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Series on Effective Stakeholder Engagement
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Stakeholder Identification and Prioritisation 
 

By Dr. Lynda Bourne 

 
Whilst the old adage ‘you cannot manage what you cannot measure’ may not be true in every 

circumstance, ESEI stakeholder management benefits from knowing who is in the 

community, understanding who is important, and deciding what do you need to do to improve 

the overall supportiveness of the people affected by your project, program or business activity 

(the work).  

 

Applying disciplined Stakeholder Analytics is the key to efficient and effective stakeholder 

engagement. You start by establishing a baseline, and then decide who within the community 

is important at ‘this point in time’; and for these important stakeholders, what needs to be 

done to either maintain their support or improve their attitude towards the work. Subsequent 

reviews will tell you whether your engagement efforts are being successful; and if they are 

not working, alert you to situations where a change in approach is needed. 

 

Analysing your stakeholder community will always involve a degree of subjectivity, but 

applying the ideas described in this article will go a long way towards establishing 

normalised data that can be relied on to inform actions and decisions. 

 

 

Identification 

The first step in developing an effective stakeholder register is simply identifying the people, 

groups and organisations that can affect, or will be affected by the work, including those who 

merely perceive they will be affected.  

 

The process of stakeholder identification focuses on developing a complete list of 

stakeholders with their key attributes, including: 

 A unique name (this may be a personal name, position/title or group name) 

 Their role relative to the project 

 Their ‘direction of influence’ relative to the Project Manager 

o Upwards (eg, management or the project control group) 

o Outwards (eg, suppliers, the general public, or government agencies) 

o Sideways (eg, peers and colleagues of the Project Manager – typically 

working for the same organization) 

o Downwards (eg, the project team, usually including contractors working as 

part of the team) 

 Is the stakeholder Internal or External to the performing organization’s 

management and staff structure? Both the opportunities and the way of 
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communicating with internal stakeholders are likely to be different from the way 

communications are managed with external stakeholders. 

 Mutuality; your assessment of what the stakeholder wants from the project and 

what the project needs from the stakeholder. Identifying and managing stakeholder 

expectations (requirements) are a key part of effective stakeholder management. 

Understanding what the stakeholder requires from the project helps in the 

negotiations to obtain the support the project needs from the stakeholder. To 

determine the two sides of mutuality you need to assess what is the stakeholder’s: 

o 'Stake' in the project? The stakeholders stake may be finical, reputational, 

protecting or enhancing some ‘right’ or ‘property’ owned by the stakeholder, 

or simply positional. 

o Importance to the project? What does the project needs from the stakeholder? 

o Requirements from the project? What does the stakeholder expect or require 

from the project? 

 Contact information for use in communication: 

o Email 

o Telephone 

o Address, etc. 

 Notes and comments. 

 

Developing this list can start with a document review, many stakeholders are identified in 

business cases, contracts, procurement documents, and the like. However, reviewing and 

completing the list is best done by a small team consisting of the Project Manager, a senior 

manager (possibly the Sponsor), the client (if possible), and one or two domain experts. A 

team of around 5 people with diverse experience and views of the work and its environment 

seems to work best. 

 

The list should be completed, checked and reviewed before starting on the next step in the 

process, prioritisation.  

 

 

Prioritisation  

The ESEI way to assess the relative importance of stakeholders is by considering three 

factors, their: 

 Power - is their power to influence the project significant or relatively limited? 

 Proximity - are they closely associated or relatively remote from the project? 

 Urgency - what lengths are they prepared to go to, to achieve their outcomes? 

 

Ideally, the same team that developed the stakeholder list will (at their next meeting) rate 

each stakeholder (and documents reasons for these ratings) against the following scales: 

 

Power, considered from the stakeholder’s ability to impose changes: 

1. A stakeholder at this level has a relatively low level of power (ie, cannot generally 

cause much change). 

2. A stakeholder at this level has significant informal capacity to cause change (eg, a 

supplier with input to design, unions in respect to working conditions). 
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3. A stakeholder at this level has some capacity to formally instruct change (the key 

element is a formal right to be consulted or a right to approve elements of the design 

or works). 

4. A stakeholder at this level has a high capacity to formally instruct change (ie, can 

have the project stopped). 

 

Proximity, how close is the stakeholder to the work (people involved in the work need more 

management attention than people remote for the work): 

1. A stakeholder at this level is relatively remote from the work (ie, does not have direct 

involvement with the project processes; eg, shareholders) 

2. A stakeholder at this level is detached from the work but has regular contact with, or 

input to, the its processes (eg, clients and most senior managers) 

3. A stakeholder at this level is routinely involved in the work (eg, part time members of 

a project team and external suppliers) 

4. A stakeholder at this level is directly involved in the work (eg, full time team 

members and contractors working as a part of the team) 

 

Urgency - Urgency is assessed by considering two separate components: 

 

 The Vested Stake the stakeholder has in the work; this may be financial, emotional or 

reputational. A high vested stake means the person or group perceives they have a lot 

to gain or lose based on the outcome of the work. The range is 1(low) to 5(high): 

1. The vested stake of a stakeholder at this level is very low - has very limited 

or no stake in the outcome (eg, potential visitors to a new development). 

2. The vested stake of a stakeholder at this level is low - is aware of project and 

has an indirect stake in the outcome (eg, potential users of a new software 

system). 

3. The vested stake of a stakeholder at this level is medium - has some direct 

stake in the outcome of the work (eg, suppliers). 

4. The vested stake of a stakeholder at this level is high - sees its outcome as 

being an important benefit or threat (eg, senior managers involved in 

approving the project). 

5. The vested stake of a stakeholder at this level is very high - has great 

personal stake in the outcome of the work (eg, a vocal project champion or a 

committed client). 

 

 The Importance To the stakeholder of the work: some stakeholders may have very 

little vested stake in a project but perceive it to be of the utmost importance to them: 

conversely a stakeholder may have a very high vested stake (eg, $millions committed) 

but pay very little attention to the project. The level of ‘importance’ is assessed, based 

on how much effort the stakeholder is likely to expend to achieve its objectives (good 

or bad) for the project. The range is 1(low) to 5(high). 

1. The importance of the work to this stakeholder is very low - is unlikely to 

attempt to influence the project 

2. The importance of the work to this stakeholder is low - has the potential to 

attempt to influence project 
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3. The importance of the work to this stakeholder is medium - may be prepared 

to make an effort to influence project 

4. The importance of the work to this stakeholder is high - is likely to make a 

significant effort to influence project 

5. The importance of the work to this stakeholder is very high - will go to 

almost any length to influence project 

 

The calculation of the stakeholder’s level of Urgency can be a simple addition of these two 

factors, or use a more sophisticated assessment similar to the matrix below (the three tables 

are sorted by the highlighted field. 

 

 
 

The resulting level of ‘urgency’ implies the need for action by the project team; the results 

are: 

1. There is little need for team action outside of routine communication. 

2. Planned team action is warranted within the medium term. 

3. Planned team action is warranted within a relatively short timeframe. 

4. Urgent team action is warranted provided it can be accommodated within current 

commitments. 

5. Immediate team action is warranted, irrespective of other work commitments. 

 

Stakeholder Index Value 

Based on these three factors (power, proximity and urgency), an ‘Index Value’ is calculated 

for each stakeholder – the higher the index, the more important the stakeholder.  The relative 

value assigned to each factor should be weighted to adjust their relative importance based on 

the culture and political environment the work is occurring within. Politically sensitive 
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endeavours may weight urgency higher then power, simple internal projects are likely to 

assign a more significant weighting to power
2
. 

 

The prioritization of the stakeholders uses these Index values to arrange the stakeholders in 

order of importance and allocate a unique priority number. The higher the ‘Index’, the more 

important the stakeholder is at that time and consequently, the higher the priority. 

 

This process deliberately ignores the supportiveness (or opposition) of the stakeholder; its 

purpose is to determine who is really important at this point in time. The next key step is 

visualising this data, to understand who is important at this point in time so that informed 

decisions can be made about where to direct the limited resources available for managing the 

stakeholder community to achieve the most beneficial outcomes for both the stakeholders and 

the work being managed.  

 

 

_________________ 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
2
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the index values between different projects can be compared. Selecting different values will cause 
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