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Introduction

Why collaborating on stakeholder dialogue?
When preparing, conducting, and following up on a stakeholder dialogue, it can 
be very valuable to work together with other companies and/or your stakeholders. 
A common question, however, is: who should I collaborate with, and how do I 
know whether I am working with the right partners? This tool helps you answer 
those questions and shows how you can work together in a constructive way.

Who to partner up with?
Start by clarifying the goal of the collaboration for your dialogue. Based on that 
goal, you can determine the next steps, such as who you should collaborate with 
and how to organise the cooperation.

Tips for effective collaboration

Not all collaborations run smoothly, and this can affect 
both the relationship and the results. Use the tips below 
to make your collaboration work well: 

•	 10 tips for successful collaboration
•	 6 additional tips for collaborating with partners in supply chains       
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Purpose of collaboration  

The goal of collaboration may be one or more of the following. Click on each 
goal for more information:

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
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Checking knowledge and facts  

Why collaborating? 
To have a meaningful dialogue, you often need more information than you have in-house. 
For example: 
	� Risk analyses for a country or sector
	� Insight into your supply chain
	� Information about local laws or customs (see also the tool ‘Considering country-specific 

and cultural factors’)
	� Working conditions at specific production sites.

Much of this information is difficult to gather on your own. In addition, some human rights 
and responsible business risks may remain hidden because they do not appear in audits 
or standard conversations. For example: the situation of migrant workers or the level of 
freedom for trade unions. Collaborating with the right partners helps you gain faster, more 
complete, and more reliable insights.

How and with whom to collaborate?
Start by clarifying which information you need or want to verify, and then connect with 
the right partners. Whenever possible, work with local experts: people who live and 
work in the countries where you want to collect information or hold a dialogue. While 
(Western) consultants may offer a quick and accessible solution for analysing supply chain 
issues, local experts often provide deeper, on-the-ground insights. Building long-term 
relationships with these knowledge partners allows your company to continuously retrieve 
and verify crucial information.
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Examples
Discussing trade union freedom in India
Contact a local or international trade union, or an organisation specialising in India, 
such as Arisa.

Monitoring working conditions
Collaborate with a local union, NGO, or monitoring partner, such as Fair Wear 
Foundation or &Wider.

Understanding local regulations
Reach out to local authorities, labour offices, the embassy, or local civil society 
organisations.

Practical example | Increase understanding of wage payments  

In Pakistan, amendments were made to the minimum wage legislation (read the 
case (in Dutch)). A group of Dutch clothing companies wanted to engage in dialo-
gue with their suppliers to express support for the wage increase and discuss how 
it could be implemented. To obtain accurate information about wage payments 
and legislation, these companies collaborated with the following organisations: 
•	 Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC): this organisation informed companies about the 

developments via the Agreement on Sustainable Garments and Textile. CCC was 
also able to approach a number of companies directly because of information 
at Open Supply Hub and contact from previous meetings. 

•	 Fair Wear Foundation (FWF): this multi-stakeholder initiative informed affiliated 
companies about the wage increase and was able to verify information about 
the legislation to ensure it was correct. FWF also has local offices that can 
verify information, but in Pakistan this was not the case. 

•	 Agreement on Sustainable Garments and Textile: the partnership was able to 
share information from the NGOs with the affiliated companies.

•	 NGOs: through collaboration with a Dutch NGO, one company obtained facto-
ry-level information from a local NGO.
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https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
https://www.fairwear.org/
https://www.fairwear.org/
https://www.andwider.com/
https://www.ser.nl/nl/thema/imvo/~/-/media/F71E7DB73502418AA482BB9B154F0A20.ashx
https://cleanclothes.org/
https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/en/garments-textile
https://opensupplyhub.org/
https://www.fairwear.org/
https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/en/garments-textile
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Reaching the right people  

Why and with whom to collaborate?
To engage with stakeholders who are further removed from your company, such 
as workers in your supply chain or local communities, collaboration is often 
necessary to establish contact and ensure stakeholders’ safety. In some cases, 
your company may not have the legitimacy, trust, or the right connections to 
conduct a dialogue directly. In such situations, you can choose to collaborate with 
a partner who can engage with stakeholders on your behalf, in a safer and more 
effective way. For example, you might work with local organisations that conduct 
interviews with workers outside the production site, as these organisations are 
trusted by the workers.

First, identify the specific stakeholder group you want to reach. Then, consult  
step 3 of the tool ‘Identifying your stakeholders’ to determine the best way to 
connect with them. 

Examples 
Workers in a factory  
Want to learn more about their working conditions? Reach out to a local trade
union or NGO, for example via international networks like Electronics Watch,
collaborate with a partner like WE program, or participate in multi-stakeholder
initiatives. See also the tool ‘Listening to workers in the supply chain’.

Local communities 
Start with a (local or international) NGO that is active in the area, publishes
reports, or has established relationships with local organisations.

Suppliers
Want to discuss a sensitive topic with suppliers? See if suppliers with whom you
already have a trusted relationship can hold an initial conversation with other
suppliers in the region. This can help reduce hesitation and build trust.

Practical example | Reaching workers in the supply chain 

During a multi-stakeholder dialogue in Rajasthan, India, importers of natural stone 
engaged with workers in the informal parts of the supply chain. The importers 
had very little visibility of this part of the chain and were unable to organise 
contact themselves. Their suppliers could not facilitate this either, as their 
relationships with these workers were not based on trust. The importers therefore 
collaborated with two Indian organisations that have been active for about ten 
years in local communities to improve working conditions. The relationships built 
through these projects provided a solid foundation to facilitate a dialogue with 
the workers.
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https://electronicswatch.org/en
https://we-program.community/what-is-we
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
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Support with the (practical) organisation 
of a dialogue

Why and with whom to collaborate?
Identify which tasks related to organising a dialogue in a production country you 
cannot carry out yourself. For guidance, see the tool ‘Checklist dialogue meeting in 
supply chain’.

To organise a dialogue, you need insight into the local context, including 
logistics and transport, accommodation, and cultural practices. For a company or 
organisation based in Europe, managing this from a distance can be challenging. 
That is why it is important to collaborate with a local partner.

Examples 
	� If you have good contact with your supplier, they may be able to help with 

logistical matters such as local transportation or hotel arrangements.
	� Ask an NGO with specific country knowledge, or one that is active locally, who 

can assist you with these arrangements.  
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Practical example | Organising the logistics together with Indian 
organisations

A multi-stakeholder dialogue in Rajasthan, India, in the natural stone sector was 
partly prepared by two organisations based in the Netherlands: the TruStone 
Initiative and an NGO. They worked closely with two Indian organisations to 
shape the local programme. The Indian organisations had better insight into the 
feasibility of the programme, the local logistics, suitable and unsuitable locations, 
and transport options. They also organised parts of the programme involving local 
stakeholders, such as a dialogue with workers and a visit to a quarry and stone 
storage site. Because the collaboration had been ongoing for several years, there 
was a high level of trust between the parties in each other’s capabilities.
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Advice on approach and follow-up  

Why collaborating? 
When a dialogue is new or complex, external support can be very helpful. For 
example, you may be preparing a dialogue with a supplier about freedom of 
association and are unsure how to approach it. Or you regularly discuss living 
wages with a supplier, but the dialogue has become difficult in recent months.

How and with whom to collaborate?
Experts can help you determine the next step, prepare for a conversation, or 
explore why a dialogue is not progressing smoothly. If you work with experts 
from civil society organisations, only request advice when you intend to act on it, 
take financial compensation into account, and show long-term commitment.

Examples 
External facilitator
Hiring an external facilitator is another way to receive guidance. See the tool 
‘What makes a good facilitator?’.

Knowledge partner at the table
Conduct the dialogue together with a partner who can explain a complex topic in 
depth. This helps your company stay focused on its own role and expertise.
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Practical example | Collaboration with NGOs on capacity-building 
training at the factory level

To collectively improve working conditions in garment factories, several clothing 
brands partnered with (local) NGOs that organised training programmes inside 
factories. One of the suppliers was very hesitant to participate. It proved 
extremely valuable to evaluate together with the NGOs how the conversations 
with this supplier had been conducted, and to reflect on how to approach such 
dialogue differently next time. Before the collaboration started, the partners 
drafted a project plan that also outlined agreements on how they would work 
together. They then discussed how to approach conversations with suppliers and 
clarified who would take on which role.

|  Introduction  |  Checking knowledge  |  Reaching stakeholders  |  Practical support  |  Advice  |  Leverage  |  
License to operate  |  Efficiency  |  Tips for collaboration  |  Colophon  |

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


SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC COUNCIL

Increased leverage in dialogue   

Why and with whom to collaborate? 
For many companies, their individual leverage in the supply chain is not 
sufficient to drive change. For example, in cases of complaints or misconduct, 
a low purchasing volume or a relatively new business relationship can lead to 
an imbalanced dialogue. This makes it difficult to achieve the desired outcome. 
Collaboration with other companies in the sector or, in investment relationships, 
with other investors can help increase your influence. See the examples below.

Examples 
	� Check Open Supply Hub to find out which companies source from the same 

production location. Contact these companies with a request to collaborate on 
a theme or risk area. 
	� Get inspiration from two natural stone companies in this video, who  

collaborated to increase leverage in the supply chain. 
	� Join a multi-stakeholder initiative, such as a sector agreement facilitated by the 

SER, and collaborate with companies within this initiative. 
	� Engage with your sector organisation or trade association and ask them to 

convene companies that are working on a similar topic. 
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Practical example | Working group of pension funds for a joint dia-
logue approach

Organisations participating in the Agreement on International Responsible 
Investment by Pension Funds - NGOs, trade unions, the government, and pension 
funds - formed a working group to jointly address human rights issues in the 
investment chain, in this case labour rights in the palm oil sector. Through joint 
fact-finding, the working group continuously exchanged information from experts, 
local contacts, and research organisations.

The working group developed a shared approach for dialogue between pension 
funds and the companies in which they invested. Collaboration between pension 
funds was essential to achieve meaningful change. Together, they had a larger 
total invested capital, which increased their leverage over companies.
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https://youtu.be/1TCinmLzKjY
https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/en
https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/nl/pensioenfondsen/convenant/-/media/0DD6337486224DFB95B54A1EB9F72C9D.ashx
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Licence to operate and legitimacy  

Why collaborating? 
It can strengthen social acceptance and your company’s legitimacy when working 
together with vulnerable stakeholders, groups that are critical of your business 
operations or supply chain, or with organisations that hold strong trust among 
stakeholders in your value chain.

How and with whom to collaborate? 
Make sure that the collaboration is genuine, built on trust and good intentions, 
not merely a way to improve your image. Show commitment and be transparent 
throughout all phases of the dialogue: preparation, execution, and follow-up. 
See also the practical example on the right. And use the tool ‘Building trust’ for 
practical tips.
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Practical example | Collaborating meaningfully with civil society 
partners 

A clothing company wanted to source from a supplier in India and asked a Dutch 
NGO in advance for information about working conditions. The NGO involved local 
partners, including a trade union of former garment workers. Their knowledge 
and network were essential for gaining workers’ trust and collecting information.

The trade union was ultimately able to share the findings with the company. 
However, because the supplier ended the business relationship, the company 
was unable to discuss the findings or implement improvements. The results were 
also not communicated back to the NGO and the union, leading to a disappoint-
ing end to the collaboration and a loss of trust among the workers and partners 
involved. In this case, the company’s legitimacy clearly decreased due to poor 
communication.
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Using time and capacity more efficiently  

Why collaborating? 
It is not efficient when multiple companies each hold separate dialogues with 
the same stakeholders. This can lead to overburdening stakeholders, who may 
not have the capacity to engage repeatedly. Whenever possible, it is beneficial 
for companies to collaborate with other companies or organisations to share 
resources and organise and follow up on dialogues collectively. Many topics are 
also too complex to address alone, making collaboration valuable from an early 
stage.

How and with whom to collaborate?
Identify which dialogues your company conducts that are likely also taking place 
at other companies. Ask the organisations you plan to engage with whether 
scaling up the dialogue would be helpful for them. Then work together with other 
companies and the relevant organisations to organise this joint approach.

Another route is to explore, through multi-stakeholder initiatives, sector 
collaborations, or industry associations, whether joint dialogues can be organised. 
See also the practical example on the right.
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Practical example | Collective dialogue with the Uyghur community  

Within a sectoral partnership, a dialogue was organised between its members 
(companies, knowledge institutions, NGOs, and trade unions) and representatives 
of the Uyghur community in the Netherlands. They engaged in dialogue about the 
working conditions of Uyghurs in China.

Organising this dialogue collectively ensured that the Uyghur representatives 
reached a wider audience and had greater impact with their story than through 
one-on-one conversations. It also minimised the burden on the Uyghur 
stakeholders, for whom discussing their situation was emotionally difficult.
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10 tips for succesful collaboration 

Follow the 10 tips below to foster strong and effective collaboration:

1.	 Be open about your interests and commitment
Be open about your company’s role, interests, and level of commitment you bring 
to the collaboration. For a partnership to work well, your company’s interests 
should not conflict with those of your partner — or if they do, be transparent 
about it. All parties want to avoid reputational risks that may arise from the 
collaboration.

2.	 Define clear roles and responsibilities
Ensure everyone understands what is expected from their organisation and which 
tasks and responsibilities this involves. Make these roles as explicit as possible.

3.	 Build trust 
Build trust between your company and the organisation you collaborate with by 
being open, honest and transparent. Keep agreements to show that you are a 
reliable party. For more information, see the tool ‘Building trust’.

4.	 Communicate regularly 
Provide frequent updates on the steps you are taking or plan to take. Especially 
inform partners about matters that affect them. For example, how you used the 
information they shared, or which contacts you have engaged. 

5.	 Adopt an open attitude 
Apply the elements of meaningful dialogue to collaboration as well. Maintain a 
curious, open, and friendly attitude towards your collaboration partner.
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6.	 Aim for long-term collaboration 
Focus on long-term partnership and demonstrate commitment to a shared future 
vision. Avoid short-term, one-off engagements. Long-term collaboration lowers 
the barriers for ad-hoc contact, and makes it easier to find partners quickly when 
opportunities or challenges arise.

7.	 Evaluate regularly 
Review the collaboration periodically and apply the lessons learned.

8.	 Be transparant
Make sure your company is easy to find for stakeholders. You can do this,  
for instance, by listing your production sites on Open Supply Hub or by  
communicating openly about your sustainability policies and outcomes.  
This increases the likelihood that others will approach you for collaboration.

9.	 Be mindful of capacity 
Be mindful of your partners’ availability and capabilities. Adjust your 
communication methods (e.g. email or phone) and the frequency of meetings  
to accommodate their needs. 

10.	Avoid tight timelines
Do not start a collaboration with a new or unfamiliar partner when the timeline is 
very tight. Building a relationship with an external organisation takes time, and a 
rushed schedule can put the partnership under immediate pressure. 
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6 additional tips collaborating with  
partners in supply chains      

To achieve your goals in a production country, it is often necessary to collaborate 
with an organisation located in that country. In addition to the 10 tips in the 
previous chapter, you should take the following factors into account:

1.	 Get to know the organisation
As with any stakeholder, it is important to invest time in getting to know the 
organisation you plan to work with. Try to understand what type of organisation 
it is and what it values in a collaboration. You can ask questions such as: Who do 
you work with? Who trusts you, and who does not? What are your objectives? 
How do you try to achieve them? How large is your organisation? How are you 
structured? Use this information to adjust your own behaviour, expectations, and 
any planned activities.

2.	 Be cautious when there is distrust
Collaboration with a trade union or NGO may influence your relationship with 
other dialogue partners. For example, with a supplier that opposes freedom of 
association or wants to keep critical NGOs at a distance.
Distrust towards civil society organisations can be significant, so proceed with 
care and introduce the collaboration gradually. At the same time, working with 
civil society strengthens their role and legitimacy. Actively involving them 
acknowledges their position as full dialogue partners and helps increase their 
influence (see also step 6a in the tool ‘Identifying your stakeholders’).
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3.	 Set realistic expectations 
Be clear about the scope of your company’s influence. What is and is notpossible? 
You want to avoid creating unrealistic expectations about what you can achieve 
together, as this can damage mutual trust.

4.	 Offer financial compensation 
Civil society organisations often have limited capacity to engage in collaborations. 
Ensure your company provides financial compensation for the time they invest 
and/or contributes actively to the project. When interests overlap, this may also 
be a sufficient basis for cooperation.

5.	 Be mindful of cultural differences 
Use the tool ‘Considering country-specific and cultural factors’.

6.	 Build trust 
	� Already have experience collaborating with similar companies and 

organisations.
	� Do not impose ideas or force proposals, but instead develop solutions jointly.
	� Can provide concrete examples from previous dialogues and propose an 

approach based on that experience.
	� Share a common language, both in terms of jargon and spoken language
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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

mailto:communicatie%40ser.nl?subject=
http://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue 
https://medemenselijkondernemen.nl/
https://medemenselijkondernemen.nl/
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
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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