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Introduction

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.

Engaging in a dialogue with stakeholders can be challenging, particularly in
case of sensitive topics (e.g. child labour, discrimination) or conflicting interests.
It requires not only the right words, but above all the right expertise.

This tool helps you to stay sharp on your conversation skills - even in complex
situations - for every stage of the process: prior to, during the, and in the
conclusion of the conversation. By practicing these skills, you will become
increasingly proficient in engaging with stakeholders. See also the exercises at
the end of this tool.

Tip

Use the ‘Conversation skills checklist” to evaluate your
own skills, either alone or together with a colleague.

This will help you discover exactly where there is still
room for improvement.
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Guidance for meaningful conversations
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@ Personal skills for dialogue

Being able to hold a good conversation is a skill that requires reflection and practice.
Use the checklist (see the box on the right), reflect on yourself and ask a colleague
for tips to improve your dialogue skills.

The ability to ask the right questions, even under pressure

Open, neutral questions invite the other person to tell their story. This helps to make
underlying interests, concerns and perspectives visible. Keep asking questions and
stay present, even if you disagree or when the information disturbs you. Learn more
about this in the tool ‘Asking the right questions’.

Genuine curiosity

Real interest in the other person ensures that people feel heard and taken seriously.
Even if their opinion is very different to yours, curiosity can build bridges and keep
the dialogue open.

The ability to listen attentively
Listen with the intention to understand, not to react. This prevents misunderstandings
and creates space to build mutual trust.

Consciously dealing with complexity

Some topics are too complex for a simple yes/no answer. Multiple interests, opinions
and uncertainties are at play simultaneously. Recognise such situations and take the
time to explore them together, instead of searching for a single quick fix.

Intercultural communication

Take into account cultural differences in values, communication style and decision-
-making. See the tool ‘Considering country-specific and cultural factors’ for practical
guidance.
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Conversation skills checklist

Use this checklist to be aware of your own conversation skills and what you
may need to pay attention to during a dialogue. Use it afterwards (alone or
with a colleague) to reflect: what went well and where is there still room for
improvement?

Asking open questions
O Do I ask open, neutral questions that invite others to tell their story?
O Do | - also under pressure - ask follow-up questions and seek clarification?

Genuine curiosity
O Is my verbal and non-verbal communication open and inviting?
O At which moments am | making assumptions, judging or reacting too quickly?

Listening

O Do | listen with the intention to understand (not to react)?

O Do | give others sufficient space to contribute?

O Have | summarised or provided feedback to check whether | have understood
correctly?

Dealing with complexity
O Do | take the time to hear different perspectives and interests?
O Have | avoided steering the dialogue towards a single solution too quickly?

Intercultural communication

O Is my communication tailored to the cultural values or communication preferences
of the other person?

O Is my use of language accessible (e.g. no jargon, clear explanations)?
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@ Guidance for open, safe and equal contact

A dialogue has different stages: prior to, the start, the conversation itself and the
conclusion. It is important to shape these stages effectively to be able to hold a
meaningful dialogue. By employing the right conversation skills, you create an
environment where everyone feels safe to speak openly. In such a setting,
participants also feel brave enough to share dissenting opinions.

Equality does not mean that stakeholders have equal '‘power' or perspectives, but
that each participant can contribute equally and meaningfully. Below is quidance
that you can apply at the different stages of the dialogue.

Prior to the dialogue

Assess your own conversation skills

Use the ‘Conversation skills checklist’ (see the box on the previous page) as a mirror
for yourself. Prepare a list of points for attention beforehand. This ensures you start
the dialogue sharply and continue to improve yourself.

Know your stakeholders

Know the main interest of your stakeholders and any issues that might be at play
(in the relationship) that you need to consider. For example, is there any distrust
from the past? Read more about how to analyse stakeholders in the tool ‘Identifying
your stakeholders’.

Reduce power imbalance

Be aware that power dynamics exist and try to reduce the imbalance. For instance,
by choosing a format and location for the dialogue where the power gap between
you and your interlocutors is as small as possible. Consider a neutral location or
involve an independent and/or local facilitator.
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Immerse yourself in culture and context

Background and culture determine what someone considers ‘normal’. Prepare for
this as thoroughly as possible to prevent confusion. In case of major differences,
hire an interpreter: they help you to correctly understand subtle signals. See also
the tool ‘Considering country-specific and cultural factors” and the box on the
following page.

Ensure an equal level of knowledge

Access to the same knowledge is the foundation for an equal dialogue. Where
necessary, provide additional background information in advance. See also the
tool ‘When and how to share information?’.

Bridge language differences
Prepare well to be able to bridge any potential language barriers. See the box
below.

Dealing with language differences

Language differences do not have to hinder dialogue. They do however require

careful preparation and clear communication choices:

m Consider using an interpreter or arrange a bilingual participant who can act as
an interpreter. Sometimes multiple interpreters are needed (translating from
dialect to national language to English). It is important that all participants
trust the interpreter so that the translation is accepted as the truth. Provide the
interpreter in advance with information about the topics to be discussed.

m (Consider stakeholders’ literacy. Share information visually or in writing in the
relevant language, e.g. through a presentation, to ensure the stakeholder is
well informed.

m |f possible, prepare stakeholders individually on the topic prior to the meeting.

m Explore the possibilities of artificial intelligence (Al) in this area; there are
online tools available that can translate or subtitle simultaneously.

m Whichever method you use, language differences and intermittent translation
slow down the dialogue, so take this into account in your planning.
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At the start of the dialogue

Be a good host

Ensure you are present on time to welcome and greet people, both in person
and online. Consider what is culturally appropriate. Not every culture works as
punctually as in the Netherlands. See also the tool ‘Considering country-specific
and cultural factors’.

Break the ice and build trust

Express that you appreciate everyone making time for the dialogue and explain
why you find it so important. Do not dive straight into the content but take the

time to break the ice. This can be done, for example, by asking how everyone is
doing, referring to previous meetings, or asking about personal circumstances if
you already have a personal relationship. This helps to create an atmosphere of
trust. Again, consider what is culturally appropriate.

Address language differences

Mention the language barrier (if there is one) and that the chosen language of
communication is not everyone’s mother tongue or second language. This makes
participants feel more comfortable if they do not fully master the lanquage. It
also provides a starting point to address individuals who use terms that are too
difficult.

Monitor progress and time

If participants arrive late, potentially preventing the dialogue from being
conducted properly, check if everyone can run over time. If not, suggest
rescheduling the dialogue to another time that suits everyone.
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What role does culture play in a dialogue?

Engage in one-on-one dialogue (first)

Many cultures are conflict-avoidant. Stakeholders will not adopt a negative stance
towards you, especially not in the presence of a senior colleague or in a group.
Adjust your expectations of the dialogue accordingly and focus first on building

a personal relationship through one-on-one, informal contact. In these types of
conversations, the chance of an honest answer is greater.

Build trust first

In relationship-oriented cultures, you often only receive valuable information or
openness once trust has been established. Take the time for a shared lunch or a
personal conversation. Once the relationship is strong, space is created to also
handle difficult (business) topics.

Give feedback indirectly

In many Asian, African, and Latin American cultures, feedback is preferably given
indirectly. Use softening words such as “perhaps” or “a little” and emphasise positive
points, even when discussing improvements. Preferably give feedback one-on-one,
spread over several moments and in an informal setting, such as over a meal or
drinks. By making small, friendly references to desired changes, the other person
can quietly process the message.

Source: The Culture Map by Erin Meyer
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During the dialogue

Look for experiences, not positions

Ask about what someone is going through and what is important to them. Avoid
assumptions and do not fill in the blanks for others. By focusing on experiences

instead of opinions, you will understand each other's perspectives more quickly.

Listen to understand

Show respect by listening with the intention to understand, not to react or judge.
Do not interrupt. Reqularly summarise what you hear and repeat the input to
check whether you have understood correctly.

Ask open questions

Show curiosity and ask clarifying questions such as: "What exactly do you mean?",
"What example can you give?" or "What consequence does that have for you?".
Are you working with an interpreter? Keep your questions extra short and direct
for a reliable answer. See also the tool ‘Asking right questions’.

Tailor your language to the group

Use clear language and avoid difficult abbreviations or jargon, especially when
speaking with non-native participants. Are you talking to experts? Briefly explain
technical terms anyway, as everyone can interpret a term differently.

Pay attention to your posture and tone

Non-verbal communication (posture, facial expression) has a major influence on
how you come across to others. This also includes your tone and volume.

Be careful you do not appear condescending or overbearing. It is fine to add force
to your input. Do not do this by raising your voice, but by staying true to yourself
and speaking from your heart.

Use the power of silence

Do not speak too fast and allow for an occasional silence. This gives participants
time to process information and encourages them to share insights or ask
questions themselves.
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Remain open when facing resistance

Do you disagree with someone’s input? Do not become defensive but remain open
to the feedback and ask follow-up questions to fully understand what the other
person is saying. Present dilemmas openly in your response and stay away from
‘yes, but’ formulations. See also the box below.

Encourage equal participation

If you are bothered by a participant who speaks often and at length, try to
proactively encourage others to share something. For example, by asking them a
specific question.

Follow the agenda with room for flexibility

Stick to the agreed topics to make a reliable impression but maintain room for
what arises during the dialogue. If an important new point emerges, suggest in a
timely manner to continue the dialogue later if you notice that time is almost up
and a lot remained unsaid.

What if your stakeholders are stuck in their beliefs or positions?

In dialogues with colleagues, suppliers, or other stakeholders, it can happen that
someone continues to hold on to a belief, even when there are clear indications
that it is not (entirely) correct. This is called belief perseverance. This often stems
from previous experiences, cultural norms, or peer pressure. Do not oppose it
directly; that usually only reinforces the resistance. Instead, focus on uncovering the
reason behind the belief by asking contextual questions.

Example: if a supplier says, “We don’t need to take extra safety measures because
we haven’t had any accidents for years”, you could ask:

m “What is it that makes you feel the current level is sufficient?”

m “Have there been situations where things nearly went wrong?”

In this way, you shift the dialogue from positions to interests and experiences.
It often turns out that there is more room for improvement than someone initially
thinks.
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Concluding the dialogue
Thank the participants
Thank the participants sincerely for their time and openness.

Evaluate the dialogue and look ahead
Ensure you have sufficient time to go over how the participants experienced the
dialogue, what the next steps are, and how to take these together.

Share main conclusions
Recap the main conclusions from the dialogue and/or share them in writing
afterwards. This often serves as input for follow-up contact.

Make agreements with cultural sensitivity

Be aware that making and sharing very precise agreements can, in some cultures,
come across as a lack of trust in the other person. Therefore, frame this carefully
and explain that you are doing this to prevent misunderstandings.
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@ Dealing with conflict constructively

When interests diverge, there is a chance of friction. Conflict is not necessarily a bad
thing, as it often reveals the information needed for a genuine solution. It is about
how you handle it. The guidance below will help you on your way. However, conflict
management is a profession in its own right. Resolving a high-conflict situation
requires experience and training. In cases of significant tension, always involve a
professional facilitator; see also the tool ‘What makes a good facilitator?”.

Tips if you want to limit friction

Seek common ground

Begin the dialogue with points where interests overlap. This builds trust to handle
the more challenging topics later in the dialogue.

Make room for emotions

Is there distrust or tension from the past? Do not avoid this; give it space. It is not
about who is right, but about acknowledging each other's feelings. Only once
emotions have been expressed, you can move forward and look at solutions.

See also the box on the right.

Take a gradual approach to sensitive topics

Approach difficult topics indirectly. Start with the broader, underlying subject before
reaching the (sensitive) core. For a subject such as child labour, for example, talk
first about general education and the development of the local community.

Take a break in good time
Consider a short break if tension rises. If the tension has not diminished after the
break, decide to resume the dialogue later.

4 8van12 p | Introduction | Personal skills | Guidance for dialogue | Dealing with conflict | Exercises | Colophon |

What to do when conflict occurs?

Stay calm and respectful

Try to remain calm, even when emotions run high. You want to prevent a
situation from escalating. Avoid making personal attacks or accusations and keep
the communication respectful and constructive.

Acknowledge the tension

Acknowledge that there is a conflict; pause to reflect on this and do not work
around it. Doing so often only makes it worse, as a conflict does not exist without
a reason.

Find the need behind the emotion

Look beyond the reproach. Ask follow-up questions to get to the core: "Why is
this so important?" or "What solution do you have in mind?". This helps to restore
mutual understanding. See also the box below.

Dare to stop the dialogue

Should it be necessary; you can collectively decide to conclude the dialogue for
now. Take the time afterwards to discover, one-on-one with those involved, what
is needed to resume the dialogue later.

The role of emotions

Emotions often determine the success of a dialogue. According to mediator Ida
Koppen, negative feelings (such as fear or anger) arise as soon as one or more of
these five core needs are denied:

Appreciation You feel belittled instead of acknowledged
Affiliation You are treated as an outsider or an adversary
Autonomy Your freedom to make decisions is being restricted
Status Your reputation is treated as inferior to that of others
Role Your current role and activities do not satisfy you
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@ Practising conversation skills

Below are four example situations in the context of international responsible
business conduct (IRBC). For each situation, consider which conversation skills
are required. The following pages provide tips on which skills to apply in these

situations.

Situation 1 Situation 2

You work for a company that has been focusing on IRBC for some time, partly due You have been informed by a civil society organisation about problems in the

to (upcoming) European legislation in this area. You want to involve your suppliers workplace in a factory where you are sourcing from. How would you raise this with
in sourcing countries in this process. How do you approach this dialogue, and which the supplier, and which conversation skills would you employ?

conversation skills do you employ?

Consider the level of knowledge, language use, mutual input, and follow-up. Consider the way you raise the issue and how you deliver the message.
Situation 3 Situation 4

You are in a dialogue with your international supplier about the results of survey among You are speaking with an NGO in a sourcing country with whom you want to
workers. These results show, among other things, that 78% of them are physically collaborate to identify and address the risks of child labour in your supply chain.
exhausted after a working day. You are concerned that the work may be too deman- However, your interlocutor appears rather rushed and distracted, possibly multi-
ding, conflicting with your Code of Conduct. However, your supplier distrusts the survey tasking. How do you handle this, and which conversation skills do you employ?

results, claiming that employees misunderstood the question. How do you proceed, and
which conversation skills do you employ?

Consider mutual reflection and a shared perspective for action. Consider the timing of the conversation as well as its motive and urgency.
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Conversation skills situation 1

Situation

You work for a company that has been focusing on IRBC for some time, partly due
to (upcoming) European legislation in this area. You want to involve your suppliers
in sourcing countries in this process. How do you approach this dialogue, and which
conversation skills do you employ?

Goal
Moving from a one-sided message to a mutual dialogue.

Approach

Start the dialogue by exploring the level of knowledge: ask what the supplier

is already doing regarding responsible business instead of immediately sharing
information. During your explanation, avoid jargon and clarify complex terms
properly. Make RBC appealing by highlighting the benefits for the supplier and work
with manageable intermediate steps.

Stimulate the dialogue by listening sincerely, allowing for silences, and regularly
summarising to check understanding. Use a conversation structure to build in
moments of reflection where the other person can respond and ask open follow-up
questions if there are contradictions in the story. Finally, evaluate the dialogue by
exchanging experiences and determining concrete next steps together.
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Conversation skills situation 2

Situation

You have been informed by a civil society organisation about problems in the
workplace in a factory where you are sourcing from. How would you raise this with
the supplier, and which conversation skills would you employ?

Goal
To make sensitive issues discussable in a factual manner while maintaining the
relationship.

Approach

Start the dialogue by mentioning what is already going well. This prevents the
supplier from immediately becoming defensive. Raise the issues based on facts
and figures and ask follow-up questions if claims are refuted. Is information
missing? State that you will look into this after the dialogue.

Pay attention to your choice of words and deliver the message from your own
experience: explain that you were concerned by the news and that the situation
does not align with your policy. Adopt a subtle approach by asking indirect ques-
tions that uncover the underlying facts. For example, by asking about the impact
of external events like COVID-19 on the workforce, rather than asking directly if
employees were dismissed. End by making the supplier part of the solution, as
joint decision-making is more effective than unilaterally imposing measures.




Conversation skills situation 3

Situation

You are in a dialogue with your international supplier about the results of survey
among workers. These results show, among other things, that 78% of them are
physically exhausted after a working day. You are concerned that the work may be
too demanding, conflicting with your Code of Conduct. What do you proceed, and
which conversation skills do you employ?

Goal
To turn resistance into collaboration.

Approach

When the supplier denies the results regarding physical exhaustion, start by
acknowledging their concerns. Ask follow-up questions to understand the reason
for their doubt: why do they think the workers did not understand the questions
properly? This could provide valuable insights.

Next, demonstrate transparency regarding your method and offer to review the
questionnaire together. Reassure the supplier by stating that these types of results
are common and that honesty is actually helpful for solving problems. End with a
shared perspective for action: suggest conducting a joint follow-up study with even
clearer questions, so that you can both uncover the true root cause.
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Conversation skills situation 4

Situation

You are speaking with an NGO in a sourcing country with whom you want to
collaborate to identify and address the risks of child labour in your supply chain.
However, your interlocutor appears rather rushed and distracted, possibly multi-
tasking. How do you handle this, and which conversation skills do you employ?

Goal
To safeguard the quality of the contact.

Approach

If your interlocutor appears distracted, share your observation directly and ask
whether this is the right time for a dialogue. If it is not convenient, immediately
schedule a new time when full focus can be given.

To increase engagement, emphasise the urgency of the dialogue and the value of
their specific expertise for your supply chain. Be transparent about what you intend
to do with their input to show that you take it seriously. Maintain their attention by
breaking the topic down into small, manageable pieces and asking short, concrete
questions. If you notice a lack of focus, suggest handling the details via email and
going into more depth at a later stage.




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.

O

Website

Self-assessment

Compass

Q
@
O

Practical examples

Guidelines & legislation
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Colophon

The SER project ‘Meaningful stakeholder dialogue in (international) supply chains”is
partner of Humanising business, supported by the Goldschmeding Foundation.

Publication

Social and Economic Council (SER)
Bezuidenhoutseweg 60

P.0. Box 90405

2509 LK Den Haag

The Netherlands

+3170 3499 525

communicatie@ser.nl
www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue
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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 publication 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.

© May 2026, Sociaal-Economische Raad
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