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Introduction

 
Society is increasingly demanding that companies provide transparency regarding  
their policies, strategies, and progress related to (international) responsible  
business conduct (IRBC). By communicating effectively on these matters, you 
meet the expectations of stakeholders and comply with international guidelines, 
such as the OECD Guidelines. (i)

Transparency and effective communication are also essential to stakeholder  
dialogue, both from the company and the stakeholders themselves. Transparency 
is important in all three dialogue phases: prior to, during, and after the stake­
holder dialogue. Each phase requires a specific focus in the communication. To 
ensure that the information shared in these phases is truly effective, there are 
criteria and key questions to consider. By following these, you lay the foundation 
for a transparent and balanced dialogue.

This tool guides you through the three phases of the dialogue and offers practical 
guidance prior to, during, and after the dialogue.
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Phases for effective communication 

Click on an (i) for additional information.
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  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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Criteria for transparency  

Transparency should be the guiding principle for every stakeholder dialogue. 
Sharing information helps stakeholders understand the goals and frameworks of 
the dialogue, sets the right expectations and enables them to better prepare or 
contribute to the dialogue process in advance. This builds trust, fosters mutual 
understanding, and helps in dealing with power dynamics.

Criteria and key questions for effective communication
To ensure the dialogue runs effectively, you should consider the following when 
sharing information:

Relevance 
Do stakeholders have the information they need to participate? 
Share information that is relevant to achieving the goal of the dialogue or that 
adds value to the process.

Safety
Could sharing the information put your company or stakeholders at risk? Never 
share details that jeopardise the safety of stakeholders or the company, such as 
information that could lead to retaliation, stigmatisation, violence, or a breach 
of privacy. Make clear agreements in advance about which information remains 
confidential and when discretion is required.

Accessibility
Is the information accessible and understandable to your stakeholders? Avoid 
complex terms and acronyms. Adapt the language level to your interlocutors and 
translate information into the local language where necessary. Use images where 
possible to clarify the message.
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Format and timing
How and when do you communicate information? 
Choose communication channels that remove barriers and suit the target group, 
as described in the example below. Consider a personal approach (physical visits 
or video contact), written communication (email, posters, flyers), or communi­
cation through local organisations and networks. Determine the right timing 
for each phase of the process: what do conversation partners need to know in 
advance, and what only becomes relevant upon concluding the dialogue?  
The tables on the following pages will assist you with this.

Example | Choosing the appropriate communication method

A company wanted to discuss a proposal for a training programme online, as 
it allows screen sharing. However, it turned out that the supplier preferred to 
communicate via WhatsApp, as he is often on the road and encounters connection 
issues with Teams. By sharing the proposal written in advance and conducting the 
dialogue through WhatsApp, the barrier to participate could be removed and the 
supplier was able to provide input.
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Communication about Why communicate? When to be cautious? How to communicate?

Reason, intention and pur-
pose(s) of the dialogue

This sets the right expectations and fosters 
stakeholder commitment, and is particularly 
important if you require their time, resources 
or actions.

If certain information cannot be disclosed for 
safety reasons (i).

	� Ask explicitly what information they need. 
	� Explain why the dialogue is important, what your intentions are, and what 

the stakeholders can expect from you. If applicable, acknowledge any steps 
that have already been taken.
	� Provide this explanation either in writing or verbally.

Position of the dialogue 
within your strategy

This clarifies whether it is a one-off exercise 
or ongoing. This is particularly relevant for the 
follow-up and trust building. 

N/a 	� Integrate stakeholder dialogue into your IRBC strategy and policy so that 
you can easily share it with stakeholders, demonstrating the company’s 
long-term vision.
	� Provide this explanation either in writing or verbally.

Information about the dia-
logue topic(s), approach and 
preparation

This ensures that everyone has the same 
foundational knowledge, allowing stakehol­
ders to provide input on the agenda and to 
prepare for the conversation appropriately.

	� When you want to gather initial reactions.
	� When you want to make participation as 

accessible as possible.
	� To avoid an undesirable power dynamic 

where only stakeholders feel obliged to 
deliver.

	� Share information about the topic(s), dialogue structure, and/or questions in 
writing, or explain them verbally (i).
	� Explicitly communicate expectations (such as planning).
	� Be careful with the framing of sensitive topics.
	� Limit the information to what stakeholders actually need to avoid overload.

Individuals from your com-
pany joining the dialogue

This increases the urgency and commitment if 
management or people with whom there is a 
personal relation join in.

Less relevant if the conversation partner is 
equal in hierarchy to the person contacting 
the stakeholder.

	� Clearly specify who the stakeholder will be speaking with and the roles of 
each participant if multiple people from your company are involved.
	� Provide contact details from your company for any questions or feedback.

Other dialogue participants This ensures that participants are not caught 
off guard at the start of the dialogue by the 
presence of multiple stakeholders.

If you are aware of any hostility between 
parties, it is better to first have individual 
conversations to address the background 
history and dynamics.

Share a list of participants, including their names, positions, and organisations, 
after obtaining everyone’s permission.

Prior to the stakeholder dialogue
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Communication about Why communicate? When to be cautious? How to communicate?

Appreciation of their 
participation

This is important to build a long-term  
relationship based on trust.

N/a Explicitly state your appreciation at the start of the dialogue. See the tool ‘Good 
practices in conducting dialogue’ for more tips.

Information received and 
documented

Sharing how you interpret the input received 
builds trust, especially when this influences 
policy or strategy.

If the input given is sensitive and may not 
be shared in writing with each other or 
externally.

	� Determine at the start which information will be recorded, how it will be 
shared, and with whom.
	� Capture the input in some form, such as by recording or simultaneously 

writing down key points (visible online).
	� Facilitate a mutual exchange of information rather than a simple Q&A session.
	� Apply the Chatham House Rule: use the information freely, but do not 

mention specific individuals or sources.

Sensitive information/ 
topics

Being open about sensitive topics inspires 
trust and encourages others to be open as 
well, reaching the core of an issue quicker.

	� When sharing information could jeopardise 
the safety of your company or stakehol­
ders, or undermine trust, particularly in 
cases involving alleged grievances or 
misconduct.
	� When openness about a topic or issue 

could instantly close off the opportunity 
for dialogue.

	� Be sensitive to your tone of voice. 
	� Formulate sensitive information in view of your stakeholder’s context and 

culture, without misrepresenting or withholding anything.
	� Formulate the same concept in a way that matches the stakeholder’s 

experience, such as ‘crop protection products’ instead of ‘pesticides’ or vice 
versa.

Next steps Documenting the outcomes of the dialogue 
helps maintain its urgency and clarifies 
responsibilities.

N/a 	� Explain how you intend to use the results and insights gained from the 
dialogue.
	� Outline the next steps, and explicitly document who is responsible for 

following up on each action.
	� Discuss with whom the content can be shared, and establish specific 

agreements regarding the form, frequency, and content of the reporting (i).

During the stakeholder dialogue
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https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
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Communication about Why communicate? When to be cautious? How to communicate?

The key points discussed, 
agreements reached, and 
steps taken so far

Informing stakeholders about your progress 
regarding agreements increases trust, even if 
the dialogue has not led to concrete action.

Be aware that explicitly documenting 
discussion points and agreements may 
lead to distrust among some stakeholders. 
Emphasise that this is important to prevent 
misunderstandings.

	� Distribute a report summarising the key points discussed and the agree­
ments made. Allow stakeholders the opportunity to provide feedback.
	� Proactively and consistently share progress updates resulting from the 

dialogue (in writing and/or verbally), and remain open to follow-up 
conversations.

Acknowledgment of the 
results achieved and 
the dialogue process 
experienced

This is important to build a long-term relati­
onship based on trust.

If (for some stakeholders) the results are 
disappointing.

	� Explicitly state your acknowledgement of their contributions in a written 
message or verbally.
	� Evaluate the dialogue. Ask for written or verbal feedback on the process, 

in order to improve this for future conversations.

Sharing the process or 
outcomes of the dialogue 
with stakeholders who did 
not participate but have an 
interest

This ensures an inclusive dialogue and in­
creases your legitimacy among all stake­
holders, also those who are represented 
indirectly or who were unable to attend (i).

If this could (potentially) put stakeholders at 
risk or damage the trust between you and 
your stakeholder.

	� Always coordinate with those directly involved in the dialogue before 
sharing information or photos externally, and ensure compliance with 
existing privacy regulations.

Communicating the process 
or results of the dialogue 
with other relevant external 
parties

This increases your legitimacy and can  
serve as an example for others.

If this could (potentially) put stakeholders at 
risk or damage the trust between you and 
your stakeholder.

	� Always coordinate with those directly involved in the dialogue before 
sharing information or photos externally, and ensure compliance with 
privacy regulations.
	� Include a summary in your annual RBC report.
	� Share a post on your website, social media or other channels.

	 After the stakeholder 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 
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liable for any errors or defects and no rights can be derived from the content. Using 
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international responsible business conduct or the reporting thereof. This publication is 
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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@ser.nl
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue
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
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/self-assessment
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/action-plan
http://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/tools-knowledge-training
https://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/practical-examples
http://www.ser.nl/en/themes/irbc/meaningful-dialogue/guidelines-legislation
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