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Abstract

Adopting a theoretical framework from social narrative therapy, this paper examines
how new realities are being constantly created as the corporate narrative is rewritten
or ‘re-storied’ through engagement between NGO-therapists and corporate-clients.
Detailed interviews are conducted with 21 NGOs operating in a developing economy
and working with local and multi-national companies. The research reveals how the
relationship between NGOs and companies has shifted from an adversarial one
(reported in earlier studies) to one characterised by constructive dialogue, facilitation
and mediation. The engagements have ‘therapeutic’ properties and offer one solu-
tion for tackling the impacts which modern business practices are having on biodiver-
sity. An extensive review of narrative and social constructionist perspectives across
business ethics, organisations and accounting is beyond the scope of this paper. The
discussion and analysis are limited to the application of narrative approaches to

counselling to NGO-company relationships.
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management exercise (e.g., Atkins & Atkins, 2019; Milne et al., 2009;
Tregidga et al., 2014). Between the extremes are those organisations

that have started to engage stakeholders and environmental experts

Corporate responses to environmental threats posed by climate
change, habitat destruction and mass extinction of species vary signif-
icantly. Some are working actively to develop new strategies and
business models which balance financial and environmental impera-
tives and mitigate biodiversity impact (e.g., Guthrie et al., 2017;
McNally & Maroun, 2018). Others have dealt with the call for sustain-

able development only superficially or as part of a complex impression

Abbreviations: NGO, Non-governmental Organisations; WWF, Worldwide Fund for Nature;
SANParks, South African National Parks; CBSG, Conservation Breeding Specialist Group.

to understand the underlying risks and take the first steps towards
greater environmental awareness and responsibility.

The objective of the current paper is to examine the nature of
these stakeholder engagements in more detail. The researchers focus
specifically on the interaction between large corporates and NGOs
aimed at developing and implementing initiatives to protect and
enhance biodiversity, habitats and ecosystems. The research is con-
cerned with how meetings between NGOs and profit-orientated
companies are reminiscent of therapy sessions between a client and
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counsellor which enable for-profit entities to internalise their impact
on the environment and to take remedial action.

The current paper presents NGOs as assisting companies
to develop ways of addressing biodiversity-related challenges.
Engagements between NGOs and companies are presented as a type
of narrative therapy where purpose and meaning are understood and
re-evaluated by dialogue between the NGO-counsellor and
company-client. The narrative therapist seeks to re-author or re-story
conversations (Morgan, 2000) in collaboration with the client to cre-
ate new and more helpful constructions of the self. In the case of
NGOs and companies, this amounts to NGOs facilitating a process of
exploration and analysis which allows profit-oriented entities to
reconsider their relationship with the environment and test different
solutions for mitigating adverse environmental impacts.

There is relatively little research in the mainstream accounting
and business journals exploring the partnerships which companies
enter to enhance environmental performance and accountability
(Winn & Pogutz, 2013, p. 204). Although a substantial body of work is
devoted to NGOs and NGO accountability (see, e.g., Arts, 2002;
Goddard & Juma Assad, 2006; Gray et al., 2006; O'Dwyer &
Boomsma, 2015; Skouloudis et al., 2015; Unerman & O'Dwyer, 2006),
company-NGO engagement specifically in the area of biodiversity
and conservation has not been addressed. Consequently, examining
how companies are interacting with NGOs to respond to the threat of
species extinctions and biodiversity loss makes an important contribu-
tion to theory and practice.

The current paper complements earlier work on the quality and
quantity of company-stakeholder dialogue (Rasche & Esser, 2006),
discursive legitimation struggles between companies and NGOs
(Joutsenvirta, 2011) and the role of NGOs as activists (Brennan &
Merkl-Davies, 2014; Laine & Vinnari, 2017). These studies provide
important insights into the dynamics of stakeholder engagement but
do not deal specifically with how meetings between NGOs and
companies can encourage change through a process of facilitation,
mediation and counselling. By examining the interactions between
the company-client and NGO-therapist, this paper's findings
respond directly to the calls for additional research based on ‘more
diverse and detailed sources of information’ including the private
meetings between companies and stakeholders on biodiversity-
related matters (Boiral & Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017, p. 418, emphasis
added). The research also provides empirical evidence of how NGOs
act as catalysts for change by assisting companies to construct and
re-construct their relationship with nature. Finally, an important
practical contribution is made by showing how collaborative
engagement with an NGO can assist businesses in creating new,
re-storied narratives which incorporate and integrate biodiversity
issues.

In the following section, the paper discusses prior literature relat-
ing to NGO-company engagement. Section 3 provides an overview of
narrative therapy. Section 4 discusses the research method. Section 5
presents interview findings, and the paper concludes with a discus-

sion, reflection and recommendations in Section 6.

2 | NGO-COMPANY ENGAGEMENT ON
BIODIVERSITY AND EXTINCTION

Despite the success reported by different NGOs seeking to cham-
pion environmental responsibility and social justice, concerns about
their overall effectiveness remain (Corson, 2010; Larsen, 2016).
Conservation NGOs are perceived by some as ‘green grabbing’ orga-
nisations imbued with neoliberalism and failing at meaningful com-
pany engagement (Corson, 2010; Fairhead et al., 2012). They are
criticised for being too bureaucratised and focused on their growth
to the determinant of biodiversity protection (Chapin, 2004;
Escobar, 1998). By collaborating too closely with businesses, they
run the risk of being corrupted by the same capitalistic pressures
which see the environment being subordinated to profit (Deegan &
Blomquist, 2006; Gray et al., 2014). As explained by Cooper and
Owen (2007, p. 650):

... prevailing stakeholder engagement practices have
little to do with extending accountability and amount
to nothing more than exercises in stakeholder manage-

ment and corporate spin.

Others are more optimistic, highlighting the role which NGOs play
in promoting transparent environmental reporting and holding compa-
nies accountable for their environmental performance (Brennan &
Merkl-Davies, 2014). For example, Laine and Vinnari (2017) present
NGOs as preparers of counter-accounts® of organisations' operations
which can be used to challenge unsustainable practices and drive
remedial action. Lauwo et al. (2016) explore how advocacy by NGOs
can substitute for a lack of transparency on environmental perfor-
mance by large corporations.

Engagements between NGOs and companies are not always
characterised by conflict or activism. ‘Green alliances’ with conserva-
tion bodies and other environmental experts can be an important
part of the broader self-governance process. By combining resources
and expertise, NGOs and companies can collaborate on finding inno-
vative solutions to pressing environmental issues (Arts, 2002).
Researchers have found that NGOs initiate and coordinate different
types of company collaborations including formal and informal meet-
ings, sponsorships and partnerships (Cardskadden & Lober, 1998;
Mahanty & Russell, 2002; Westley & Vredenburg, 1997). Corporate
stakeholder engagement on biodiversity issues, especially with expe-
rienced NGOs, can improve the legitimacy of biodiversity manage-
ment, facilitate knowledge-sharing and avoid conflict with local
populations (Boiral & Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2017; Cardskadden &
Lober, 1998; Grigg, 2005). Stakeholder involvement in biodiversity
policy implementation may not achieve all of the desired goals but
positive biodiversity and social outcomes can still be realised. These
include a better understanding of stakeholder values, increased
learning, quantifiable cost savings and improved relationships with
internal and external stakeholders (Cardskadden & Lober, 1998;
Young et al., 2013).
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21 | The change potential of NGO engagement
There has been a shift from an adversarial approach to engaging with
companies to one grounded in dialogic, cooperative and proactive
interaction (Albareda et al., 2007; Hartman et al., 1999; Kourula &
Laasonen, 2010; Laasonen et al., 2012; Teegan et al., 2004; Vurro
et al., 2010). The result has been a significant increase in partnerships
and collaborations between the once opposing ‘deep greens’ at
NGOs and finance-orientated business managers (Beloe &
Elkington, 2003). For example, the WWF and Coca-Cola are working
on water conservation. The Rainforest Alliance and Unilever are
engaging on the environmental impacts of the tea business on biodi-
versity. IKEA and Alcoa, with Brazilian NGOs, are working to combat
logging in the Amazon while BulkSMS and WWF produced the first
mobile carbon footprint calculator (Atkins et al., 2018).

Dialogue between an NGO and a company leads to an exchange
of experiences, ideas and technical expertise which coalescence to
provide alternate accounts reflecting normative aspirations about the
organisation's relationship with the environment. As Gallhofer and
Haslam (2005), p. 7) put it:

A vision of accounting as an emancipatory force is con-
sistent with seeing accounting as a communicative
social practice that functions as a system of informing
that renders transparent and enlightens with the effect

of social betterment ...

Researchers have considered how historical records (Carnegie &
Napier, 1996; Napier, 2006), images (Davison, 2007; Russell
et al., 2017), mathematical representations (Sullivan & Hannis, 2017)
and utopian narratives (Atkins et al., 2015; Atkins & Maroun, 2020)
can be mobilised in support of the emancipatory project. In the cur-
rent paper, the unit of analysis shifts to the dialogue between NGOs
and the for-profit sector. The researchers are concerned with how
NGO-company engagement generates a narrative or account of the
corporate self and how this account can be altered by facilitation, col-
laboration and mediation courtesy of the NGO. This is done using nar-

rative therapy as a theoretical framework.

3 | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK-
NARRATIVE THERAPY

Social constructionist narrative therapy is one of a family of counsel-
ling approaches that represents a ‘significant philosophical shift
away from the assumptions that underpin mainstream theories of
counselling and psychotherapy’ (McLeod, 2013). This shift is embed-
ded in the constructionist rejection of a modernist perspective,
embracing postmodernism. Postmodernism may be seen as the
expression of ‘scepticism about the validity of universal truths’
(McLeod, 2013).

Within the postmodern analysis, Lax (1992) states that the scien-
tific knowledge yields to narrative knowledge with emphasis on

communal beliefs about how the world works (see also Lyotard, 1984;
Sampson, 1989; Sarup, 1989). Grand or metanarratives are replaced
by micronarratives. The latter are embedded in and given context by,
for example, family history, cultural beliefs and personal or communal
prejudices. ‘Universal truths’ or structures give way to a plurality of
ideas about the world which are defined, delineated and communi-
cated using narratives (Maturana & Varela, 1987).

Under a ‘life story model of identity’ at the heart of narrative
therapy, people living in modern societies give their lives unity and
purpose by constructing internalised and evolving narratives of the
self (McAdams, 1985, 1993, 2001). Modernism privileges the narra-
tive of the therapist; postmodernism repositions the narrative at the
heart of therapeutic collaboration. As the arc proceeds from the meta
‘universal truth’ of modernism to the micronarratives of postmodern-
ism, we enter the heart of the ‘story’ in social constructionist narra-

tive therapy:

.. we are born into a world of stories. A culture is
structured around myths, legends, family tales and
other stories that have existed since long before we
are born, and will continue long after we die. We con-
struct a personal identity by aligning ourselves with
some of these stories, by ‘dwelling within’ them.
(McLeod, 2013)

In the postmodern world,

... the primary medium within which identities are cre-
ated and have their currency is not just linguistic but
textual: persons are largely ascribed identities
according to the manner of their embedding within a
discourse - in their own or in the discourses of others.
(Shotter & Gergen, 1989, p. ix)

Discourse leads to alternate constructions of individual identity
such that, over time many, various elements are ‘collected and pat-
ched together into a montage-like text whose development from one
moment to the next can never be predicted’ (McAdams, 2001,
p. 115). McAdams (2001) describes ‘texts’ as patterns of words, pic-
tures, signs and other forms of representation. They are not substan-
tive and cannot be ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The notion of a text of identity
arises from the concept of the self-being constructed in discourse,
experience and context. These are used by individuals to discover a
sense of self and to constitute important social relationships
(McMullen, 1989).

The key feature of social constructionist narrative therapy is the
centrality of the story and the facilitating role played by the therapist
(Bruner, 1990). The therapist does not pass judgement or prescribe
solutions to problems but enables clients to re-author or re-story the
personal narratives which give their lives context and meaning
(Morgan, 2000). This is achieved by engaging in constructive dialogue
with the client. As the conversation between the patient and

client evolves, the ‘not-yet-said’ stories are mutually created
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(Anderson & Goolishian, 1988). Emerging and alternate stories chal-
lenge existing discourses or narratives and reduce or eliminate their
influence over the client.

The client is the expert on his or her life rather than the therapist
(Anderson & Goolishian, 1992). The therapist does not author the cli-
ent's story but asks questions and mediates to enable a process of
sense-making, reflection and re-envisaging the life story. As Anderson
and Goolishian (1992) puts it, the listener is not only a receiver of the
story but also, by being present, encourages the act of making the
story and, in turn, constituting one's self.

The therapist must create an environment where the client is
comfortable to engage. The therapist cannot be in a position of power
but offers perspective and serves as a sounding board. Clients should
feel comfortable enough to provide an honest account of their current
life stories and explore alternate life narratives during counselling ses-
sions characterised by ‘two-way, responsive, active engagement’
between the client and the therapist (McLeod, 2013, p. 271). The
counsellor must speak the same language as the patient to enable
constructive dialogue and the client's self-exploration of purpose,
identity and context.

By building rapport with the client, the counsellor becomes a
trusted partner who reviews the client's performance, comments on
the efficacy of treatment and encourages commitment. Where the cli-
ent trusts the counsellor, the narrative therapy can be expanded to
include other affected parties and for the counsellor to act as a cata-
lyst for change in the client's life. Also possible is that client, emp-
owered by narrative therapy, to serve as a type of role model for
other family or community members who are grappling with similar
problems (McLeod, 2013; White & Epston, 1990).

Finally, the client must want and be committed to therapy. In
addition, because the counsellor is an integral part of the therapeutic
process, he or she must have confidence in the client's ability
and intention to engage in genuine dialogue (see Gadlin &
Ouellette, 1986; Katz, 2007). The core features of narrative therapy
which we focus on when evaluating engagements between NGOs
(as a type of counsellor) and large corporations (as the client-patients)
are summarised in Table 1.

4 | RESEARCH METHOD

The current research is grounded in a social constructivist perspective
reflecting how, in narrative therapy, meaning and purpose are a prod-
uct of experience and context. This, together with the fact that NGO
engagement on biodiversity and extinction is understudied, made

detailed interviews an appropriate tool for collecting data.

4.1 | Data collection
Several active South African NGOs were included in the study. The
NGOs we interviewed varied in size and scope. The largest NGOs

engage directly with multi-national companies as well as with each

TABLE 1 Features of narrative therapy
Element Details
The therapist as a facilitator, .

consultant, meditator and
collaborator®

An empathetic other .

Defining issues, purpose and .
meaning with dialogical
conservations

The patient's meaning, purpose
and identity are self-
constructed and not shaped by
the therapist

The therapist facilitates and
enables exploration, self-
reflection and re-envisaging the
life story

The therapist acts as a
‘conversational artist’ who
raises questions, listens and, in
some cases, mediates

Refrains from judging or
imposing pre-determined
conclusions/views

The therapist is not in a
position of power but can
monitor treatment, comment
on the efficacy of treatment
and provide suggestions and
encouragement.

The therapist creates an
environment where the client is
comfortable to engage

The emphasis is on listening,
prompting and acting as a
sounding board

The aim is to enable the client
to explore and overcome
problems.

The therapist is not an expert in
the patient's life. Change must
be driven by the client with the
therapist facilitating that
change

Active dialogue between the
therapist and the client is
essential and the parties must
‘speak the same language’
Where necessary, dialogue can
be expanded to include other
affected parties, including
community members

It is also possible for the
patient, empowered by
constructive dialogue with the
therapist, to serve as a role
model for family or community
members faced with similar
challenges

If the patient does not trust in
the therapist and the therapist
does not trust in the patient's
commitment to therapy,
dialogue is superficial or breaks
down.

2Facilitator’, ‘consultant’, ‘collaborator’ and ‘mediator’ are used
interchangeably to describe the role of the counsellor in enabling the re-

storying and reflection process.
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other, governments and other stakeholders. They tend to deal with
extensive projects involving numerous threatened species. Other
NGOs are involved in smaller scale projects involving smaller busi-
nesses and local communities.

We focus on South Africa because of the country's significant
biological diversity and its serious social, economic and ecological
challenges. These include, for example, climate change, poaching,
over-fishing and high impact agriculture. Recent work has consid-
ered the role of accounting and finance in preventing the extinction
of the rhinoceros in South Africa and Kenya (Atkins et al., 2018;
Sibanda & Mulama, 2019), emancipatory extinction accounting
by South African listed companies (Maroun & Atkins, 2018) and
the integrated reporting practices by the organisation responsible
for managing some of South Africa's most important wilderness
areas (Buchling & Maroun, 2019; Samkin & Wingard, 2021).
Extending the existing research to investigate the interactions
between NGOs and the private sector is an important step in pro-
viding a more detailed account of the evolution of NGO-company
engagement and the role of businesses in preventing extinction of
species.

Twenty-one detailed interviews were held with key players
involved directly in NGO-company engagement between July 2015
and July 2019. The interviewees are coded, for confidentiality, from
R1 to R21. Refer to Table 2.

TABLE 2 Interviewee details
Approximate
duration of
# Experience (years) interviews (min)
1 >20 95
2 >10 60
3 >10 60
4 5-10 120
5 >10 120
6 >10 70
7 >10 45
8 >10 45
9 >10 60
10 >20 180
11 >10 180
12 >10 90
13 5-10 90
14 5-10 45
15 >10 45
16 >10 65
17 >10 120
18 >20 60
19 >20 120
20 >20 120
21 >20 120

Experience with
multi-national

Eighteen of the interviews were recorded and transcribed in full.
Three interviews were conducted in remote locations and could not
be audio-recorded. In the latter case, the researchers kept detailed
field notes.

An agenda was used to structure the interviews and to ensure
that the same core points were discussed with each respondent.
However, to maximise the paper's exploratory potential, interviewees
were encouraged to elaborate on their experiences, provide examples
and share other views which were not necessarily included on the

final agenda.

4.2 | Data analysis

The interview data were analysed interpretively by coding and draw-
ing out themes. After each interview was completed and transcribed,
a list of points, examples, issues and experiences (open codes) was
prepared. These were recorded on a register and provided an
overview of the interview content. The open codes were derived from
the transcripts and were not developed in advance. This was to avoid
curtailing the scope of the data collection and analysis or imposing
the researchers' views on the interviewees' explanation of their
engagement with corporates. Examples of open codes included
specific environmental concerns, providing expertise to corporates,

Experience with
biological risk

Focus on biological
fieldwork (F) or

engagement assessment management (M)
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes F/M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes F/M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes F/M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes M
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes F
Yes Yes F/M
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details on relationship management, specific action plans and changes
taking place at organisations following engagement with NGOs. The
majority of illustrations provided by NGOs involved direct impacts on
biodiversity due to over-exploitation or unsustainable use of resources
and how these may be addressed through the engagement process.?

Data collection and analysis took place concurrently. As additional
interviews were held, the researchers updated the list of open codes.
Initial codes were expanded or revised as required. This process con-
tinued until content saturation was achieved which was after the 13th
interview.

The open codes were aggregated under theme headings used to
organise the data and structure the paper's findings. The theme codes
or axial codes were determined by a systematic review of the prior lit-
erature on narrative therapy. They deal with the core features or
aspects of narrative therapy and are used to illustrate how narrative
therapy is operationalised or applied in the context of the engagement
between the NGOs and corporates (refer to Section 3). These are
presented in the ‘details’ column of Table 1. After the open codes
were grouped under one or more theme headings, they were classi-
fied according to the three narrative therapy elements: (1) the NGO
as a facilitator consultant and collaborator, (2) the empathetic other
and (3) defining issues, purpose and meaning through dialogue. The
assignment of open codes was re-evaluated for accuracy and consis-
tency, and, where necessary, the coding was revised.

Open codes could be assigned to more than one theme heading.
For instance, details on a specific action plan (an open code) can pro-
vide insight into how the NGO-therapist enables self-exploration and
engages in constructive dialogue with the ‘patient’ (two theme head-
ings). This was not problematic because the aim is not to quantify
themes as is the case with some types of text analysis methods. The
emphasis was on how NGOs collaborate with companies and how this
process results in a reconstruction of companies' relationship with the
environment.

As is the case with all research grounded in a social constructiv-
ist tradition, the researchers are integrally involved in the data
collection and analysis. Findings are generated through a process
of reflection and discussion among the researchers rather than by
‘mapping’ specific words or sentences to the ‘properties’ of narrative
therapy in a positivist sense. While the absence of scientific rigour
may be a concern for some, the approach followed in the current
paper is well suited for dealing with complex and inherently subjec-
tive settings.

5 | INTERVIEW FINDINGS

The interviews point to the relationship between NGOs and compa-
nies resembles a counsellor-client relationship on several levels.
NGOs appeared to be playing the role of mediators, facilitators and
‘active listeners’ in the same and similar way as a therapist helping the
parties to find a resolution or agreement (Gadlin & Ouellette, 1986;
Katz, 2007).

5.1 | The NGO as a facilitator, consultant,
meditator and collaborator

Consistent with the psychology literature, respondents referred to
‘facilitation’, ‘consultation’, ‘collaboration” and ‘meditation’ to
describe the engagement between NGOs and companies and used

these terms interchangeably. For example:

| would say that we try to facilitate a discussion. You
listen actively, you ask questions, you get them [com-
panies] to think about conservation from different
angles and through that discussion you help them to
develop solutions and change mindsets. (R21, empha-
sis added)

Like a counsellor in therapeutic sessions (see Burrows, 2008;
Engle & Arkowitz, 2006), NGOs explained how they try to explain,
understand and ‘enable conservations’ (R19) rather than regulate or
criticise companies. Consider how one of the NGOs engages with a
company on why it should have its products labelled as responsibly

sourced:

In the introductory meeting, we explain the process
and what the intention of the ecolabel is, why it is
good to go through the ecolabelling process and what
the audit will entail. Basically, laying out all of the
cards on the table, all of the information that is
required through the process and explaining the why
giving them context and assurance of what we are
not there to do and actually that we are not playing a
watchdog role but rather a facilitator role. (R7)

Importantly, engagement is being initiated by companies seeking
guidance on different social and environmental issues. Companies are
prepared to discuss their challenges and expectations openly in the
hope that the NGO will be able to assist:

Interviewer: Did [the NGO] explain what it was that
they were hoping to achieve when they initially
approached you?

Interviewee: Yes, they did, they were very straightfor-
ward in saying that it was a very sensitive area; they
understood the application ... they just were not sure if
they had the right methods to do it. They wanted to
make sure they had a careful watchdog and obviously,
in all of these partnerships it is very important to have
an objective view on them and it has taken some time.

The partnership has been in place for 3 years .... (110)

The respondent referred to the NGO acting as a ‘watchdog’. It
became clear that the ‘watchdog’ refers to the NGO holding the com-

pany accountable to itself rather than to external stakeholders:
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They want us to tell them where they do well and
where they have not performed. It's about helping
them to stick to their goals and plans. So | do not think
it's about policing them in the strictest sense but you
call them out to themselves when you see problems.
(R19, emphasis added)

An adversarial or regulatory relationship has given way to a part-
nership based on mutual corporation and respect (R10; R16; R17).
NGOs appreciate that their engagements must be constructive and
avoid confrontation (R2; R5; R9):

We do not have an in-your-face approach with [com-
panies] because that is not effective. | mean, it's great
to see these things on the TV and people like to see
[the NGOs] are bashing companies because they are
not being environmentally friendly but that does not
help in the long run. You get a lot of shouting but that
does not make the company want to change. If any-
thing, it makes them stop listening. (R20)

‘Treatment’ is only effective if the counsellor facilitates a process
of reflection, analysis and decision making. The counsellor cannot dic-
tate the desired practice or use a position of authority to judge and
punish (Adler, 2012; Anderson & Goolishian, 1992; McAdams, 2001).

For example,

You need to listen to the company and their concerns
so that you can help work out a solution. You cannot
force a multi-million-dollar company to do something it
does not want to do. If you just go in and tell people
that they are wrong and that they need to do this and
that, | can tell you you'll leave without anything getting
done. (R20, emphasis added)

Details on specific projects are not reported because of confiden-
tiality but NGOs confirmed that they have multiple formal and infor-
mal meetings to explore material environmental risks and how to
manage them. Like a conventional narrative therapy setting
(Adler, 2012; Anderson & Goolishian, 1992; McAdams, 2001), the
NGO asks questions, explores alternatives and offer recommenda-
tions instead of delivering answers and expecting companies to imple-
ment pre-determined interventions. The NGOs are akin to an ‘active
listener’ where they facilitate dialogue among different parts of the
organisation and with the necessary specialists to arrive at a shared
understanding of environmental challenges and appropriate solutions.
In other words, the NGO acts as a type of ‘catalyst’, an acknowledged
facet of a counsellor's role in therapeutic interventions (Baker &
Cramer, 1972; Walz, 1978):

... we can catalyse things that are brewing. [Compa-
nies] need to have some kind of guidance, especially if

you realise it is a complicated issue. The role that we

play is providing that kind of expertise on what to
focus on. (111)

Other respondents used a consultant or collaborator metaphor to
explain their interaction with companies (see Scott et al., 2015). Like
the medical practitioner, the NGO is engaged to discuss concerns with
companies, help them to understand their issues and enable compa-
nies to enact positive changes. Consider the following fishery which is

committing to species conservation:

... effectively we are working as consultants in a sense
where | am advising them in terms of helping them to
understand what it is that they are buying and selling.
So, they give us a list of the species and how they are
caught and where they come from and we give them
advice on the sustainability of these species according
to our information and we help them set up systems
that can, over time, work with their procuring team so
that when they get a new species, they are asking the
right questions. They can identify unsustainable spe-
cies and then, over time, also work with suppliers to
communicate with suppliers to stop selling or supply-

ing the unsustainable species .... (12)

Acting as a catalyst, consultant or collaborator, the NGO provides
information, mediation and advice. Results cannot be expected imme-
diately. Like any therapy, it takes time for the counsellor-NGO and
client-company to explore issues and possible solutions.

Importantly, while the NGO guides the company, it does not
make the ultimate decision; it is for the company to select and imple-
ment the necessary course of action. Counsellors cannot enact change
but can only provide a sounding board to enable the clients to change
themselves (Johnson, 2014). Consider the following comment dealing

with an NGO assisting companies with their biodiversity impact:

... we are working very much with [the specified com-
panies] on their biodiversity management system ...
They have a very large biodiversity offset and that is
maybe where the rush was to work with them because
we felt they had the willingness to get help because it
is not something that is easy, and we thought that by
working with them ... we thought it would be benefi-
cial for biodiversity to collaborate with them. It has not
come without its challenges, but we are managing now
to establish a good collaboration, good performance
indicators, good understandings of our work plan and
what is very important is also a communication strat-

egy. (R10, emphasis added)

Respondent 10 went on to explain how the NGO is being
approached as a sustainability specialist. NGOs are often engaged
when companies do not have in-house expertise (R11; R14; R15) or

require an impartial perspective. Like counsellor providing narrative
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therapy, the NGOs facilitate discussion and provide advice without

imposing recommendations.

5.1.1 | From facilitation to monitoring

Companies frequently rely on the NGO to review their progress with
implementing environmental action plans in the same way as a patient
would report to a therapist on the efficacy of an agreed treatment in a

follow-up session. For example:

The relationships with the NGOs changed from this
sponsoring relationship more to a consultation or con-
sultancy arrangement where they actually deliver on
certain performance standards or criteria linked to cer-

tain projects. (16, emphasis added)

Similar experiences were reported by NGOs asked to visit opera-
tions, review action plans being implemented and report on policy
compliance (R2; R6; R10; R14). On one hand, it appears that the NGO
is transitioning from a therapist to a regulator or type of internal audi-
tor. On the other, it must be iterated that companies are not obliged
to have NGOs review their operations. These assurance-type activi-
ties point to a relationship of trust between the NGOs and companies.
The former are comfortable enough to engage the NGOs to help with
analysis and implementation of action plans. In addition, the NGOs'
findings are not used as a disciplinary tool but to facilitate self-
reflection and inform companies' changes to their environmental poli-
cies. (The relevance of trust in the client-counsellor relationship is dis-

cussed in more detail in Section 5.2.)

512 |
the NGO

Evidence of the ‘therapy’ influencing

The researchers observed how NGOs were co-opted in a process of
self-reflection. This is to be expected given the preceding findings on
the role of the NGO as a facilitator and collaborator. The NGO is not
passive or limited to acting as an observer; engagement between the
NGO and client-companies is interactive and constructive
(Anderson & Goolishian, 1992):

The companies have told us that they got a lot from
interacting with us but we have also been on a learning
curve ... You go from being an [environmental expert]
who deals with the science to learning how to listen.
You learn what they understand and what they do not,
how to explain complicated issues and how to be
patient. You lean that you cannot tell them what to do;
you have to help them figure out how to help

themselves.

Respondents reflected on how, over time, engaging with compa-
nies changes an NGO's understanding of its role in the broader sus-

tainable development project:

... the nature of engagement has changed quite a lot
over the last ten years where it's a lot less going with
your hand out saying, ‘make yourself feel good and
give us some money for the riverine rabbits’, to saying,
‘how can we help you meet your corporate and social
responsibility objectives?” The relationship has defi-
nitely become less of a donor-donee, to being much
more of a partnership approach. (R16)

Engaging with companies may imbue NGOs with the same finan-
cial and economic logics which hinder genuine environmental respon-
sibility. NGOs may pursue funding from companies during their
interactions which could undermine their role as independent envi-
ronmental champions. While these risks cannot be ignored, they can
be managed.

In a conventional setting, the therapist is remunerated for ser-
vices rendered and must manage the practice's incomes and expenses.
That the clinician helps patients and attends to business consider-
ations does not mean that judgement and independence are com-
promised. Codes of best practice, extensive training and the need to
maintain patients' confidence mean that the clinician ensures the
highest levels of professionalism. The same logic applies when it
comes to NGOs.

We do rely on the private sector for funding but that
does not mean that you sell your opinions to the
highest bidder. Many of us are scientists. We are com-
mitted to what we do, and we maintain good stan-
dards. You cannot afford to lose your reputation and
the public's confidence because you were chasing
funding. (R19)

The NGOs are not dealing with companies only to seek financial
support. The counsellor-NGO and client-corporate are engaging on
equal terms to identify challenges and explore solutions. The NGOs
explained that they try to build long-term relationships based on
mutual understanding and confidence to co-opt organisations on sus-

tainability initiatives when required:

... people get to know us and understand what we are
about and see that we are reasonable, rational people
who may disagree on certain issues ... We manage to
build those relationships so that when we send an e-
mail to the industry saying, ‘Guys, you can help with
the [specific programme] you can avoid [a reply which
says] “this is not our fight” or “it's not our kind of
thing™. (R2)
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The combined role of facilitator and environmental champion is in
contrast with the antagonism between NGOs and corporations
(e.g., Brand et al., 2020) or the breakdown in NGO accountability
(e.g., Crespy & Miller, 2011) reported in earlier studies. The findings
point to a theoretical framing more concerned with collaborating to
reach biodiversity goals than with conflict, activism or corruption of

environmental ideals.

5.2 | The empathetic other

Companies normally initiate meetings with NGOs because they are
confronted with environmental issues which cannot be resolved inter-
nally (R2; R16; R20). NGOs are concerned with outlining problems,
exploring how to assist and establishing whether or not companies
want to proceed with the relationship. NGOs are playing the role of
the ‘empathetic other’ who, like a family therapist,® acts as a sounding
board for possible solutions to pressing issues (see Gadlin &
Ouellette, 1986; Katz, 2007).

Companies are not waiting for an environmental disaster or
adverse media coverage before they seek the assistance of an NGO.
The interviewees confirmed that companies are actively engaging
with NGOs to pre-empt negative outcomes (R16). As discussed in
Section 5.1, the NGO-counsellor does not attempt to exercise domi-
nance over the client but offers an opportunity for confidential and
constructive dialogue without risk of sanction (see Anderson &
Goolishian, 1992; Rogers, 1957):

... we will normally have a one-on-one engagement
with [the companies] to understand them better, to
understand where we are ... that is a really key
point. We are not going in a coercive way so we
need to fully understand them and where they
might need assistance, what are their obstacles to
being better and we do that with each of the com-

panies .... (110)

In narrative therapy, the counsellor plays a collaborative role
rather than acting as a disinterested expert. By engaging with the cli-
ent, listening to their concerns, asking and responding to questions
and providing suggestions, ‘feedback loops’ emerge which help to
internalise and manage issues (Hedges, 2005; Selvini et al., 1980).
Applied to the NGO-company engagement, the NGO serves as an
empathetic listener who participates in an active dialogue with the
company to help delineate problems, contextualise them and explore

solutions.

You do not tell [a company] what they must do but
you can give direction. If you listen and you ask the
right questions, you can point them in the right direc-
tion and come up with a workable solution ... You part
of that process even though [the company] is in the
driver's seat .... (R19)

Enabling the client is a key aspect of narrative therapy. The coun-
sellor provides the setting and some direction which allows the client
to understand the underlying issues and the required remedial action.
One way to achieve this is by requiring the company-client to ‘exter-
nalise’ the problem (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Parry & Doan, 1994;
White & Epston, 1990).

Externalisation involves the client describing a problem as sepa-
rate from them or from the perspective of a third party (White &
Epston, 1990). The objective is to frame environmental concerns, like
the loss of species, as the issue. The approach is useful because it
avoids the discussion becoming personal. The NGO acts as an empa-
thetic other by not assigning blame or criticising the company (R4; R8;
R19; R20). The company feels less threatened and more empowered
to deal with the environmental challenge.

One way in which problems are ‘externalised’ involves a sectoral
approach. Environmental issues are dealt with at an aggregated level
to make the case for action, illustrate how businesses impact the
environment and explore solutions (R2). A similar technique involves
the use of case studies with anonymised entities (R2; R3). In one
instance, NGOs use visual aids and visits to threatened areas to show
companies what needs to be protected and reflect on the economic,
cultural and environmental consequences of losing pristine wilder-
ness areas (R21).

‘Externalising” may seem like abrogating responsibility. This is not
the case. The NGO-counsellor uses the technique to open dialogue
on difficult or contentious issues which, if tackled directly, could lead
to a breakdown in engagement. Externalising a problem can also be
used to deal with the underlying issues and explore solutions, a pro-
cess which can be hampered if the company feels ashamed or threat-

ened because its conduct is under review.

5.3 | Defining issues, purpose and meaning with
dialogical conversations

The key features of narrative therapy are the centrality of a person's
life story and the collaborative act of ‘re-authoring’ or ‘re-storying’
personal narratives (Morgan, 2000). The same holds in the context of
the engagement between companies and NGOs on environmental
issues where dialogue, stakeholder-inclusiveness and re-evaluating
business practice were considered crucial. The importance of listening
to companies, refraining from imposing pre-determined views and not

judging organisations was re-iterated:

You need to understand what people think. It's about
the base that you start with. So, it does not help if you
start with them telling you what they think you want
to hear. That's off to a false start and you do not really
know what they think and how you can work with
them. (R19)

Once the ‘base’ has been established, the relationship between

the company and the environment can be re-framed. For example,
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one NGO explained how it worked with a company on minimum
wages and responsibly sourcing raw materials. The engagement
focused on re-positioning social and environmental concerns as key
strategic and operational considerations rather than secondary ones.
This involved formal reviews of production processes, supply chains
and stakeholder relationships to understand how changes aimed at
improving social and environmental performance also contribute to
better financial performance. In a second case, a company was
encouraged to quantify and report on its water and energy usage to
ensure environmental responsibility and to improve its operating effi-
ciency. The project demonstrated how carbon emissions and water
consumption were originally understood as ‘soft issues’ and were re-
framed as part of an integrated assessment of the link between envi-
ronmental and financial elements.

We see similar processes at work in some of the research dealing
with integrated reporting and thinking. Companies are not ignoring
economic pressures, but they explore the possibility of social and
environmental considerations as an integral part of the business
model (Guthrie et al., 2017; McNally & Maroun, 2018) rather than just
a tool for impression management (Dumay et al., 2017; Solomon
et al., 2013) or hegemonic challenge to financial imperatives (Tregidga
et al.,, 2014).

NGOs confirmed that not every engagement vyields successful
outcomes, especially in the short term. It is difficult to arrive at a
shared understanding of the environmental issue and an action plan
which the company and NGO find mutually acceptable (R2). There is a
paradox in the sense that sustainability can no longer be seen as
negotiable but, for businesses to become more sustainable, they need
to be assisted with implementing progressive changes using a collabo-
rative and iterative process which leaves the client feeling that change
is both desirable and possible (R2; R3). For example:

We know that we have to change now if want to
address climate change. But the reality is that you can-
not ask a company to stop operations and double its
costs because you want it to use renewable resources.
So, we start by getting everyone to agree that climate
change is a problem. Then we go to the next step and
ask them to start changing some of their operations
and deal with their suppliers and customers. But you

cannot go in with a wrecking ball. (R21)

The NGO and company try to collaborate towards a common

goal. For example:

We are engaging every week with [Company X and
Y]. It's really a partnership with them ... The engage-
ment consists of both companies that approach us and
vice versa ... There is a common interest in working
together and that is one of the key elements. The
added value of the collaboration is vitally important.
(110)

For environmental issues to be re-framed and incorporated as a
valid part of the business process, respondents pointed to the impor-
tance of (1): dialogue with affected parties, (2) speaking the same lan-

guage and (3) trust.

531 |
parties

On the need for dialogue with affected

The counsellor and client must be able to speak openly and work
towards establishing a shared understanding of the underlying context
and issues.

It does not help if you talk past each other. If they pre-
tend that they do a good job and you do not want to ask
the right questions, then you are both wasting your
time. You need to be able to talk openly about the
issues so that you can come up with an agenda and it's
got to be acommon agenda that you both agree on. (I9)

The dialogue between the NGO and company can be expanded:

... We might agree on something, but we will engage
with other stakeholders and we facilitate that engage-
ment such that it becomes more integrated. (110,
emphasis added)

Expanding the conversation is in line with the approach typically
followed in family therapy sessions. The counsellor deals with the
primary clients and then gradually expands the process of storying
telling and re-telling to include other affected family members.

Similarly:

.. at the beginning of the project, it was very much
board room, now we are dealing mainly with the peo-
ple on the ground. It is not always typical of [the NGO]
to do that, globally it is more boardroom but for us, we
feel that we cannot sort out the situation if we do not
understand the situation on the ground. (110)

In conventional settings, community-based resources can be used
in conjunction with the therapy room. This can include co-opting
members of a client's community directly and indirectly in the process
of providing support or treatment (MclLeod, 2013; White &
Epston, 1990). For the NGO and the company, one-on-one engage-
ment is complemented by a stakeholder-inclusive approach to

addressing environmental issues:

We then engage with the other stakeholders, NGOs
and government to see if there are any conflicting
issues, if they are all seeing different things and finding

an area of commonalities where they all actually agree
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on the same priority ... we always try to understand

what are the views of the different partners. (110)

Reaching out to and engaging with different parties is also about
ensuring that the client can establish successful relationships with
others (Davis, 2008). The same holds in the NGO-company engage-
ment process where NGOs were described as ‘brokering’. The objec-
tive is to assist the ‘patient’ forge improved relationships with its

constituents:

... so you get the capacity building element, then you
get the dialogue and mediator role and then the third
role is we are a broker as well. So we will facilitate
companies that are willing to move to the next step to
engage with other NGOs in the landscape that are
more local than us to engage the government to facili-
tate the development of a collaborative project and
then search for funding. We play a brokering role in
bringing people together. (R10, emphasis added)

Similarly:

We can be a bridge between the company and the
stakeholders. We mediate and engage but we also
want to build networks. When we have our meetings,
we want to get the decision-makers together and we
introduce the company to the [various stakeholders]
who they need to get on board to get the job done.
(R19, emphasis added)

Clients who respond to therapy can provide guidance or serve as
a role model for other patients. NGOs reported how, after several
engagements with companies, they find that their recommendations
are implemented in other parts of the supply chain. For example, an
NGO explained how it works with a company in the seafood industry
to supply its product responsibly. This has resulted in the company
engaging with and training boat crews, explaining the need for
responsible fishing to retailers and working with end-consumers to
ensure that endangered species are not being consumed (R2). Impor-
tantly, these initiatives are not implemented at the NGO's insistence

but are driven by and the responsibility of the client-company.

532 |
language

On the importance of speaking the same

Attempting to ‘speak the same language’ as the client is an important
element in counselling (Sutherland & Strong, 2010). Research has
emphasised the cultural differences between NGOs and companies
which hinder engagement by creating a major psychological barrier,
much of which can be attributed to language differences (Beloe &
Elkington, 2003). NGOs are aware of this challenge and use a business

discourse to facilitate better engagement with companies:

... if you want [companies] to engage in a process and
change, you need to speak their language and be able
to interact in a way that reacts with their business pri-
orities. Then we will train them, we will organise multi-
stakeholder dialogue and other trained facilitators such
as government and NGOs and the company in one
room to discuss one issue, we are able to discuss what
are the issues and what are their solutions. We move
them from sometimes adversarial positioning to

working together. (R11)

There is a risk of social and environmental challenges being mar-
ginalised because they are framed in financial or economic terms (see,
e.g., Milne et al., 2009; Tregidga et al., 2014). Nevertheless, making a
direct business case for addressing and environmental and social
issues is important for starting a conversation which may not other-
wise have taken place (R3; R9; R19; R20). A second interviewee
explained how he ‘financialised’ his language, not to downplay the
importance of the environment, but to make sure that the client

understood the issues and was prepared to engage:

... We make a study that enables the financial manager
to understand that ... by not complying and by not put-
ting in place good [environmental] practice the com-
pany is now facing higher financial risk ... We will do
training with [the company's managers] in a more sim-
plified way because they do not need to understand all
the technicalities. If you speak the right language they
understand the importance of focusing on them.
(R10, emphasis added)

Having to simplify environmental, biological and ecological issues
may result in an incomplete conversation between the NGO and the
organisation. The approach does, however, allow the NGOs to avoid
the protest and resistance which would have stifled transformation
(see also Burchell & Cook, 2013).

5.3.3 | On the relevance of trust

Trust is core to the therapeutic relationship between counsellor and
client (Boscolo & Bertrando, 1996). Respondents were unanimous
that trust between the NGO and the company is equally relevant for
achieving sustainability goals. If the company cannot trust the NGO to
treat conversations as confidential and to refrain from passing judge-
ment, the type of open dialogue which is necessary for constructing
and reconstructing narratives becomes impossible. Similarly, where
the NGO does not have confidence in a company's commitment to
the engagement, the relationship usually terminates or remains super-

ficial. One respondent summarised as follows:

In a way [the engagement process] really comes down

to just a generally good relationship-building process.

95U801 SUOWWIOD aAIea1D 3|qealdde ay) Aq peusenob afe sejo 1L YO ‘esn Jo Sajni Joj AkeiqiT 8uljuQ 4|1 U (SUONIPUOD-pUe-SWLBIW0D" A8 1M AfeIq 1 RUI|UO//:SdNY) SUONIPUOD Pue SWwie | 8Y) &8s *[£202/.0/cT] uo Arigiauljuo A3|IM ‘891 AQ #TE950/200T OT/10p/W0d A8 |1 Aelg jeut|uo//sdny WwoJy pepeojumod ‘G ‘€202 ‘9€80660T



2642 Business Strat B
262 | \WLEY_Biisst el

ATKINS ET AL.

It's about trust, transparency and ... understanding
what [the company's] business is about; really under-
standing what their key challenges (R10) are.

5.4 | Counselling successes and failures

The preceding sections provide a predominantly optimistic assess-
ment of engagements between NGOs and counsellors which are remi-
niscent of a therapy session. The findings should not be
misinterpreted as suggesting that every NGO engagement proceeds
smoothly and results in favourable environmental outcomes.

For example, one NGO explained that some companies effect
change but others continue to view the NGO as a threat. They are
‘frightened’ of engaging with NGOs on wildlife conservation and bio-
diversity protection lest this reveals weaknesses in their strategy or
operations and results in additional scrutiny by investors, regulators
and other powerful stakeholders (R1; Ré; R19; R20). There are also
instances where social or environmental issues are seen as beyond
the ability of a single organisation to address. Where this is the case,
the respective organisations prefer to wait for direction from industry
representatives, regulators or the state to provide direction. If chal-
lenges are seen as insurmountable, it becomes especially difficult for
the NGO to engage with a company and explore remedial plans.

Despite the emphasis placed on the environment by codes on
corporate governance, corporate reporting and responsible invest-
ment, companies continue to battle with ‘re-storying’ their relation-
ship with the environment. Financial and economic imperatives
remain the focal point for some organisations and their executives.
Efforts to re-frame social and environmental challenges are either met
with scepticism or resistance (Gray & Milne, 2018; Milne et al., 2009;
Tregidga et al., 2014).

It's not always good news. We engage very well with
some companies but with others, you can say and do
whatever you like and they still think that it's about
tree-hugging and not really their problem. You can take
the director to the water but you cannot make him
drink. (R21)

Where the environment continues to be seen as a secondary con-
cern, NGO engagement is superficial, and the respective organisations
are not committed to implementing material biodiversity protection or
conservation plans. Similarly, as explained in the psychology literature,
the client needs to acknowledge that there is a problem and seek
assistance. Narrative therapy cannot be forced on the client.

Finally, therapy can be employed to make the client appear pre-
sentable or abrogate responsibility for improper conduct. The same
can be said for companies seeking engagement with NGOs where
affiliation with respected environmental experts and conservation
bodies can be used to enhance reputations, manage impressions and

deflect criticism for poor environmental performance.

Inherent limitations and examples of failures do not mean that
every case of NGO engagement is fruitless. The potential for dialogue
to be transformational has been explored in the context of one-on-
one engagement between companies and their core institutional
investors on environmental and other issues of social responsibility
(Solomon et al., 2013; Solomon & Darby, 2005). Similarly, cases of
engagement between NGOs and companies leading to changes in
how companies understand and respond to environmental challenges
support the change potential view of narrative therapy in a corporate
context (see also Keeran, 2014; McCarthy & Simon, 2016). For
instance, one company decided to ‘stock only sustainably sourced
seafood by the end of [2019]’. Sourcing seafood sustainably has
become a key performance indicator which is monitored by the
governing body and subject to formal assurance (R5). Similarly, a com-
pany in the extractive industry is working with an NGO on rehabilitat-

ing end-of-life mines:

. we just started a project with [Company X] ...
looking at how rehabilitation of mining sites can be
measured as an indicator of the extent of rehabilitation
... We work with them on the monitoring [the progress
on the rehabilitation] and they will make sure their pro-

cesses are correct .... (RI116)

Another example of transformational outcomes of long-term
engagement involves public-private partnerships to consolidate land

for conservation of a critically endangered species:

... There was no money to buy land, so we entered into
partnerships with landowners, be they private or com-
munity or state landowners. We entered those part-
nerships to create areas big enough to accommodate
populations of black rhino. And for a viable population
of black rhino, we decided we wanted them to be able
to grow to about 50 animals and that required about
20,000 hectares. (R3)

The partnership involved collaboration between local govern-
ment, farmers and local communities to remove fences and alien plant
species. The site is being developed and its ecological state is
reviewed by environmental specialists. The project was not, however,
without challenges. The partnership took several years to finalise and
was often frustrated by divergent interests:

The next population was [name of Reserve] made of
19 landowners at the time. Some of them were as
small as 80 hectares and others as big as 2000 hect-
ares. To try and get that number of people with differ-
ent interests and different passions ... was a really hard
sell and, in fact, the key was to get one of the very pas-
sionate landowners to be my champion and | left it to

him to try to convince most of those landowners to
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join in because that would be good for them and for
their land. (R3)

As explained by one respondent, the nature and extent of
changes vary from making companies aware of environmental chal-
lenges to, as illustrated by the examples above, altering their opera-
tions and relationship with key constituents (R10).

6 | REFLECTIONS ON THE THERAPEUTIC
ENGAGEMENTS BETWEEN NGOS AND
COMPANIES

Detailed interviews with 21 NGOs reveal that the NGO-company
engagement has shifted from the antagonistic and adversarial rela-
tionship reported in earlier studies to a collaborative practice akin to a
narrative form of counselling and therapy. Rather than acting as a type
of environmental regulator, NGOs are taking the role of the ‘empa-
thetic other’. They draw on their experiences and expertise to facili-
tate self-reflection by their company-clients on the need to protect
biodiversity and limit adverse environmental impact. The NGOs are
not acting as experts or advisors in a managerial sense but as facilita-
tors, counsellors or meditators helping companies to re-frame their
relationship with the environment.

Applying a narrative therapeutic lens to analysing engagement
processes between NGOs and companies to address environmental
challenges makes an important contribution to theory and practice.
The study provides a novel framing of the interaction between NGOs
and companies. There is a fair amount of research on how NGOs high-
light poor environmental practices and hold companies responsible for
them. Academics have also dealt with how NGOs must be held
accountable to their stakeholders. To the researchers' knowledge, the
current paper is the first to deal with the transformative potential of
NGO engagement due to its inherent therapeutic properties. In doing
so, the study adds to the broader environmental accounting and
reporting literature by providing an alternate theoretical perspective
on NGO engagement and empirical evidence on how interactions
between NGOs and companies contribute to environmental
protection.

From a practical perspective, the narrative therapy literature pro-
vides a wealth of suggestions for improving outcomes (e.g., Combs &
Freedman, 1996; White, 2011; White & Epston, 1990). These can be
interpreted in the context of corporate engagement and the goal of
preventing habitat destruction and extinction of species.

First, trust and confidentiality are essential. If the client-company
does not have confidence in the engagement process or fears criticism
and retaliation, the constructive setting necessary for transforming
business practices cannot be achieved. Consequently, a clear distinc-
tion is required between an NGO's role in holding a company account-
able and providing counselling and advice. It is unlikely that these two
functions can be discharged simultaneously.

Second, the NGO does not substitute for the role of the
governing body in developing a culture of environmental

responsibility. Boards of directors must continue to develop policies
and oversee the management systems necessary for preventing envi-
ronmental degradation. This means that NGO engagement is not a
solution for a closed-mind approach which rejects the principles of
sustainable development. Conversely, for corporates which have
internalised the need to conserve habitats and protect species, work-
ing with NGOs can be invaluable. NGO engagement can enhance
managers' understanding of environmental challenges and provide a
sounding board for testing different solutions. The NGO does not
make decisions on behalf of the organisation, but it can aid in re-
framing the client-company's relationship with the environment and
the rate at which environmental protection measures are
implemented.

Third, and related to the above, not every counselling interven-
tion is a success. When therapy breaks down, it is often because the
client does not want to change (Doherty, 2013). In a corporate setting,
this iterates the importance of regulators and investors demanding
improved environmental performance and acting when companies fail
to meet minimum standards. If organisations are not prepared to man-
age the environment as an integral part of their business models and
strategies, any engagement with NGOs will likely be superficial.

Finally, failures can occur even when a client is committed to
therapy because a sound relationship with the therapist is not devel-
oped, or the nature and scope of the sessions are not suited to the
prevailing context (Doherty, 2013). Both NGOs and companies should
acknowledge when cultures, views and approaches are misaligned.
The focus must be on the outcome of the therapy rather than the
therapist. Where necessary, companies should be prepared to consult
with different NGOs* and the parties must ensure that they have the
necessary time, experiences and other resources to commit to the
relationship. A related suggestion is to form collaborative engagement
activities which combine different approaches by different NGOs.
This would be reminiscent of an integrated therapeutic approach
(Lazarus, 1989; Palmer & Woolfe, 2013).

While drawing conclusions and proposing recommendations, the
researchers were aware that NGOs may be inclined to over-
emphasise their role in protecting the environment. This does not
appear to be the case. NGOs provided examples of how they engaged
with companies and the results of those engagements. They could
offer specific details on the individuals with whom they engaged, the
periods involved and quantified measures of performance or out-
comes. This suggests that their responses were not rehearsed, generic
or designed only to portray a positive position. All interviewees were
forthcoming about the challenges encountered when dealing with
companies, the limitations of their environmental protection efforts
and the fact that multiple engagements had failed.

The possibility that only the most well-resourced NGOs were
engaging with companies using an approach which resembled the
application of narrative therapy was also considered. Participating
NGOs varied in size and scope. They reported examples dealing with
engagements on different types of environmental issues, covering
objectives, time frames and budgets. Larger NGOs deal with more

complex cases involving the protection of multiple species and
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habitats using a range of conservation interventions. Smaller NGOs
focus on specialised projects which are limited to individual species,
locations or objectives. In all cases, the nature of the interaction
between the NGOs and companies was consistent. This was the case
even when considering engagements taking place over multiple years.

Data were collected over an extended period. This was because
some participants were based in remote locations or were in the field
and not consistently available for interviews. The researchers were
also keen to control for changes in the engagement frequencies and
styles. While this cannot be precluded, the interviews did not indicate
variations in the application of narrative therapy when working with
company-clients.

Despite the above, as with any study of this type, there are inher-
ent limitations. The study deals with relationships between NGOs and
companies only. The involvement of other stakeholders is not consid-
ered. Narrative theory is used to analyse data and generate findings.
Alternate therapies and the advantages and disadvantages of each are
not covered. Most notably, data are collected from a single jurisdic-
tion. The South African context may be contributing to the
counselling-type interactions between corporates and NGOs. The
country has a long history with different types of environmental
reporting and stakeholder engagement. It is widely regarded as a pio-
neer in stakeholder-centric corporate governance and many listed
companies have long-standing relationships with NGOs, a fact con-
firmed by all respondents. The country's complex socio-political con-
text, vulnerability to climate change and regulatory frameworks may
also be influencing NGO-company engagement. These matters are,
however, deferred for future research. What is clear is that—by acting
as a type of mediator or facilitator—NGOs can engage with profit-
orientated entities and assist them in re-storying their relationship
with the environment. The data to support this assertion is collected
from a single developing economy. Nevertheless, the finding should
be equally applicable in stakeholder-orientated jurisdictions where
organisations have internalised the need for environmental responsi-
bility and are prepared to act.

In conclusion, breaking down interdisciplinary barriers and merg-
ing theoretical frameworks is a critical part of the effort to develop
and improve solutions to the deepening planetary crisis. Only by
bringing together natural sciences, management, finance, accounting
and now psychotherapy is it possible to find new ways of ensuring
that businesses work to prevent biodiversity loss and habitat destruc-
tion (Atkins & Atkins, 2019) as stated concerning management and
organisational theory (Winn & Pogutz, 2013).

We recommend that future researchers deal with how to develop
more positive and fruitful NGO-company relationships which trans-
form business practices and assist with achieving the sustainable
development goals. The factors that contribute to the successes and
failures of therapies and their relevance in a corporate context should
be dealt with in more detail. How governance structures, corporate
cultures and the regulatory environment in different countries can
enable or hinder transformative engagement between NGOs and
companies should be tackled directly. This can include a review of

how engagement may undermine the independence and

environmental objectives of NGOs, how often these problems arise
and the best approaches for mitigating them.

The researchers acknowledge that companies may be motivated
by self-seeking behaviour to enhance corporate reputation and man-
aging impressions. This does not, however, mean that every case of
company-NGO engagement is doomed to fail. By focusing on the
techniques and methods used by therapists to enhance the outcomes
of counselling in more detail, future researchers can assist NGOs to
work more effectively with companies and realise the transformative
potential of this important type of stakeholder engagement.
Ultimately,

Saving endangered species is an ongoing process that
will never be completed. Species and their habitats are
never saved ‘for all time’, only for a particular moment
in time ... no single human or generation of humans
can be responsible for preventing a species from
becoming extinct, only for preventing it from becoming
extinct ‘on our watch’. (Westley & Vredenburg, 1997,

p. 388)

ENDNOTES

1 Counter-accounts are prepared by parties who are not acting under the
direction or control of the organisation involved in the matter in
question.

2 The researchers initially dealt with each environmental concern raised
(such as loss of species, irresponsible agriculture or human encroach-
ment) as separate codes. The aim was to evaluate if the biodiversity
area/topic affected the nature of the engagement between NGOs and
companies. This was found not to be the case and, as a result, different
examples of environmental issues were coded as ‘environmental
concerns’.

w

Here, we are using the terms ‘systemic family therapy’ and ‘narrative
therapy’ synonymously. As noted earlier, narrative therapy may be seen
as one of a cluster of counselling approaches that represents a shift
away from a modernist to a postmodernist perspective. These
approaches can be brought together under the broad umbrella of sys-
temic therapy, a modality derived from a second-order cybernetics posi-
tion, which places the counsellor within the therapeutic system, rather
than in an observer, ‘scientist-expert’ position.

IS

Companies should not engage in ‘opinion shopping’. This type of behav-
iour is inconsistent with a corporate culture grounded in environmental
responsibility and a genuine commitment to engaging with stakeholders
to address environmental challenges.
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