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Introduction

Asking questions is essential for gathering valuable information, providing cla-
rification, and showing engagement. By asking the right questions, you build a 
meaningful dialogue that aligns with (international) responsible business conduct 
(IRBC).

This tool helps you enhance your questioning techniques by focusing on four key 
factors:
 

1.	 Context 

2.	Wording 

3.	 Attitude 

4.	Stakeholder’s backgroud
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This tool is part of a series of resources for meaningful stakeholder dialogue. 
It also features in the Compass: a step-by-step plan to engage stakeholders in 
every phase of the due diligence process. These resources are in line with the 
OECD Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct.  

https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/action-plan


SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC COUNCIL

Context 

The right question depends on the context. While you can address a subject very 
directly in one setting, doing so in another situation may be counterproductive. 
Ultimately, your questioning depends largely on:

The trust between you and your stakeholder 
If you know each other well, you are likely aware of what topics are sensitive 
and can better assess when to pose more direct questions. However, if your 
relationship is still developing, it is important to tread more carefully. Also refer 
to the tool ‘Building trust’.

The power dynamic
If you hold a more powerful position, be mindful that your questions might come 
across as coercive or judgmental. Consider how your position influences your 
attitude and the way you phrase (wording) your questions.

Cultural norms and sector-specific manners 
For instance, Dutch directness is not appreciated in every culture. You should 
therefore take your stakeholder’s social norms into account. Please also refer to 
the tool ‘Considering country-specific and cultural factors’.
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Wording 
What you ask may not always directly reflect what you want to know. Sometimes, taking an indirect approach can be more effective in obtaining 
the information you seek. The tips below can help you phrase your questions in a way that fosters equality, openness, and trust.
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Tip Do not ask this question Ask this question instead 

Ask open-ended questions
Your question is open and exploratory (how, 
what, why, to what extent, which)

To a factory worker: “Do you enjoy working in this factory?” “What do you (not) enjoy about working in this factory?”

Remain neutral
Your question is neutral and non-judgemental

To the owner of a plantation, you source from: “Why is there such high 
staff turnover at your tea plantation?”

“I read in an audit report that staff turnover rates have changed in recent 
years. What can you tell me about that?”

Keep it simple
Your question covers only one topic and is as 
concise as possible

In a survey among workers in your supply chain: “Do you feel safe 
enough to raise it with your supervisor if your work becomes too deman-
ding, or to ask them for help if you have a problem with a colleague?”

“How do you discuss relevant matters with your supervisor?”

Share your intention
Explain why you are asking the question, so 
the other person feels (more) safe

To a local sourcing partner: “How many employees filed an official com-
plaint last year?”

“We would like to know how we can support you in providing a safe 
workplace. What can you tell me about the way employees currently 
express their concerns to you?”

Reflect on your conversation skills 
Read more about conversation skills in 
the tool ‘Good practices in conducting dialogue’.
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Dialogue is formed by asking many questions with genuine curiosity that invite others to share their examples or experiences. The box below explains the importance of these 
‘story questions’.
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The importance of story questions

In a meaningful dialogue, it is not just about what you ask, but especially 
how you ask it. Story questions play a crucial role in this. Instead of asking 
for facts, you invite the other person to answer based on their experience 
or feelings. This often results in deeper, more authentic information and 
context than a closed or purely information question. Story questions 
provide insight into what someone considers important and why. They help 
to build relationships and bridge cultural differences.

Tips for asking a story question
	� Show genuine curiosity. Be sincerely interested in your stakeholder’s 

answer. Even if you don’t agree with the response or the information 
might shock you. 
	� Know what you are looking for. Understand which indicators are 

important to ask about and ask for the context.
	� Ask what someone thinks is going well or what they would like to see 

more of. Alternatively, ask what frustrates them to elicit more honest 
responses. People are usually willing to talk about what makes them 
enthusiastic or what annoys them, provided they are in a safe and 
trusted environment.
	� Ask for examples. Your stakeholder should be able to visualise 

your question. This will lead to a response based on feelings and 
experience.
	� Run the question through your mind first. If you immediately see a 

concrete image in your mind, it is likely a good story question.

Examples of story questions
	� Could you tell me more about how you came to work here?
	� What does a good working day look like to you?
	� When was the last time you felt that you were (or were not) being 

listened to?

Keep in mind that a stakeholder may not always feel comfortable  
answering honestly—for instance, if a supervisor or an important client  
is present during the conversation. For more information on power  
dynamics, please refer to the tool  ‘Identifying your stakeholders’.
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Attitude 

Your own attitude supports asking a good question. Pay attention to the following:

Align your attitude with the topic
If you are discussing a sensitive or serious issue, ensure that your facial expressi-
ons and body language reflect the gravity of the topic. For example, when discus-
sing child labour, maintain a serious demeanour rather than smiling or appearing 
indifferent. 

Listen attentively
Carefully listen to the response your interlocutor gives. The purpose of asking a 
question is to understand the other person's perspective. Give their response your 
full attention and avoid steering the conversation towards your own anecdotes or 
observations.

Confirm understanding
Regularly check that you have correctly understood your stakeholder’s answers. 
Summarise what the other person has said and give them the opportunity to clarify 
or expand on their response.
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Your stakeholder’s background
 
Your questions should match the knowledge level and background of your 
stakeholder:

Keep it simple
Do not delve into complex details right away if your interlocutor has little know-
ledge of a topic.

Show curiosity
Be curious about the stakeholder’s background and context; see the box on the 
right.

Adjust your wording
Do not use abbreviations or technical terms if the other person is unfamiliar with 
them. Instead, try to use terms that they know and frequently use. For more gui-
dance, refer to the tool ‘Considering country-specific and cultural factors’. 

Ask plenty of questions - all the time

When visiting a production site, do not expect people (both workers and manage-
ment) to be immediately candid about sensitive topics. Trust often develops over 
time, and it starts with seemingly "unimportant" conversations.
Think of questions about how someone commutes to work, what their favourite 
food is, or what their plans are for the weekend. These types of informal questions 
help build a personal connection and ensure your conversation partner feels more at 
ease. This increases the likelihood that they will share information about sensitive or 
relevant themes later in the discussion (or in a follow-up meeting).

Do not expect people to be completely open about everything going on within an 
one-hour conversation. Building trust takes time. By showing genuine interest and 
making room for personal stories, you often gain a better understanding of the 
day-to-day reality on the production floor. This leads to the information you are 
looking for.
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Sample questions

Forced labour

Forced labour is a major risk that often remains hidden due to a lack of transpa-
rency. An effective approach starts with collaboration, a shared understanding of 
the problem, and ensuring the safety of your stakeholder. Use these questions to 
open the dialogue: 

	� “An increasing number of countries are introducing legislation combatting 
forced labour. For our company as well, it is important to ensure that no 
forced labour exists in our supply chain. How is awareness created for this 
subject within your company?”
	� “To what extent do you have insight into the links in your supply chain?”
	� “Which regions and countries do your workers come from?”
	� “I have seen no indications in audit reports that forced labour exists in your 

factory. What measures are you taking to continue to guarantee this?”
	� “I read in an audit report that several workers live on your premises. Could 

you tell me a bit more about their living conditions?”

Should the opportunity arise to speak directly with workers about this subject, 
you could, for example, ask:
	� “How did you come to work at this factory?”
	� “When was your last day off, and what did you do?”

Freedom of association

Although many countries endorse freedom of association by ratifying ILO 
conventions 87 and 98, workers often face opposition in practice. Many 
employers view trade unions as a risk, primarily due to the economic impli-
cations of collective bargaining and the resulting collective labour agreement 
(CLA). As a company, it is your responsibility to support the right to freedom 
of association. Engage in dialogue with your supplier and use the following 
questions to increase awareness:

	� “Could you tell me how workers’ voices are heard within your company?”
	� “I understand that you have a worker representation body at the factory. 

Could you tell me a bit more about its activities?”
	� “In what way can staff or management express their concerns?”
	� Formulate additional open questions based on “Questions to address 

freedom of association and social dialogue in the agrifood sector”,  by 
CNV Internationaal, Fairtrade, FNV and Global March against Child Labour.

a
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Asking thoughtful questions is essential when addressing sensitive or complex 
topics. Use below sample questions as inspiration but always tailor them by 
considering your stakeholder’s situation and level of trust. The goal is not to 
complete a list of questions, but to gain real insight into your stakeholder’s 
experience and context by asking open-ended questions.

https://www.cnvinternationaal.nl/_Resources/Persistent/2/f/0/a/2f0a053a96c23e43b318a8580c803878f44aa44b/FairtradeCNVInternationaalBrochure_Highres%5B82%5D.pdf
https://www.cnvinternationaal.nl/_Resources/Persistent/2/f/0/a/2f0a053a96c23e43b318a8580c803878f44aa44b/FairtradeCNVInternationaalBrochure_Highres%5B82%5D.pdf
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Child labour

Child labour is a subject that carries a lot of emotion. This begins with its very 
definition: perspectives on what exactly constitutes child labour can vary. As a 
result, it often takes considerable time to reach a point of dialogue where you 
can discuss ways to prevent or tackle it.

Furthermore, child labour is a complex issue resulting from various factors, 
such as poverty, a lack of (access to) education, migration, and/or a lack of 
enforcement. Addressing child labour is therefore complicated and requires an 
integrated approach that considers all risk factors.

Below are some questions you can ask regarding the theme of child labour:
	� “Which questions about child labour are you never asked, but 

would you like to respond to?”
	� “What definition do you use for child labour? I am curious to see 

if it aligns with ours.”
	� “Could you tell me which risks contribute to child labour in this 

region?”
	� “How does your company contribute to the prevention of child 

labour in the region?”
	� “Do you have any ideas on how to reduce child labour within the 

sector?”
	� “Which organisations could we collaborate with to ensure that 

children go to school instead of work?”
	� “When are the school holidays?”
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The content of this publication aims to support companies in preparing, conducting, 

and following up on a meaningful stakeholder dialogue. The content has been 

compiled with great care but may nevertheless contain inaccuracies. The SER is not 

liable for any errors or defects and no rights can be derived from the content. Using 

this publica- tion does not replace the obligations that companies have in the field of 

international responsible business conduct or the reporting thereof. This publication is 

subject to modification and change.
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Information and support

This tool is part of a series of resources for meaningful stakeholder dialogue.  
It also features in the Compass: a step-by-step plan to engage stakeholders in 
every phase of the due diligence process. These resources are in line with the 
OECD Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct.

Click on a topic below for more information and support preparing and conducting 
a meaningful stakeholder dialogue.

Website

Self-assessment

Compass

Tools & training

Practical examples

Guidelines & legislation
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https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue
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https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/action-plan
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-due-diligence-guidance-for-responsible-business-conduct_15f5f4b3-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-guidelines-for-multinational-enterprises-on-responsible-business-conduct_81f92357-en.html
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue
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