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Introduction

Workers in the supply chain
For many companies, workers in the supply chain are a crucial but hard-to-reach 
stakeholder group. This includes everyone involved in producing goods or 
delivering services across the chain: from workers with permanent or temporary 
contracts at suppliers to more informal workers such as day labourers, seasonal 
workers, contract workers, agency workers and homeworkers.This tool helps you 
identify appropriate ways to listen to their perspectives and meaningfully take 
them into account.

Why listening to workers matters
Workers face daily risks of rights violations, such as unsafe working conditions, 
discrimination, or underpayment. Workers have first-hand knowledge of what 
happens in practice. Their perspectives help bridge the gap between formal 
policies and actual working conditions. Insights from informal workers are 
particularly valuable for risk assessment, as their working conditions often fall 
outside audits and formal systems, meaning risks may otherwise remain invisible. 
Buying companies have a responsibility here: they can help ensure that workers’ 
voices are heard, even when they are not the direct employer.

Promoting meaningful dialogue with workers
Engaging in dialogue with workers is often challenging. There are usually several 
layers between your company and the workplace, you are rarely the formal 
employer, and language and cultural differences can make communication 
difficult. Even so, companies can exert influence. For example, by working with 
(supply chain) partners who gather workers’ perspectives, and by actively feeding 
these insights into dialogue with suppliers and into the due diligence process. 
This tool shows how to do this in practice.

Barriers for workers to speak up
For many workers, speaking openly about problems is not self-evident. Fear of 
negative consequences, such as dismissal, intimidation or violence, is one of the 
main barriers. These barriers are often even higher for informal workers, such as 
day labourers, seasonal workers and homeworkers. They typically have insecure 
or temporary contracts, little to no social protection, and are less visible within 
organisations and supply chains.
Building safety and trust takes time and sustained effort. It requires an approach 
that takes into account the different positions, risks and vulnerabilities of workers 
throughout the value chain.

  

Click on (i) for further 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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Five approaches to listen to workers

For companies, direct dialogue with workers is often not possible or preferred. 
Instead, you can use methods that promote meaningful engagement and 
ensure workers’ perspectives are heard. This tool outlines five commonly 
used approaches (see the box on the right). For each approach, we highlight 
considerations to keep in mind.

Preferred approach
Is there a trade union or elected worker representation in the region or at the 
site? If so, this route is preferred as a first step. It allows you to build on existing 
structures and supports fundamental labour rights, such as freedom of association 
and the right to collective bargaining.

The five approached to listen to workers
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Approach 1 | Via trade unions or other 
employee representative bodies

Why this approach? 
In many countries, trade unions have an official and recognised role in 
representing workers. They are authorised to negotiate agreements with 
employers on behalf of employees, for example through collective labour 
agreements or other forms of social dialogue. For this reason, companies are 
expected to first engage with trade unions or official employee representatives  
on matters such as working conditions and decisions that affect workers. This is 
the most direct, structured, and legitimate way to involve workers.

What are the alternatives if there is no reliable trade union?
If a legitimate or reliable trade union is not present at a production site (i) 
several alternative approaches can be considered. 
	� Reach out to an international trade union federation (for example, IndustriALL) 

or its affiliates that have knowledge of local unions.
	� Collaborate with factory committees or other formal employee representatives 

to gather information. Direct dialogue with members of these groups can help 
strengthen their legitimacy and role in representing workers.
	� Continue to promote social dialogue with your supplier, even if no union is 

present. This provides the basic structure through which workers can voice 
their concerns about working conditions.
	� Make use of other forms of representation, such as community-based 
	� organisations. See also ‘Approach 2’.

Advantages of this approach
Formal and legitimate representation
In many countries, trade unions are officially recognised as representatives of 
workers. Engaging with trade unions carries more weight than informal channels. 
Agreements can also be included in collective labour agreements or other formal 
arrangements, increasing the likelihood of concrete follow-up.

Collective worker voice
Trade unions are in direct contact with workers and represent them as a group. 
This provides insights into structural issues that may not emerge in individual 
conversations or audits. They also understand local conditions, culture, and 
language, giving the most accurate picture of the workplace.

Strengthening workers’ rights
Working with trade unions helps protect employees’ rights. Unions can explain 
workers’ rights and support action where needed. It also makes it easier for 
employees to share concerns. In practice, however, the quality of social dialogue 
often still leaves room for improvement.
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https://www.industriall-union.org/
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
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Considerations when using this approach
Lack of freedom of association
In many countries, trade unions are prohibited. Where they do exist, there may be 
negative perceptions or the unions may be unreliable (so-called “yellow unions”)(i), 
collaborating with employers or government rather than genuinely representing 
workers. In such cases, seek alternative ways to engage with employees. Be 
aware that where freedom of association is restricted, union membership may 
pose safety risks for workers. See the example below for further guidance.

Who is represented, and who is not? 
Trade unions often primarily represent permanent employees, with temporary 
or agency workers being less well represented. Women also frequently feel 
underrepresented, due to male dominance within union structures. It is therefore 
important to check who is at the table and which groups of employees are 
effectively or inadequately represented, for example by discussing this with your 
supplier or the relevant employee representatives.

Example | Lessons from a trade union in Cambodia 

C.CADWU, an independent and democratic trade union active in Cambodia, 
emphasises from past experience that a uniform approach to trade union 
engagement is not effective. Instead, an approach that takes local circumstan-
ces into account is needed. Which unions should companies engage with, and 
how? What barriers should be considered? Which actions should be avoided? 
Read more about this in the STITCH Technical Guidance (page 42–43).

https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
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Approach 2 | Via NGOs, local networks or 
third parties

Why this approach?
NGOs, local networks or third parties (e.g. WE Program, Worker-Driven Social 
Responsibility Network and Electronics Watch) that operate close to  production 
locations can provide a strong entry point for engaging with workers. They 
understand the local context and often have access to groups that are harder to 
reach through formal channels.
By working with these organisations, you can gather insights from workers in a 
safe and accessible way, even where there is no trade union or worker represen-
tation. Identify which organisations are active around your production locations 
and explore whether collaboration is possible. See also the tool ‘Who to partner 
up with?’.

Advantages of this approach
A safe way for workers to speak up
Workers are more likely to feel safe and speak openly with organisations they 
trust. Trust-based dialogue leads to more reliable insights into what is really 
happening. These organisations also understand local conditions, language, and 
cultural nuances, which is essential for correctly interpreting workers’ input. 
Conversations may reveal issues that do not surface in traditional audits or 
through suppliers.
 
Reaching vulnerable groups
NGOs often have better access to temporary workers, migrant workers, and 
informal workers, as well as groups that are structurally underrepresented, such 
as women, migrant workers, and socially marginalised communities (for example, 
based on caste).
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Support for workers
The organisation can inform workers about their rights and working conditions. 
They can also provide practical advice on addressing rights violations, such as 
filing a grievance or contacting a trade union, thereby empowering workers to 
take action when necessary.

Considerations when using this approach
Build a long-term partnership
Invest in a sustainable, long-term relationship with the organisation. Be reliable, 
honour your commitments, and respect the organisation’s way of working. Do 
not expect to receive all information quickly, even if the organisation already 
has strong local relationships. Building trust with workers takes time. See the 
example on the next page and the tool ‘Building trust’. 

Who you do and do not reach 
An organisation never represents all workers or all workers equally. Some groups 
may remain out of sight, and attention may focus on issues the organisation 
itself prioritises. Continue to critically assess whether you are gaining a broad and 
balanced picture.

https://www.we-program.community/
https://wsr-network.org/what-is-wsr/
https://wsr-network.org/what-is-wsr/
https://electronicswatch.org/en
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
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Example | Engaging in collaboration with Indian organisations

As part of a multi-stakeholder dialogue focused on identifying risks in the
natural stone sector in India, importers of natural stone engaged in dialogue 
with workers. These workers were employed in the informal parts of the supply 
chain, characterised by the absence of formal employment contracts, low 
wages, and ad-hoc work arrangements. Facilitating meaningful dialogue with 
these workers required creating conditions that enabled their participation. This 
was achieved by:
	� Collaborating with two Indian organisations that have spent years building 

trust with these workers. These organisations played a key role in facilitating 
the dialogue.
	� Compensating workers for their time to ensure they were fairly remunerated 

for their participation.
	� Providing a platform for workers to share their experiences with a broad and 

relevant audience, including international companies, a multi-stakeholder 
initiative, NGOs, and a representative from the Dutch government.
	� Ensuring a safe environment for workers to speak freely, which was  

facilitated by the absence of their employers.
	� Demonstrating genuine curiosity and interest in the workers’ stories by 

asking thoughtful questions and engaging in active listening.
	� Offering translation services between English, Hindi, and local dialects to 

ensure clear communication and understanding.
	� Arranging transportation to the dialogue location and providing lunch 

afterward to support worker participation and comfort.
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Approach 3 | Through grievance 
mechanism

Why this approach? 
Through a grievance mechanism, workers can anonymously raise concerns, share 
feedback on working conditions, and seek solutions and remedy. By receiving 
grievances, companies gain insight into issues within their value chain and can 
help identify appropriate remedies. A well-functioning grievance mechanism 
that handles grievances in a fair and appropriate way helps build trust between 
workers and employers. Workers feel heard and respected as a result.

Different types of grievance mechanisms
There are several types of grievance mechanisms that can operate alongside one 
another, including:
	� A factory-level grievance channel: Workers can raise concerns with their own 

employer and/or with purchasing companies.
	� Collective grievance mechanisms: These are, for example, coordinated by a 

multi-stakeholder initiative or an audit organisation. In addition to workers, 
they are also accessible to trade unions and civil society organisations.
	� Read more about grievance mechanisms here.

Advantages of this approach 
Anonymity
Workers can usually submit a grievance anonymously and, when the mechanism 
functions well, do not have to fear negative consequences. The investigation and 
handling of a grievance can also take place anonymously.
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Insight into the most urgent issues
grievances highlight which problems or risks require the most immediate 
attention.

Reaching workers at scale
Grievance mechanisms are generally a scalable way to listen to the most pressing 
issues across your value chain.

Considerations when using this approach
Trust in the system
A grievance mechanism only works if workers trust it and actively use it. Invest 
in, or make use of, a reliable system that meets the UNGP effectiveness criteria. 

Not proactive dialogue, but careful engagement is essential
A grievance mechanism is not a tool for proactive dialogue, but a way to respond to 
reported issues. Companies that receive a grievance have a responsibility to handle 
it seriously, carefully, and with respect. Meaningful engagement with workers, from 
the moment a grievance is submitted up until follow-up, is essential. 
 
Is the channel easy to use?
The grievance mechanism must be accessible to all workers, including those in 
deeper tiers of the value chain. Technological limitations, language barriers, or lack of 
awareness of the mechanism can create obstacles. Regularly assess how accessible 
the grievance mechanism is for workers in your value chain, and invest in activities 
that raise awareness of these channels. 
 
Timely response to grievances
Respond quickly to grievances. Slow responses undermine trust, reduce the sense of 
urgency, and can even affect workers’ safety.

https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/access-to-remedy
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/arp-note-meeting-effectiveness-criteria.pdf
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Approach 4 | Using a digital tool

Why this approach? 
Digital tools, such as worker surveys, make it possible to collect information from 
workers in the value chain remotely and at scale. This is not a form of in-person 
dialogue with workers, but it helps to set priorities and identify risks.

Examples of such tools include &Wider, Ulula, and the Fair Work Monitor from 
CNV International. Using a questionnaire, workers answer questions about their 
experiences in the workplace through, for example, (pre-recorded) phone surveys, 
online questionnaires, or messaging apps such as WhatsApp or WeChat. The 
quantitative results help companies, suppliers, and/or trade unions identify key 
risks and work together to improve conditions at a production site. You can also 
read about this garment company’s experience with a digital worker survey (in 
Dutch).

Differences between tools
Each tool is different. The Fair Work Monitor, for example, is used by trade unions 
as input for social dialogue with the employer. Workers are explicitly involved 
in the development of the monitoring and in discussing the results. Other tools 
may focus more on strengthening a supplier’s capacity to listen to workers, in 
collaboration with the purchasing company and the tool provider.

If you enter into a partnership with a third party to deploy a digital tool, it is 
important to carefully weigh the tool’s advantages and disadvantages in advance 
in order to assess any limitations or risks. Consider the points below when 
selecting an appropriate tool.
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Advantages of a digital tool 
Scalable and wide reach
Digital tools are scalable and efficient. They allow you to reach large numbers 
of workers quickly and easily and to gain insight into risks and issues at scale. 
Depending on the tool provider, it may also be possible to reach workers in deeper or 
informal tiers of the value chain. 

Anonymity
Workers can respond safely without their identity being known. The use of multiple- 
choice questions can further strengthen the sense of anonymity.

Standardised information
Data can be collected in a way that aligns with legal requirements or other standards.

Validation of information
The data helps verify and clarify information from audits, research reports, or other 
sources. 

Sharing insights with suppliers
With some tools, suppliers have access to the results, giving them insight into what is 
happening among their workers. 

Considerations when using this approach
Is the tool accessible to all workers?
The digital tool should be accessible to all workers, for example by offering 
multiple options (SMS, internet, telephone), enabling offline use, and providing 
translation options. Keep in mind that workers need to be able to read and have 
access to digital devices.

https://www.andwider.com/
https://ulula.com/
https://www.cnv.nl/fairworkmonitor/
https://www.ser.nl/-/media/ser/downloads/thema/imvo/betekenisvolle-dialoog/pilot-digitale-enquete.pdf
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Is the supplier willing to cooperate? 
A supplier may be hesitant about workers using the tool. Tools implemented 
through trade unions are less dependent on supplier cooperation. Even then, 
discussing the results with the supplier can remain challenging.

Is the tool safe and reliable? 
Digital tools must guarantee user privacy when collecting, storing, and analysing 
data. Participation rates will be low if workers have little trust in the integrity, 
outcomes, or anonymity of the tool, if participation could have negative personal 
consequences, or if workers simply lack the time. Regular use of a tool helps build 
trust among workers and improves the reliability of the results, but this takes 
time to develop.

Results are often quantitative 
Surveys provide an initial picture but not the full story. Dialogue about the results 
with suppliers, trade unions, or NGOs is needed to interpret the data and comple-
ment it with qualitative insights. This also requires sufficient knowledge and skills 
among the staff interpreting the results.

No two-way engagement
In digital questionnaires, users often cannot raise their own topics, and multi-
ple-choice questions limit depth. In addition, follow-up on results is not always 
guaranteed. With some tools, such as the Fair Work Monitor, workers do know 
how the results are used and are actively involved in the analysis and in social 
dialogue with the employer and trade union.
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Approach 5 | As part of an audit

Why this approach? 
Audits often involve interviewing workers, either individually or in groups, to 
gather insights into their working and living conditions. These interviews
typically cover topics such as working hours, wages, and workers’ experiences 
with management. While these interviews are intended to be voluntary 
and conducted in a safe environment, the methodology and quality of the 
interviews can vary significantly between auditors. Always assess how the 
auditor you work with approaches these interviews, and check whether it is 
possible to conduct the conversations together with the auditor.

Advantages of this approach 
Verification of information 
Interviews with workers provide an opportunity to validate and supplement 
information gathered from other documentation and sources. Through these 
interviews, auditors obtain first-hand accounts of workers’ experiences, which 
offer a more nuanced understanding than written records alone. 

Standardised information
The data collected through interviews can be standardised to meet 
specific regulatory requirements or audit criteria, ensuring consistency and 
comparability across different audits.

Considerations when using this approach
Who you do and do not reach 
Audits are usually carried out at a company’s direct suppliers. Workers in deeper 
tiers of the value chain are not included. In addition, the representativeness of 
workers within a particular factory cannot be guaranteed.

Is the information reliable? 
Workers are often informed in advance by their employer about the auditor’s visit 
and may be instructed on how to answer certain questions. Audits conducted in 
this way are not reliable.

Can workers speak openly? 
Audits are often carried out under time pressure. As a result, interviews may 
feel rushed and may not provide workers with a sense of safety. In many cases, 
workers will be reluctant to speak openly during audits out of fear of negative 
consequences from their employer.

No two-way engagement 
For workers, this is (likely) not a satisfying way to engage in dialogue, as they 
are asked to complete a checklist rather than take part in an open conversation. 
Depth is limited, and there is generally no follow-up after the interviews, neither 
by factory management nor by auditors. It is important that workers are involved 
in the follow-up and in addressing the identified points for corrective action (i).
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https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance
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How do I feed insights from workers 
back to the supplier?

It can be challenging to discuss what workers in the value chain have shared 
with a supplier, as these are not your own direct employees. Nevertheless, it is 
important to raise these insights. Doing so helps prevent distrust among workers, 
enables you to identify joint improvement actions, and shows that you genuinely 
listen to workers. Keep the following points in mind:

Source of information
Can you be transparent about your source? Do not disclose the source if this could 
put workers at risk. In that case, discuss the concerns workers have raised in more 
general terms. Align this choice with the workers concerned and/or other involved 
parties (such as an NGO or trade union).

Understand the context
Beforehand, deepen your understanding of how an identified issue relates to the 
supplier’s cultural, geographical, or sectoral context. See also the tool ‘Considering 
country-specific and cultural factors’. 

Highlight the win–win
In your conversation with the supplier, explain why listening to workers is 
valuable. For example: it can lead to higher satisfaction, lower turnover, and 
greater stability and quality of work.

Avoid generalisations
Base the discussion on concrete signals, patterns, or recurring concerns shared  
by workers. Avoid assumptions or stereotypes about “workers” or “the sector”.  
If sharing specific examples could put workers at risk, raise the concerns at a 
higher level and explain what they are based on.

Ask open questions
Invite the supplier to share their perspective by asking open, inviting questions. 
See also the tool ‘Asking the right questions’. 

Listen actively
Take the time to genuinely listen to what the supplier is telling you. Try to 
understand their viewpoints and show empathy for their perspective. See the tool 
‘Good practices in conducting dialogue’  for additional tips on using conversation 
skills in dialogue with your supplier.
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https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
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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.

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.O. Box 90405
2509 LK  Den Haag 
The Netherlands
+31 70 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.
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