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Introduction

You can lead a conversation with stakeholders yourself or leave it to an (external)
expert: the facilitator. This tool helps you decide why you would choose a facilitator
and what you need to consider.

@ Why choose an external facilitator?

There can be several reasons to opt for an external facilitator:

Staying in your role
As the organiser of the dialogue, you can participate actively in the conversation
instead of facilitating it. This fosters equality between you and your stakeholders.

Quality
Do you have little experience in facilitating conversations yourself? A facilitator provi-
des structure and elevates the dialogue to a higher level.

Addressing difficult topics

An impartial facilitator dares to ask further when things get uncomfortable. Conflicts
are not avoided but used to get to the heart of the matter. This uncovers relevant
information and helps reach the right solutions or decisions.
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Neutrality

When interests diverge significantly or there are strong power dynamics or a lack
of trust - e.g., stemming from the past - a neutral facilitator can ensure the dia-
logue proceeds fairly, without prejudice.

Creating a safe environment

Every participant must feel free to share input without fear of negative reper-
cussions. Especially when the stakes are high or participants are vulnerable, it
might be difficult to guarantee this safety yourself. An external facilitator creates
an inclusive atmosphere in which everyone - including vulnerable stakeholders -
feels comfortable enough to speak freely.

@ How to find a facilitator?

Online
Search online for a facilitator whose experience aligns with the purpose of your
dialogue.

Consult your network

Look within your own network to see if you know someone suitable. Or perhaps
you were impressed by a facilitator you previously met during a dialogue or meet-
ing. Ask partner companies or organisations you work with, such as civil society
organisations, if they know a suitable facilitator.

Look for specific expertise

Look for organisations and individuals who have expertise in the context within
which the dialogue takes place. An example of an organisation that facilitates
dialogue at the production site level is WE program.

Click on (i) for further information.



https://we-program.community/what-is-we
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/action-plan

@ What makes a good facilitator?

Use these six characteristics to select a good facilitator. Are you planning to lead
the conversation yourself? Use these points as a checklist for your preparation.
Please note that facilitation is a profession. Leading a dialogue that truly offers
added value to your company and stakeholders requires training and in-depth
expertise.

A good facilitator:

Builds trust, also with stakeholders

Stakeholders talk more easily when they trust the facilitator. Preferably,
choose a facilitator in consultation with your stakeholders. An approachable
attitude and the right amount of empathy make a big difference.

The facilitator’s background can be important, for example, regarding their level
of impartiality. Choose someone who can put participants at ease. For instance, a
local woman leading a conversation on women'’s rights in Southeast Asia is more
likely to gain the trust of female participants.

The facilitator’s cross-cultural communication skills also contribute to trust. Use
the tools ‘Considering country-specific and cultural factors” and ‘Building trust’

2 Upholds the dialogue rules

Clear agreements form the basis for an open dialogue. The facilitator can
state these rules or allow the group to determine the rules themselves, which
increases commitment. A facilitator helps participants adhere to the rules. Basic
dialogue rules include: listening with genuine interest; respecting another
person’s input; suspending your judgment; speaking from personal experience;
and ensuring everyone has the opportunity to contribute.
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A competent facilitator ensures that all participants, regardless of their experi-
ence or personality, feel comfortable enough to contribute. This makes it possible
to address sensitive, complex, or neglected topics. Even in the face of conflic-
ting interests or a negative atmosphere, the facilitator keeps the conversation
constructive.

Tips when you lead the dialogue yourself

Involve everyone using methods such as a check-in at
the start, or working with smaller groups, to lower the
threshold and ensure everyone gets a turn to speak.

In hybrid sessions, pay extra attention to online
participants so that they can fully participate. Even when
under time pressure, check at the end of each round if
there are any essential points that still need to be shared.

Want to know more? Consult the tools ‘Good practices in conducting dialogue’
and ‘Asking the right questions’.

Monitors the process

The facilitator is responsible for how the conversation proceeds, while the
participants are responsible for the content being addressed. This independent
role is essential for a fair process. It is not necessary for the facilitator to under-
stand all the details of the subject matter, but to have a general understanding
to keep the dialogue on the right track. As the organiser, you play a role by
providing the most relevant information with the facilitator in advance, enabling
them to prepare and anticipate adequately - see also characteristic 6 on the
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following page.



https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training

Provides clear instructions

As a facilitator, it is important to ensure there is no confusion about how the
dialogue will be conducted in practice: plenary, in small groups, in rounds, with

a specific assignment, how long rounds will last, and what the objective is. The
facilitator remains nearby to support participants where necessary.
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5 Is flexible and agile

Does the schedule go differently than planned, does technology fail, or does
a crucial topic unexpectedly emerge? A good facilitator adapts the programme on
the spot without losing sight of the objective. The facilitator also recognises when
energy levels are waning and intervenes to keep the focus sharp, for example, by
taking a break or changing the working method.

¢ Prepares thoroughly
A meaningful dialogue begins with strong preparation. Get to know the
facilitator in good time and involve this expert directly in the design of your
programme. Discuss in advance what the facilitator needs from you to ensure the
session runs professionally and smoothly, as every expert has their own way of
working. Help the facilitator prepare well by:
m (larifying each other’s roles.
m Sharing relevant information about stakeholders, their interests, and the
process preliminary to the dialogue.
m Where possible, allowing the facilitator to meet (representatives of) the
stakeholders before the dialogue.
m Encouraging the facilitator to contribute ideas regarding the programme and
working methods.
m Reviewing the final details and any last-minute changes just before the start.
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@ Examples of good facilitation

Example | Multi-stakeholder dialogue in a sourcing country: promoting
equality through a co-facilitator

During previous (online) dialogues in the natural stone sector in India, it
became apparent that European voices were unintentionally dominating.
To restore equality in the in-person dialogue, an Indian co-facilitator was
appointed.

The approach

A deliberate search was conducted for a local expert with legitimacy, know-
ledge of the sector, and language skills. Both facilitators participated in the
entire programme surrounding the dialogue. This allowed them to identify
potential sensitivities within the group and gauge areas of strong collective
interest, which laid a good foundation for facilitating the dialogue. During the
dialogue, the Indian facilitator asked concrete questions to local exporters and
helped with translations, understanding of knowledge transfer, and cultural
differences.

The added value of a (local) co-facilitator

By investing in a local facilitator who understands the language and culture,
the dialogue became more meaningful and equitable. The threshold for Indian
stakeholders to contribute become lower, ensuring their voices were heard in
the outcomes together with those of the European participants.

Point of attention

When working with co-facilitators, ensure an equal information position.
Prevent the more experienced facilitator from maintaining an advantage
over the newcomer.
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Example | Stakeholderbijeenkomst over dubbele materialiteit

For a dialogue meeting on the conducted materiality assessment (i),
a company chose an independent facilitator to manage the process.

The approach

The facilitator prepared thoroughly by studying previous 1-on-1 interviews
and documents from the company. During the meeting, clear dialogue rules
were shared, and participants worked in small groups to lower the threshold
for providing input. The results were collected in a plenary session, where
everyone was given the space to add their thoughts.

The added value of an external facilitator

By delegating the process management, the company was able to participate
actively in the dialogue itself, creating a safe and objective atmosphere. The
external expert ensured maximum interactivity and engagement, which
brought critical information to the surface that might otherwise have remained
unaddressed.

Example | Dialogue with workers in the supply chain: the importance
of trust

Importers of natural stone wanted to engage in a conversation with informal
workers in India. Due to the significant power imbalance, a safe environment
was crucial for a fair conversation.

The approach

Two local organisations that have supported the workers for many years
facilitated the dialogue. They ensured safety by communicating in both English
and Hindi, providing equal speaking time to everyone, and not avoiding
sensitive topics. As a result, the workers felt confident enough to speak openly
about risks and sensitive issues.

The added value of a trusted facilitator

Appointing facilitators that have an existing relationship of trust with the
stakeholders, enabled a fair dialogue that would likely never have succeeded
with a newcomer.




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

O

Self-assessment

Compass

O
@
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

070 3499 525

communicatie@ser.nl
https://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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