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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.

Knowing who you want to talk to is the start, but how do you ensure they want to
talk to you too? You cannot automatically assume that stakeholders will respond

to your invitation. Dialogue is a two-way process. Stakeholders often have limited
time and resources and will only join a dialogue if they have a good reason to. This
tool helps you to promote stakeholder commitment so that you can achieve better
results together.

How to foster commitment can vary significantly among stakeholder groups.

To gain a better understanding, this tool dives into three core questions: are
stakeholders willing to participate, are they able to participate and do they trust
the process enough to participate? These three questions are interrelated: if the
answer to any of these is negative, there is a chance of insufficient commitment to
meaningful dialogue.

A supplier has different interests and opportunities to join than an NGO. More
details on how this works for these two stakeholders groups are described further

on in the tool.

Want to be sure you are talking to right people?
The tool ‘Identifying your stakeholders’ help you with

this. You will gain insight into selecting the stakeholders

who really matter for due diligence (i).
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What determines stakeholder commitment?

Click on (i) for further information.



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

@ Factors that influence commitment
Will - What is in it for the stakeholder?

Stakeholders will only join if they see added value for them. You can enhance
Commitment is the difference between someone who responds to a request, and their willingness, by:
someone who is motivated to actively participate and feels responsible for the

result. Being clear about the reason and purpose

(Clearly communicate the reason why you want to get into dialogue, and what
To reach the latter, it is important to create a context in which stakeholders are your intentions and goals are. Also be clear about your expectations from
inclined to participate. A dialogue only succeeds if stakeholders are willing, stakeholders.
able and have trust to participate. You create the right environment by actively
fostering: clarity, added value, safety, accessibility, sincerity, and collaboration. Providing added value
Only then stakeholders feel heard and committed to the dialogue. What value will the dialogue bring stakeholders? E.g. gaining valuable

insights, strengthening relationships, or having the opportunity to influence
your company’s policy and strategy. The greater a stakeholder’s interest in the
outcome, the greater its commitment to join.

Factors that promote stakeholder commitment Being open to feedback
Listen to stakeholders’ feedback and co-develop the dialogue’s purposes and
agenda. This will increase their sense of responsibility for the dialogue.

1rade Ability - Are preconditions covered?
union In some cases, a stakeholder wants to participate but is simply not able to. You
can improve preconditions by:

Factory
workers

Ensuring safety
Create an environment where stakeholders can speak freely without fear of

Company repercussions. Without safety provisions, participation is impossible.

buyers

Supplier

Facilitating dialogue

Consider the capacity of the interlocutors. Do they have sufficient time and
background knowledge? Are they able to reach the venue or do you need
Residents Local to arrange transportation? Also make sure language is not a barrier, e.g. by

authority
arranging an interpreter.
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Using an appropriate format

Respect your stakeholders’ preferences for how to be involved, e.g. through a
one-on-one conversation or a survey. The chance of participation increases if you
shape the process jointly. Ideally you strive together for in-person interaction.

Practical and social barriers

Step 6 in the tool ‘Identifying you stakeholders’ outlines
possible practical and social barriers for stakeholders

to participate in the dialogue.

Trust - Can stakeholders trust your company?

Trust is key. Stakeholders will only speak freely if they believe you act sincerely.
More information on how to build trust can be found in the tool ‘Building trust'
You can foster trust, by:

Demonstrating commitment to the dialogue

Your commitment directly influences the commitment of others. Ensure a mandate
to act and embed stakeholder dialogue into your (international) responsible
business conduct (IRBC) policies. Be ready to adjust business processes and to
prevent or address adverse impacts, if needed.

Fulfilling agreements

Trust grows when you practice what you promise. Be transparent about how
you follow up on the dialogue: what has been done with stakeholders” input?
Stakeholders are more likely to stay engaged when you act on their input.

Investing in the relationship

A personal relationship reduces the barrier for a difficult conversation. Allocate
time and interact reqularly without a specific agenda. Minimise rotation among
contact persons to build a relationship based on trust. See also the example on
the right.
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Example | Investing in relationships as basis for commitment

Trust is not a one-off effort, but a process that takes times and grows through
consistency and honesty. This foundation is crucial for commitment: without
trust resistance and a passive attitude among suppliers might develop. When
confidence is there, business partners are more inclined to invest in long-term
goals.

At Verstegen Spices & Sauces (English subtitles) they do not talk about
‘projects” with an end date, but about continuing programmes to maintain
partnerships. Teams work multi-disciplinary, e.g. sustainable and sourcing.

By preparing and conducting the dialogue together, they amplify each other’s
expertise and leverage in the chain. This joint approach sends a powerful signal
to stakeholders and builds the necessary commitment for real impact.



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://youtu.be/Ws7EWUC8U1k?si=WXPtK0CUlMJMlknK

@ Commitment from suppliers

Not every supplier is equally focused on IRBC. Some parties already operate
according to international guidelines, while others prefer to avoid the subject.
This may be due to a lack of time, different priorities, fear of the consequences of
an open conversation, or a genuine assumption that nothing is wrong.

Although the ‘Will-Ability-Trust” method applies to every stakeholder, the business
context plays a significant role with suppliers. By keeping your supplier base as
lean as possible — focusing on parties with whom you can build stable, long-
term relationships — the likelihood increases that you will be able to engage in a
dialogue about IRBC.

Will - What are the business drivers?

Goal and business case

State the goal of the dialogue and what you intend to do with the information
shared. Convince your supplier by highlighting the business benefits. A clear narra-
tive regarding the added value of change or improvement is often more effective
than a list of requirements.

Commercial interest (leverage)

Your purchasing volume and the duration of the relationship can determine how
seriously a supplier takes the conversation (see the example at the right). If you
have limited economic impact, the supplier's interest may be low. (i) In that case,
seek collaboration with other companies to exert more influence collectively.
Please note: be mindful of (national) antitrust requlations.
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Example | The importance of leverage

When rolling out a training program to suppliers, a significant difference was
observed between the purchasing relationships of Company A and Company
B with their respective suppliers. Company A had considerable influence and
had built a personal relationship with its supplier, allowing the brand to offer
the training as a gesture of support. As a result, the dialogue quickly gained

momentum. In contrast, Company B's purchasing volume was minimal, even
after increasing order quantities, and there was no personal relationship with
the supplier. Consequently, the focus of the discussion remained centered on
expanding business rather than fostering meaningful dialogue.

Incentives

Reward good effort with positive incentives, such as larger orders. Use negative
incentives when necessary, such as temporarily suspending orders. Terminating the
relationship is considered a last resort in the OECD Guidelines (paragraph 25, p. 19).
Carefully weighing whether a business relationship can be terminated in a responsible
manner is known as responsible disengagement (i).

Inspiration

Share success stories from previous dialogues to demonstrate the benefits. You can
also ask other experienced suppliers to share their positive experiences with partners
who are in doubt (see the example on the next page).



https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-guidelines-for-multinational-enterprises-on-responsible-business-conduct_81f92357-en.html
https://www.oecd-events.org/e/garment-2025/onlinesession/07697d55-7b9c-ef11-88cf-6045bd903ca2
https://www.oecd-events.org/e/garment-2025/onlinesession/07697d55-7b9c-ef11-88cf-6045bd903ca2
https://www.oecd-events.org/e/garment-2025/onlinesession/07697d55-7b9c-ef11-88cf-6045bd903ca2
https://www.stitchpartnership.org/mse-technical-guidance

Example | Promoting dialogue with the help of others

A clothing company sought to engage in dialogue with suppliers about the results
of digital surveys conducted among workers in clothing factories. To motivate
suppliers to participate, the company emphasised the added value for both
suppliers and employees. However, in some cases, this was not enough to secure
commitment. The company then invited other suppliers who had previously
participated in the process to share their experiences and the benefits they had
gained. This approach proved successful in reassuring hesitant suppliers about
the time investment, clarifying that there were no negative consequences, and
highlighting how they could benefit from the survey results themselves.

Ability - Are the preconditions for dialogue in place?
Sometimes dialogue is impeded not by a lack of will, but by a lack of practical
possibilities.

Shared responsibility

Actively support your supplier in improving processes instead of merely
shifting the risks onto them. Ensure a fair pricing strategy. You cannot expect a
commitment to dialogue regarding RBC if commercial pressure eliminates the
room for improvement.

The right level and contact person

Sometimes the request for dialogue simply reaches the wrong person. For
strategic RBC changes, it may be necessary for senior management to meet and
decide before operational contacts can act.

Intermediaries

In indirect relationships, intermediaries (e.g. agents) act as the gatekeepers.

If they do not understand or promote the importance of dialogue, your message
will not reach the stakeholders behind them. Ensure that they support the
dialogue instead of hindering it. See also the example on the right.

4 60of8 P | Introduction | Important factors | Suppliers | NGOs | Colophon |

Example | Promoting dialogue with the help of others

A company struggled to discuss IRBC with its supplier due to an intermediate trading
relationship that hindered direct contact and did not emphasise the importance of
IRBC. The intermediary claimed that the supplier was reluctant. Had the relationship
been direct, the company could have initiated a dialogue about the reluctance and
worked to address it. This experience highlighted the importance of involving agents
and other intermediaries in IRBC and establishing clear agreements on roles and
responsibilities.

Trust - Is there a reliable foundation for openness?
Even when a supplier is willing and the preconditions are met, dialogue can stall
if the fear of negative consequences outweighs the level of trust.

Mutual trust

Create an environment where the supplier feels safe to be honest about
challenges or misconduct, without the fear of sanctions or loss of business. If
a supplier feels that honesty leads to negative repercussions, they will be less
inclined to engage in dialogue and more likely to conceal problems rather than
solve them.

Equality and empathy

Genuinely immerse yourself in the local situation and the supplier's perspective.
When a supplier notices that you understand their reality, they will feel more
comfortable being vulnerable and will be quicker to point out where the actual
bottlenecks lie.

Collaborative communication

The tone of the conversation is decisive. Avoid a top-down 'audit-style' where
you only state requirements. Instead, choose a form of dialogue where you stand
side-by-side as partners to discuss topics or solve a problem. Small adjustments
in how you phrase an email or open a meeting already determine whether a
supplier becomes defensive or seeks collaboration.




@ Commitment from NGOs

Civil society organisations carefully assess your request for dialogue before
committing. They want to avoid their participation being used as a 'tick-box
exercise' without any real change taking place.

Although the 'Will-Ability-Trust' method applies to every stakeholder, a moral
context plays a significant role when engaging with NGOs.

Will - Is there a vision for real change?
NGOs will only dedicate time if they see that your company takes the due
diligence process seriously.

Long-term vision
NGOs prefer structural dialogue over one-off meetings. Show that you have a

long-term plan. This builds confidence in a fundamental approach to human rights

and environmental risks.

Acknowledging the risks

Be prepared to identify and (publicly) acknowledge the RBC risks in your supply
chain. For NGOs, involving rightsholders (such as workers) in this process is a key
indicator of your motivation.

An integrated approach

Do not view risks as isolated incidents. Demonstrate that you understand how
issues are interconnected, such as the relationship between living wages,
overtime, and freedom of association.
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Ability - Are you facilitating a fair dialogue?
Sometimes, the space for a productive conversation is missing due to a lack of
information.

Relevant information

Provide NGOs with access to the necessary data regarding your supply chain and
sourcing countries. Without reliable information, they cannot fulfill their role as
experts or critical advisors.

Trust - Are you willing to examine your own role?
Trust with NGOs is built when you, as a company, take responsibility for your own
impact.

Self-reflection

For a meaningful dialogue about systemic problems (such as child labor) it is
important that you are willing to pay a fair price. Your own purchasing practices
determine whether the conditions for improvement are present in the first place.
If your own activities contribute to these risks, it is essential to investigate this
and commit to responsible purchasing practices.

Openness and transparency

You do not need to have everything perfectly in order before reaching out. It is
precisely the sincere willingness to work together on preventing or addressing
negative impact that creates the trust necessary for a meaningful dialogue.

Criteria of civil society organisations when evaluating company requests

The ‘MVO0 Platform’, a network of Dutch trade unions and NGOs active in the field

of CSR, developed guidelines for civil society organisations to evaluate whether

or not to participate in corporate stakeholder consultations. For companies, these
guidelines provide insight into what is important to civil society organisations when
assessing a request for engagement.



https://www.cfrpp.org/
https://www.mvoplatform.nl/en/guidelines-for-civil-society-organisations-participating-in-corporate-stakeholder-consultations/

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

Photo Arisa

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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