation. Limited theoretical exploration of 

dialogue has, however, eschewed empirical understanding and resulted in a functionalist 

conceptualisation of corporate-consumer interaction prevailing. Within Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) research, alternative perspectives of dialogue are offered, increasingly 

adopting social constructionist ontologies. This conceptual paper enhances understanding of 

dialogical interaction in co-creation theory by exploring and expanding upon Deetz and 

Simpson’s (2004) three traditions of dialogue (liberal humanist, critical hermeneutic and 

postmodern). It maps dialogical traditions against Gond and Matten’s (2007) pluralistic 

framework of CSR research to provide a heuristic against which future empirical studies can 

be conceptually grounded.  
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A growing discourse on value co-creation and Service-Dominant (SD) Logic has illuminated 

interactional models of value exchange (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Vargo and Lusch, 

2004). Dialogue, defined as “interactivity, deep engagement and a propensity to act,” 

(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004:23-25) is presented as a key mechanism for facilitating 

corporate-consumer engagement (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). However, the interactive process 

of dialogue remains largely overlooked (Grönroos, 2011).  

 

In this paper we argue that Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) scholarship has much to 

offer in developing conceptualisations of dialogue that are useful for understanding value co-

creation processes. CSR scholarship has a long tradition of researching corporate-stakeholder 

interactions and, following the advancement of Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), has 

provided substantial insights into the challenge of achieving cooperation amongst 

corporations and other individuals and groups who hold legitimate interests in corporate 

activity (Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Pedersen, 2006). As part of this endeavour, CSR 

researchers have devoted considerable attention to dialogue between stakeholders, exploring a 

range of conceptualisations including socio-cognitive and critical perspectives. Theoretical 

and empirical research adopting a range of dialogical approaches continues to emerge (e.g. 

Drake, 2000; Payne and Calton, 2002; Morsing and Schultz, 2006; Burchell and Cook, 2008; 

Habisch et al., 2011) and is generating important insights into the complexities of multi-

stakeholder interactions, such as conflict, cooperation and compliance and the challenges of 

achieving corporate authenticity, legitimacy and integrity. This literature also illustrates the 

many benefits of dialogue including relationship building, the development of shared 

meanings and trust, conflict resolution and participatory decision-making.  
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We suggest that psychologically based perspectives on marketing and, specifically, co-

creation, can be complimented with sociologically driven interpretations of corporate-

consumer interactions. We propose that as CSR scholarship has interrogated the power 

relationships operating in dialogue and dialogue as a process of meaning construction, it 

offers theoretical direction for research into dialogue in value co-creation contexts. As its core 

contribution, our paper compares prominent dialogical traditions of liberal humanism, critical 

hermeneutic and postmodernism (Deetz and Simpson, 2004) and maps them against Gond 

and Matten’s (2007) pluralistic framework of CSR, to provide a heuristic against which 

researchers can position conceptual and empirical enquiries into dialogue in co-creation 

contexts.  

 

The paper first traces the conceptual development of corporate-consumer interaction within 

co-creation theory, offering a critique of SD Logic by illustrating a lack of research on 

dialogue. The next section traces the development of CSR communications literature from 

‘monologue’ to ‘dialogue,’ before introducing alternative dialogical approaches. A detailed 

discussion of dialogical conceptualisations ensues and the alternative perspectives are mapped 

to indicate their relative epistemological stance. Conclusions, suggestions for future research 

and practical implications are also offered.  

 

CORPORATE-CONSUMER INTERACTION IN CO-CREATION 

 

Premised upon a foundation in economic theory, the broad marketing scholarship has 

traditionally concentrated upon transactional, goods-centred models of value exchange 

between corporations and consumers as two utility-seeking parties (Bagozzi, 1974). Guided 

by positivist conceptual and empirical frameworks, corporations were theorised as powerful, 
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controlling authorities who engineer markets and drive patterns of demand to ostensibly 

passive consumers (Schembri, 2006; Tynan et al., 2010). Dominated by theories of reasoned 

action and planned behaviour, early consumer behaviour literature relied upon cognitive, 

information-processing models of corporate-consumer interaction (see Ajzen, 1991; Jobber, 

2001). Consequently, marketing communications were conceptualised as persuasive, uni-

directional flows of information from corporations, to a rational, logical and homogenised 

consumer audience (Duncan and Moriarty, 1998; Caruana and Crane, 2008).  

 

Since the late 1980s, the active and transformational view of the consumer has moved centre 

stage as marketing scholars have crystalized a conceptualisation of service as a value creation 

process. Embedded within resource based theory and social network theory, Service-

Dominant (SD) Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) and co-creation theory (Prahalad and 

Ramaswamy, 2004) conceive value as an interactive construction between corporations and 

consumers as ‘resource integrators’ (Vargo and Lusch 2008; Akaka and Chandler, 2011; 

Peloza and Shang, 2011). Shifting from ‘value-in-exchange’ to ‘value-in-context,’ co-creation 

theory advocates the exchange of both ‘operand’ (physical), and ‘operant’ (intangible) 

resources. Significantly, the role of actors operating in the value network is reconfigured as 

the conventional boundary between production and consumption is contested (Hirschman and 

Thompson, 1997; Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). Through social collaboration, the consumer is 

no longer conceived as a recipient of goods, but as constituent creator, or ‘co-creator’ of value 

(Davies and Elliot, 2006). This challenges the traditional, functionalist view that consumers 

(pre)exist ‘out there’ as homogenous, a priori categories and rational, manageable entities 

(Gabriel and Lang, 2006). 
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Customer engagement behaviour (CEB) literature has reflected consumers’ interactive, co-

creative experiences within network relationships and examined their more active 

participation in corporate communications (Brodie et al., 2011). Looking beyond the 

transaction encounter, this scholarship has explored the on-going processes through which 

consumers customise their experiences with brands, in contexts including consumer-to-

consumer (C2C) interactions and blogging activity (van Doorn et al., 2010). Indeed, powerful 

and increasingly accessible technologies have placed a significant amount of communication 

control in the hands of consumers, transforming conceptualisations of corporate-consumer 

communication (Kozinets, 2002; Kozinets, 2006). Social media in particular, is facilitating 

public expression and debate and opening up a dialogical space within which consumers can 

interact with corporations (Cova and Dalli, 2009). Through mobilising discursive strategies, it 

is argued that consumers have become empowered to contest and negotiate corporate 

communication to their own social ends (Denegri-Knott et al., 2006).  

 

Sociological and culturally based consumer conceptualisations have gained greater voice, and 

the role of consumers in negotiating and contesting brand meaning has come further to the 

fore (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995; Arnould and Thompson, 2005; O’Reilly, 2005; 

Christodoulides, 2009; Schembri, 2009; Chandler and Vargo, 2011; Libai, 2011). Consumers 

are now conceived as being active and transformative producers of cultural meaning within, 

and sometimes against, corporate ideologies (Hall, 1980; Fiske, 1987). Corporate 

communications within postmodern markets are far from uniform, stable or uncontested 

(O’Reilly, 2005) and social constructionist ontologies have been utilised to conceptualise 

market interactions within SD Logic (e.g. Peñaloza and Venkatesh, 2006; Edvardsson et al., 

2011). The exchange of tacit knowledge is being recognised within the co-creation paradigm 

to consider the co-production of cultural meaning through social practices (Kates, 2004; 
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Schau et al., 2009). However, despite the context for an interactive corporate-consumer 

relationship developing, academic understanding of this transformation remains limited in co-

creation literature. 

 

The utilisation of a constructionist ontology within co-creation could expediate how 

knowledge is shaped by network actors in the value chain. This would shift attention away 

from narrow conceptualises of co-creation as a purely marketing exercise, which enhances 

corporate-consumer value and/or utility. In viewing the corporate-consumer relationship 

purely as an economic interaction, we believe that co-creation theory adheres to a 

predominantly ‘functionalist’ perspective (Gond and Matten, 2007). Perhaps this stems from 

an output orientation, at the expense of a relationship focus (Merz and Vargo, 2009), or a 

consumer-centric delineation of the mechanisms through which value is collectively created 

(Schau et al., 2009). However, a prevalence of managerialist terminology, continues to 

instrumentalise consumers as corporate-controlled ‘resources’ and important ‘assets’ of the 

corporation (Crane, 2007; Libai, 2011). This critique elucidates a retention of traditional 

asymmetries in the corporate-consumer interface, potentially supporting the uni-directional 

model of corporate communication. Indeed, an emerging body of literature is postulating that 

consumers are exploited by the shifting power dynamics which underscore modern market 

interactions (Zwick et al., 2008; Cova and Dalli, 2009; Cova et al., 2011).  

 

A number of scholars have advocated a shift away from functionalist dominance, and for 

research to more adeptly explore the relationships within which marketing knowledge is 

developed, organised and disseminated (Duncan and Moriarty, 1998). As such, a 

strengthening of consumer voice, and a clarification of the roles played by corporations and 

consumers in value co-creation, is required (Lusch and Vargo, 2006; Grönroos, 2011). It is 
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argued that whilst SD Logic contends that value is co-created at ‘points of interaction’ 

(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004), little is known about the social roles enacted by the 

corporate and consumer participants during the interaction process, or the social systems 

within which interaction is embedded (Edvardsson et al., 2011; Grönroos, 2011; Lusch et al., 

2010). Contemporary research, which has attempted to address this aperture, has either 

continued to support a functionalist approach (e.g. Etgar 2008; Payne et al., 2009), or has 

been preoccupied with examining consumer-to-consumer interaction (Pongsakornrungslip 

and Schroeder, 2011; Fisher and Smith, 2011).  

 

SD Logic currently lacks insight into communicative corporate-consumer interaction (Varey 

and Ballantyne, 2006). Whilst corresponding fields, such as the Integrated Marketing 

Communications literature, have developed communication-based models of marketing 

interaction (e.g. Duncan and Moriarty, 1998; Lindberg-Repo and Grönroos, 1998), these 

developments have failed to permeate the co-creation literature. This is paradoxical given that 

it is acknowledged that language plays a significant role in shaping service exchange, social 

interaction and meaning-making (Ballantyne and Aitken, 2007; Edvardsson et al., 2011). 

‘Dialogue,’ characterised by on-going, orderly and productive interactions, and implicit and 

explicit rules of engagement, features as a fundamental element of the co-creation paradigm 

(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). Indeed, in focussing on the dyadic corporate-consumer 

relationship, Prahalad and Ramaswamy’s (2004) ‘DART’ acronym purports that Dialogue, 

Access, Risk and Transparency are the four building blocks of co-creation.  

 

Notwithstanding this focus, the concept of dialogue is not given any depth of treatment in the 

original SD Logic thesis (Varey and Ballantyne, 2006). The vast majority of co-creation 

scholarship fails to acknowledge dialogical conceptualisations completely (see, Lindfelt and 
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Törnroos, 2006; Cova and Dalli, 2009; Arvidsson, 2011; Chandler and Vargo, 2011). Those 

papers that do mention dialogue, pay only lip-service to the intellectual assumptions laid by 

the early proponents of SD Logic, which view corporate-consumer dialogue as a value 

exchange (e.g. Etgar, 2008; Zwick et al., 2008; Grönroos, 2011). In assuming that dialogue 

relates to information flows which enhance consumer cognition and purchase behaviour, the 

transformative potential of dialogue is overlooked (Deetz and Simpson, 2004).  

 

By exception, positioned within relationship marketing scholarship, Ballantyne (2004) draws 

from the organisational learning and development literature, and particularly from the work of 

Senge (1990) and Isaacs (1993), to provide the only applied and salient explorations of 

dialogue within the co-creation paradigm. Dialogue is defined as an, “interactive process of 

learning together,” (Ballantyne, 2004:114) and in emphasising dialogic learning potential, it is 

contended that dialogue involves the exchange of tacit knowledge in the pursuit of mutual 

value and competitive advantage. Ballantyne (2004) traces the evolvement of dialogical 

conceptualisation in marketing research, noting a move from monological (one-way) 

communications ‘to’ consumers, to two-way communications ‘with’ and ‘for’ consumers, and 

finally dialogical communications ‘between’ corporations and consumers. Varey and 

Ballantyne (2006) also utilise this interpretation within a discussion of SD Logic, to distance 

themselves from the dominant perspective on corporate-consumer interaction provided by 

Vargo and Lusch (2004). They suggest that, “we prefer to reserve the terms co-creation of 

value and co-creation of knowledge for more spontaneous, collaborative and dialogical 

interactions,” (Varey and Ballantyne, 2006:12).  

 

On the whole, it can be contended that empirical exploration and conceptual development of 

dialogue in the co-creation lexicon remains scant given the preoccupation with a functionalist 
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philosophical lens. The intricate communicative nuances of dialogical interaction and 

knowledge creation (e.g. informing, answering and listening) remain largely overlooked 

(Duncan and Moriarty, 1998), and co-creation theory has been critiqued for its abstraction 

(Fisher and Smith, 2011). Prahalad and Ramaswamy’s (2004) dominant, yet ambiguous 

definition of dialogue prevails, and co-creation continues to conceptualise dialogue as a proxy 

for relational concepts of ‘engagement’, ‘interaction’, ‘involvement’ and ‘participation,’ 

discounting communicative nuances (Brodie et al., 2011). These terms also disregard the 

normative hopes associated with dialogue (Deetz and Simpson, 2004).  

 

We believe that research to date has failed to be conceptually rooted in dialogical theories 

which illuminate the complexity of the social processes which shape co-creation processes. 

Calls have been made to propose a richer and more precise interpretation of dialogue as a 

communication form (Varey and Ballantyne, 2006; Vargo and Lusch, 2008), and we suggest 

drawing upon theoretical lenses from a broader and more mature dialogical scholarship. The 

discussion will now turn to CSR communications literature.  

 

CORPORATE-STAKEHOLDER INTERACTION IN CSR 

 

Whilst broadly referring to business responsibility for the wider societal good, a lack of 

theoretical precision has encased CSR scholarship since its inception in the 1950s (Matten 

and Moon, 2008; Sabadoz, 2011). CSR theory has drawn upon a range of diverse fields, 

including economics, politics, social integration and ethics, although drawing parallels with 

the marketing scholarship, it was the economic or ‘instrumental’ approach to CSR which 

traditionally received the most attention (Garriga and Melé, 2004). In focussing upon the 

‘business case’ for CSR, research sought to identify causal relationships and construct CSR as 



CRRC, Bordeaux 2012 | Singleton, Hibbert, Caruana  

11 

a measurable and unified concept, entrenched within a functionalist epistemology (Gond and 

Matten, 2007). Akin with early marketing thought, CSR communication was conceptualised 

as uni-directional, asynchronous flows of information from corporations (‘encoders’) to 

passive stakeholders (‘decoders’) (Morsing and Schultz, 2006). This ‘monological’ model of 

communication was visible in institutionalised CSR communication campaigns, which 

informed a primarily investor-based audience through non-financial disclosure (Idowu and 

Towler, 2004; Schultz and Wehmeier, 2010).  

 

The pressures acting upon corporations to acknowledge the more active role of stakeholders 

in shaping CSR strategy and communication formulation, became a key focus of CSR 

scholarship (e.g. Bhattacharya et al., 2011). An advancing technological environment, 

emerging forms of governance (e.g., civil society organisations), demands for accountability 

from a vocal social activist movement, diminishing traditional political influence, and 

challenges of globalisation, have significantly changed the face of corporate-stakeholder 

interaction (Scherer and Palazzo, 2009). Corporations were theorised as becoming more open 

to engaging with, and responding to, their stakeholder communities, and CSR 

communications shifted away from their monological foundations, to be modified into bi-

directional, relationship-building tools (Maignon and Ferrell, 2004; Morsing and Schultz, 

2006; van de Ven, 2008). Consumer audiences became a key focus of CSR communication as 

increased attention was levied against the assimilation of moral value systems, and social and 

environmental concerns, in buying criteria (Whalen et al., 1991; Creyer, 1997; Pirsch et al., 

2007; Parguel et al., 2009). Initiatives such as cause-related marketing campaigns (Nan and 

Heo, 2007) and product eco-labelling (Thøgersen, 2000) evolved as new mediums through 

which stakeholders were engaged in CSR at the point-of-purchase. 
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As stakeholders have become more informed and connected through ubiquitous ‘Web 2.0’ 

technologies, they have become increasingly ‘involved’ in CSR activity and messaging 

(Morsing and Schultz, 2006). Although contemporary CSR communications research has 

conceptualised these new communication mediums as valuable platforms for stakeholder 

engagement (Fieseler et al., 2010), the liberation of CSR communications from the exclusive 

control of the corporation has exposed communications to more qualitative questions of 

authenticity, legitimacy and integrity (O’Reilly, 2005; Berthon et al., 2008). Recognition of 

this fluid and challenging environment has demanded a more sophisticated understanding of 

the complexities surrounding the role of communications in constructing CSR knowledge. An 

emergent body of interpretivist CSR research has challenged managerialist thinking and 

recognised the agentic and endogenous role of stakeholders in shaping CSR knowledge, 

through drawing upon sociological theory (Caruana, 2007; Cherrier, 2007). Building upon the 

‘linguistic turn’ in sociology, discursive perspectives are now examining the social processes 

and discursive techniques that shape conflict, co-operation and compliance between 

corporations and stakeholders (see Rokka and Moisander, 2009). In doing so, this scholarship 

respects that language is not neutral in its effects, but is constructive and constitutive of the 

ways in which individuals act and think as members of society (Linell, 1998). 

 

These interpretivist studies illuminate how CSR meaning is constructed through language use 

and identify CSR as a ‘social construction’ (Latour, 2005; Campbell 2007). They move 

beyond the functionalist paradigm to re-balance the interests of business and society. This 

approach is advocated by Gond and Matten (2007), who build upon Burrell and Morgan’s 

(1971) typology of sociological paradigms, to conceptualise alternative corporate-society 

interfaces and map out a pluralistic framework of four CSR research traditions: CSR as a 

social function, CSR as a cultural product, CSR as a power relationship and CSR as a socio-
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cognitive construction (see Figure 1). This heuristic device views CSR as a continuum, 

plotted against epistemological and methodological axes, representing objective to subjective 

views of science, and representing ‘order’ (regulation) and ‘conflict’ (radical change). This 

model serves to emphasise not only that all conceptualisations of CSR are sociological, but 

also that the constructionist view, which promotes subjectivity and a focus upon radical 

change, offers enhanced insight into the intricacy surrounding contemporary corporate-society 

engagement (Gond and Matten, 2007).  

 

 

Figure 1: Pluralistic CSR Framework (Gond and Matten, 2007:13) 

 

Accordingly, as corporations have moved from ‘informing’, to ‘responding,’ to ‘involving’ 

stakeholders in co-creating CSR knowledge (Morsing and Schultz, 2006), the dialogical 

characteristics of corporate-stakeholder interaction have come to the fore. Dialogue is 

constructed as a co-creation of shared understanding by company and stakeholder (Johnson-

Cramer et al., 2003) and a concise body of conceptual and empirical literature has begun to 

explore the an on-going, multidimensional and synchronous nature of CSR communications. 

This research has provided insight into the social roles adopted by actors engaging in 

dialogical processes and refined understanding of the practical features of dialogue. It has also 
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identified a plethora of benefits of dialogue including, relationship-building, uncovering 

shared meanings, reducing conflict, developing trust, encouraging participatory decision 

making, and ultimately adapting corporate polices for economic and social welfare (e.g. 

Drake, 2000; Payne and Calton, 2002; Rasche and Esser, 2006; Shultz and Wehmeier, 2010). 

The dialogical field in CSR has however, received critique for its normative approach. An 

absence of a unified, coherent framework has resulted in a loosening of meaning surrounding 

the ‘dialogue’ term (Burchell and Cook, 2008; O’Riordon and Fairbrass, 2008). Akin with 

critique of SD Logic, it has also been postulated that the terms ‘engagement’ and ‘dialogue’ 

are often used interchangeably in CSR research, and this confusion has espoused a multitude 

of dialogical definitions (Habisch et al. 2011).  

 

ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES ON DIALOGUE 

 

Having traced the evolution from a monological (one-way) conceptualisation of corporate-

consumer interaction, towards a more dialogical (two-way) interactive corporate-stakeholder 

relationship, Table 1 summarises the different approaches used to conceptualise dialogue in 

co-creation and CSR scholarship. Whilst co-creation theory dials up the learning potential of 

dialogue, CSR research has already begun to conceptualise dialogue as a process of ‘co-

creating’ shared understanding between a network of actors. Within CSR, dialogue is often 

constructed as a participatory decision-making process, supporting a social constructionist 

ontology. Here subjectivity is celebrated, with both actors willing to adapt for corporate and 

societal benefit. Paradoxically, dialogue in co-creation remains to be conceptualised as a tool 

for value enhancement. Although the exchange of tacit knowledge is acknowledged, the 

literature primarily focuses upon the benefit of this knowledge for corporations. Here we see 

how co-creation theory supports a somewhat functionalist lens.  
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 Dialogue in Co-creation Dialogue in CSR 

Dominant 

Definition 

An interactive process of learning together 

(Ballantyne, 2004) / Interactivity, deep 

engagement and a propensity to act 

(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004) 

 

Co-creation of shared understanding by 

company and stakeholder 

(Johnson-Cramer et al., 2003)  

Focal Actors Firm / Consumer (Dyadic relationship) 

 

Firm / Stakeholders (Multiple relationships) 

Evolution of 

Models of 

Communication 

Phase 1: Communication ‘to’  

Phase 2: Communication ‘for’ / ‘with’ 

Phase 3: Communication ‘between’ 

(Ballantyne, 2004) 

 

Phase 1: ‘Inform’ strategy  

Phase 2: ‘Respond’ strategy 

Phase 3: ‘Involve’ strategy  

(Morsing and Schultz, 2006) 

Driver of Dialogue The co-creation of value (dialogue is a 

means to an end) 

 

Participatory decision-making (dialogue is 

the outcome) 

Purpose of 

Dialogue 

Learning and exchange of tacit knowledge 

(Managerial benefit) 

 

Adaptation of corporate policies  

(Managerial and Societal benefit) 

Theoretical 

Grounding 

Liberal Humanist  Liberal Humanist / Critical Hermeneutic / 

Postmodern  

 

Table 1: Perspectives on Dialogue in Co-creation and CSR Research 

 

We believe that a crucial strength of the CSR literature is the way in which it illuminates the 

theoretical groundings underpinning dialogue. Communication theory more broadly has 

identified three dominant theoretical positions on dialogue, namely liberal humanist, critical 

hermeneutic and postmodern (Deetz and Simpson, 2004). Organisational learning scholarship 

(see Isaacs, 1993; Senge, 1990) has popularised the liberal humanist tradition of dialogue, and 

this perspective has permeated the marketing theory and co-creation literature (e.g. 

Ballantyne, 2004). However, more critical and postmodern perspectives on dialogue have 

evolved in CSR scholarship. Such perspectives interrogate the power relationships operating 

between corporations and stakeholders, focussing less on the corporation and more on society 

(Shultz and Wehmeier, 2010). These themes are discussed in the following section, where we 

suggest that the co-creation perspective on dialogue can be complimented by the alternative 

dialogical conceptualisations offered in CSR literature.  
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CONCEPTUALISING DIALOGUE 

 

The ancient etymological roots of the word ‘dialogue’ (‘dia’ meaning ‘through’ and ‘logos’ 

meaning ‘word’) are highlighted in both co-creation and CSR literature (e.g. Payne and 

Calton, 2002; Varey and Ballantyne, 2006). However, as Table 1 highlights, the dialogical 

conceptualisations used within each discipline vary. It appears that each field draws upon 

varying theoretical and epistemological grounding to construct their definitions of dialogue. 

Consequently, Gond and Matten’s (2007) pluralistic framework of CSR can be used as a 

framework within which to position the three dominant traditions of dialogue identified by 

Deetz and Simpson (2004). Our attention will now turn to comparing and contrasting the 

assumptions underpinning these dialogical conceptualisations.    

 

Liberal Humanist Tradition 

 

As Deetz and Simpson (2004) note, a liberal humanist perspective is grounded in the 

psychologically located works of Maslow (1970, 1973) and Rogers (1965, 1969, 1980). 

Within this tradition, dialogical interaction is founded upon principles of understanding, 

empathy and active listening. A key scholar within this paradigm is Bohm (Nichol, 1996) 

who suggests that the aim of dialogue is to find a consensus upon which culturally diverse 

parties can co-exist and create new understanding (Stewart et al., 2004). To Bohm, dialogue is 

understood as ‘a stream of meaning’ flowing amongst, through and between equal 

participants (Nichol, 1996). Dialogue is subjectively constructed as a ‘holistic’ process, rather 

than a sum of fragmented interactions. In order to stimulate creativity, Bohm suggests that all 

actors involved in dialogue should suspend prior tensions and assumptions (Isaacs, 1993). 

Furthermore, to promote an environment within which thoughts can be openly shared, Bohm 
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developed normative requirements for dialogue, including an ideal number of participants 

(15-40), and an optimum duration of dialogue (two hours) (Deetz and Simpson, 2004; Stewart 

et al., 2004).  

 

This view of dialogue is conceptually supported in both co-creation and CSR research. In 

relation to the former, Ballantyne (2004) and Varey and Ballantyne (2006) build upon the 

work of Senge (1990) and Bohm (Nichol, 1996). Ballantyne (2004:188) argues that a 

Bohmian approach to dialogue offers insights into the “operation of dialogue as a learning 

process that allows people to connect at an authentic level of ‘thinking.’” Dialogue is 

constructed as a powerful tool through which a corporation learns about a consumer’s 

interpretation of value (and vice versa), in the pursuit of ‘common ground’; a mutually 

beneficial exchange. Dialogue supports business-critical activity, such as relationship 

development, and the revealing and exchange of new knowledge. A lack of empirical 

exploration has, however, resulted in little contextual clarity surrounding if, and how, shared 

understanding is co-created through dialogue.  

 

In CSR research, scholars have also utilised Bohmian dialogue and dialled-up the collective 

process of organisational learning. Building upon Isaacs (1993), Payne and Calton’s (2002, 

2004) explorations of multi-stakeholder dialogue (MSD) as a reciprocal corporate-stakeholder 

sense-making process, distinguish the contextual factors and cultural tensions which shape 

dialogue. However, whilst acknowledging that a degree of ‘dissensus’ is inherent in coping 

with the dichotomy between parties (the ‘self’ and ‘other,’) the antecedents, processes and 

outcomes of MSDs are analysed from a managerialist perspective. Additionally, Burchell and 

Cook’s (2008) comprehensive empirical study adopts an action research methodology to 

provide practical insight into the challenges and outcomes of dialogue for a broad range of 
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stakeholders, including corporations, consultancies and NGOs. Despite little theoretical 

interrogation, this research offers a more sociological perspective on dialogical interaction.  

 

The liberal humanist position is argued to be the dominant, ‘everyday’ conceptualisation of 

dialogue (Deetz and Simpson, 2004). However this perspective is critiqued for over-

emphasising the importance of developing common ground, “at the expense of encountering 

difference and mutually constructing understanding,” (Deetz and Simpson, 2004:14). If the 

inequalities of power and authority distribution fail to be recognised, dialogue may favour the 

culturally dominant position. Accordingly, some participants’ voices may be marginalised, 

thus reproducing the status quo. This perspective supports critical attention which has been 

levied against SD Logic for overlooking the exploitation of consumers by marketers (Zwick 

et al., 2008; Cova and Dalli, 2009; Cova et al., 2011). This approach to dialogue may even be 

deemed to be disruptive if the ‘superficial’ equality, created to support dialogical interaction, 

results in contextual characteristics and embedded asymmetries being discounted.  

 

The liberal humanist tradition of dialogue can build a view of dialogue as a cultural product 

(Gond and Matten, 2007). In this sense, actors bring different cultural, institutional, political 

and social contexts to the dialogical process, and it is the role of dialogue to infuse contrasting 

values. Whilst this process appears to promote subjectivity, this perspective emphasises self-

expression and the individual as the originator of meaning (Deetz and Simpson, 2004). 

Consequently, the ‘self’ is constructed as fixed and knowable, highlighting objectivity. Deetz 

and Simpson (2004) state that this ideology must be overcome, in order to prevent the 

reproduction of self-interests. Consequently, it may be surmised that the liberal humanist 

perspective places a significant amount of focus on the pursuit of ‘order,’ as opposed to the 

exploration of change and ‘conflict,’ (Gond and Matten, 2007). Deetz and Simpson (2004) 
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suggest that dialogue should be explored as not just as a vehicle for overcoming difference, 

but also as a process for exploring and negotiating difference. This takes us beyond value 

exchange, and into dialogical perspectives which provide more productive guidance for 

reforming interaction.   

 

Critical Hermeneutic Tradition 

 

Reflected in the work of Gadamer (1975, 1980) and Habermas’ (1975, 1980, 1984, 1987) 

seminal works on discourse ethics and deliberative democracy, a critical hermeneutic 

perspective illuminates the socio-political view of the corporate-society interface. In 

recognising the contextual characteristics of dialogue, this tradition reveals the structural 

forces underlying corporate-stakeholder interaction (Rasche and Esser, 2006). Consequently, 

dialogue is conceptualised as a power relationship operating between parties holding 

divergent goals (Gond and Matten, 2007). Dialogue seeks to reveal the ‘real’ intentions of 

participants, whilst acknowledging the role of interaction in the production and negotiation of 

shared understanding (Deetz and Simpson, 2004). This paradigm thus draws upon both 

subjective and objective approaches to viewing reality.  

 

Although supporting the liberal humanist pursuit of rational agreement through dialogue 

(‘order’), the critical hermeneutic perspective places more emphasis upon the decision-

making component of dialogue (‘change’) (Dryzek 1990; Smith, 2004; Stückelberger, 2009). 

The Habermasian (1984) theory of communicative action is particularly influential as it 

purports that all relevant positions and interests should be included in dialogue in order to 

solve conflicts of interest. Actors must enter into dialogue being open to adaptation and 

change, and an ‘ideal speech situation’ (Habermas, 1996) provides normative guidelines for 
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overcoming power differentials. These include; allowing participants to fully express 

interests, promoting goal transparency, and encouraging each party to view the situation from 

the perspective of other actors (Drake et al., 2000). This participatory approach ensures that 

‘otherness’ is more readily encountered, allowing the practical adaptation of norms and 

values, and raising the possibility for radical change (Gilbert and Benham, 2009).  

 

A Habermasian approach to dialogue is not utilised within the co-creation literature. The CSR 

literature does, however, provide conceptual developments in the critical hermeneutic 

tradition. In analysing internal organisational contexts (e.g. Drake et al., 2000) and external 

corporate-stakeholder relations (e.g. García-Marzá, 2005; Rasche and Esser, 2006; 

Stückelberger, 2009), the Habermasian framework is deemed as a useful means for, 

“providing insights into the essence of the misunderstandings and disputes that often arise,” 

(Jonker and Foster, 2002:193). Empirical investigations have explored dialogical interaction 

in a diverse range of contexts, including, communication / conflict resolution in new Internet 

technologies (Drake et al. 2000; van Es et al., 2004), governance and CSR reporting (Hess, 

2008) and corporate-NGO disputes (van Huijstee and Glasbergen, 2008). These studies utilise 

a range of qualitative methodologies, including case studies, secondary data / document 

analysis and interviews, and often draw upon sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995). Looking 

beyond the requirements for successful dialogue prescribed by Habermas, this body of 

research provides enhanced insight into the iterative and progressive process of dialogue and 

the role of critical thinking in supporting decision-making. It also more readily addresses 

practical limitations of dialogue, e.g. resource constraints, expense, and slow progress.  

 

Although the literature remains largely managerially focussed in its assessment of dialogical 

outcomes, a handful of studies have given voice to those parties engaged in dialogue with 
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corporations. van Huijtsee and Glasbergen (2008) for instance, provide insight into how 

dialogue can create economic, environmental and social value for both corporate and NGO 

actors. Such research dials up how dialogue actively amends and improves corporate policies, 

supporting the role of dialogue in encouraging radical change (Gond and Matten, 2007). The 

conceptualisation of dialogue as an adaptive process remains overlooked in co-creation 

research, despite a few supportive references being made (e.g. Lusch and Vargo, 2006). SD 

Logic thus ignores the power dimensions operating at the corporate-consumer interface.   

 

The normative ideals of Habermas are, however, not without reproach. Sceptical scholars 

have critiqued idealised conceptions of dialogue, suggesting that social reality is rarely 

negotiated through rational argumentation. Schultz and Wehmeier (2010) use the example of 

activist movements to highlight that dialogue is an emotional process, with destructive actors 

keen to break up dialogue rather than find consensus. In over-relying upon a rational model of 

engagement, this perspective assumes that human agents will not only agree to reach 

consensus through dialogue, but will also consent to entering into dialogue in the first place 

(Rasche and Esser, 2006). Anti-corporate movements have also acknowledged that 

corporations may exploit stakeholder dialogue to obtain legitimacy (Habisch et al., 2011).  

 

Postmodern Tradition 

 

The idealised qualitative guidelines for dialogue proposed by both Bohm and Habermas, are 

argued to be problematic to achieve within the confines of daily life (Deetz and Simpson, 

2004). Furthermore, the preceding two traditions fail to specifically examine how language 

shapes dialogical processes. It has been acknowledged that the roles and relationships of 

actors involved in dialogue need to be further clarified, along with the communicative 



CRRC, Bordeaux 2012 | Singleton, Hibbert, Caruana  

22 

methods used in interactions (O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2008; Habisch et al., 2011). As such, 

a postmodern tradition of dialogue has developed concern for the functions of language, with 

particular interest in the relationship between dialogue and power in shaping reality. Situated 

firmly within subjectivism, dialogue is seen as a process of social construction, whereby 

actors actively negotiate meaning (Gond and Matten, 2007). In acknowledging that social 

realities are embedded within changing contexts, it is suggested that social change can 

restructure the corporate-stakeholder interface. Dialogue acts as a complex process through 

which actors are mutually involved in shaping new understandings of the world through 

language (Butler, 2004; Deetz and Simpson, 2004; Edvardsson et al., 2011).  

 

Emerging out of post-structuralism and scholars including Foucault (1972), Derrida (1973) 

and Bakhtin (1981), a postmodern tradition is strongly opposed to the dominant ideologies 

which help to maintain the status quo (Butler, 2004). Within postmodernism, the role of 

‘otherness’ is emphasised, although any conception of ‘self’ or ‘others’ is capable of being 

questioned. This approach seeks to avoid preconceived assumptions, or ‘discursive 

blockages,’ in order to open up a dialogical space within which radical transformations can be 

enabled. The approach is directly opposed to functionalism and objectivist claims, and it 

challenges the individualist rationalism of the liberal humanist tradition. It also seeks to 

disrupt established conceptualisations of meaning, rather than moving towards social change 

through consensual decision-making, a characteristic of the critical hermeneutic tradition. 

Postmodernism endeavours to reveal the unconscious assumptions underlying intellectual 

order and societal interaction (Butler, 2004). In doing so, differences are explored, rather than 

eliminated (Deetz and Simpson, 2004). Consequently, this paradigm is sympathetic to the 

ontological questions of how dialogue brings about change in the perspectives and approaches 

of participants, to themselves, to others and to their surroundings (Shotter, 2009). 
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In analysing the more discursive qualities of corporate-consumer interaction, a Foulcauldian 

(1972) lens has been applied within the CSR, consumer behaviour and organisational 

behaviour research more broadly, to explore the critical role of language in shaping meaning 

of CSR. Situated within a constructionist ontology, these studies use critical / discourse 

analysis and narrative techniques (e.g. Humphreys and Brown, 2004; Livesey, 2002; 

Moisander and Pesonen, 2002; Caruana and Crane, 2008). When focussed upon a postmodern 

interpretation of dialogue however, the progress is a little more scant. A postmodern lens has 

not been applied to dialogue within co-creation research and in CSR only a limited number of 

studies have adopted this approach. In their theoretical discussion of ‘dialogical ethics,’ Kopf 

et al. (2010) do build upon Bakhtin’s (1981) dialogical interpretation to highlight that 

language exists in a dynamic and contextually driven state. They argue, “thoughts and words 

are expressed not only in response to things that have already been said but also in 

anticipation of how others will respond to what is about to be said,” (Kopf et al., 2010:287). 

Shared understandings unequivocally relate to utterances at the ‘moment of their expression’ 

(e.g. word choice) and events surrounding their occurrence (Shotter, 2009). 

 

This interpretation illuminates the innovative role of dialogue in producing unintended and 

unpredictable outcomes. Here we see how a postmodern approach to dialogue can generate, 

“something that never existed before, something absolutely new and unrepeatable,” (Bakhtin, 

1986:119). In appreciating that meaning is socially negotiated and subject to constant 

revision, this approach provides interesting implications for co-creation theory. The approach 

advocates that focus should be shifted away from the strategic reproduction of meaning, 

towards the active production of meaning through dialogue (Deetz and Simpson, 2004). It 

provides an emerging conceptualisation of dialogue, which could shed new light upon the 
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social roles and communicative processes utilised at the corporate-consumer interface. It also 

helps to elucidate the co-creation of knowledge through corporate-consumer dialogue. 

 

This section has compared and contrasted differing conceptualisations of dialogue offered in 

co-creation and CSR literature, which are linked to three prominent dialogical traditions 

(Deetz and Simpson, 2004). Figure 2 maps the dialogical perspectives against Gond and 

Matten’s (2007) pluralistic CSR framework, to provide a heuristic against which scholars can 

locate their dialogical approach. A liberal humanist tradition is linked to dialogue as a 

cultural product, a critical hermeneutic tradition is linked to dialogue as a power relationship, 

and a postmodern tradition is linked to dialogue as a socio-cognitive construction. The co-

creation approach towards dialogue, currently represented by Prahalad and Ramaswamy’s 

(2004) conceptualisation, is also positioned within the matrix to exemplify the bounded view 

of dialogue currently in operation in SD Logic. This perspective represents the functionalist 

view of the corporate-consumer interface and a business-centric, positivistic approach to 

value exchange (Gond and Matten, 2007). It is also characterised by a more monological 

model of communication.  

 

It is important to highlight that Gond and Matten’s (2007) four paradigms are not mutually 

exclusive, and overlap incurs between dialogical conceptualisations. The proximal positioning 

of the co-creation and liberal humanist approaches suggests that there may be similarities in 

the underlying ontology of these two perspectives. Whilst positioned along the subjectivity-

objectivity continuum, both approaches promote a focus on regulation (‘order’). The CSR 

research, although has also drawn upon liberal humanist foundations, is largely situated 

within the top half of the matrix. This emphasises the transformational potential of dialogue in 

not only encouraging social change, but also in actively disrupting order to socially construct 
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new meaning. Critical and postmodernist approaches to dialogue may provide insight into the 

exchange of tacit knowledge in co-creation theory (see Kates, 2004; Schau et al., 2009). 

 

 

Figure 2: Pluralistic Dialogue Framework 

 

CONCLUSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

To advance understanding of the role of dialogue within value co-creation processes, this 

paper draws on CSR scholarship that has applied alternative dialogical perspectives to build 

knowledge of corporate-stakeholder interactions. As our core contributions, we compare 

conceptualisations of dialogue in the co-creation and CSR literature and map three traditions 

of dialogical research (Deetz and Simpson, 2004); liberal humanist, critical hermeneutic and 

postmodern, against Gond and Matten’s (2007) framework of CSR research paradigms. The 

pluralistic model of dialogue offered (Figure 2) provides a heuristic tool by which co-creation 

scholars can position their research. By no means exhaustive, given the overlapping nature of 

dialogical traditions, the model represents a first attempt at mapping dialogical traditions in an 

attempt to strengthen conceptualisations of dialogue in co-creation research.  
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Whilst significant strides have been made in understanding the learning potential of dialogue 

in co-creation (Ballantyne, 2004), these developments have drawn upon a liberal humanist 

tradition and the theoretical grounding of Bohm (Nichol, 1996; Deetz and Simpson, 2004). 

This perspective neglects the power relationships that are inherent in dialogue and more 

subjective processes of meaning creation. Whilst the liberal humanist perspective is drawn 

upon in CSR research, alternative dialogical conceptualisations have been applied. The 

Habermasian (1975, 1980, 1984, 1987) approach to dialogue focuses upon the socio-political 

view of the corporate-society interface and the decision-making component of dialogue 

(Gond and Matten, 2007). This perspective places specific emphasis upon power differentials 

and highlights how mutual understanding can be obtained through an adaptation of values by 

dialogue participants (Gilbert and Benham, 2009). Additionally, the emerging postmodern 

tradition builds upon Bakhtin (1981) to reveal that meaning is socially negotiated through 

dialogue. This perspective supports the role of dialogue in producing, rather than 

reproducing, knowledge between corporations and consumers (Deetz and Simpson, 2004).  

 

We hope that the conceptual developments offered in this paper will stimulate theory building 

and empirical study of corporate-consumer dialogue in co-creation research. Opportunities for 

further research are three-fold. First, future research needs to be empirically grounded in 

qualitative research which examines how dialogue facilitates the co-creation process. Second, 

the heuristic tool offered in Figure 2 acts as a basis upon which dialogical understanding can 

be built in both co-creation and CSR communications literature. Third, in focussing less on 

normative criteria for dialogue, and more upon the role of dialogue as a social constructionist 

process, communication at the corporate-consumer interface can be more lucidly understood. 

Gond and Matten (2007) provide an extensive list of research questions, which can be related 

to their pluralistic model. Adapting these to the current context, researchers adopting a liberal 
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humanist perspective to dialogue may consider research questions such as ‘How can 

corporations integrate consumer (and other network actor) values in co-creation through 

dialogue?’ or ‘How are consumers’ (and other network actors’) values reflected in co-creation 

dialogue and behaviour?’ Within a critical hermeneutic paradigm, researchers may consider 

researching, ‘How and why can corporations / consumers / other network actors influence the 

co-creation process through dialogue?’ or ‘What are the conflicts and power relationships 

underlying dialogue amongst corporations, consumers and other network actors?’ Finally, 

adopting the emergent postmodern dialogical research lens, researchers can consider, ‘How 

corporations frame and construct consumer society through dialogue (and vice versa)?’ or 

‘Through what dialogical processes and practices are the interface between corporations and 

consumers (and other network actors) negotiated and defined?’ 

 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

Improved conceptualisation of dialogue has considerable implications for corporations, 

consumer and other network actors engaging in co-creation activities. A dialogical 

perspective promotes a shift away from the traditional ‘marketing mix’ approaches to 

communication, and encourages an approach to communication as social process. If 

participants are able to constructively air their views in an open and collaborative space, 

insight can be provided into how knowledge is circulated and reified through dialogue. This 

approach recognises consumers and other network actors to have an active role in reproducing 

and producing knowledge as part of a collaborative and contextualised interaction. As such, it 

challenges managerialist approach to value co-creation in favour of more democratic and 

participatory approaches. A shift of focus towards communicative interaction and dialogue 

can help to facilitate relationship building, improve corporate legitimacy and credibility, and 
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promote the exchange of tacit knowledge. However, embedded power structures may be 

apparent in dialogical interaction, and it must be noted that normative perspectives of 

dialogue may be unrealistic and difficult to achieve. Not all interactions between corporations, 

consumers and other network actors require the depth of attention into what is being said 

‘through word’ (Varey and Ballantyne, 2006). This suggests that dialogue should not be 

viewed as a panacea, but as an insightful process through which corporations and consumers 

construct market interactions alongside other actors.  
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