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We are a mission-driven center of expertise, that 
works with governments, companies and civil society 

to build a world where business gets done with 
respect to people’s rights.

”

“
About Shift
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We have worked with a range of organizations across sectors, including: 
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Agenda 

• Why SMEs should engage on human rights 

• What the UN Guiding Principles mean in practice for SMEs

• SME experiences of embedding a commitment to human rights

• How SMEs have identified & prioritized their key – or salient –

human rights issues

• Using leverage in the SME context

• Grievance mechanisms 
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What are human rights?
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Why should 
SMEs 
Engage?

Impact: SMEs account for about 90% 

of all businesses and contribute up to 

45% of total employment in the world 

(and 60% in emerging economies)

Values of leadership: Human rights 

was really about “how you see yourself 

in the mirror.” 

The only avenue for a successful 

business in the long-term. 

The expectations of business 

customers  

Advantage when competing for slim 

supplier base 

Engagement and motivation of 

employees 

Regulatory developments 

Lending criteria for financiers
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UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
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Corporate 

responsibility 

to respect 

human 

rights:

Pillar 2
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A blueprint for implementing the 
responsibility to respect human rights 
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SMEs 
embedding 
policy

Cross-functional sustainability 

committee chaired by the CEO 

Human rights reporting directly to the 

Buying and Design Director 

Leadership modelling behaviors more 

important and more immediate in SMEs
CEO engaged with shareholders to 

support short-term hit to profits

Hiring and teaming strategies: Impact 

of disruptor / constructive critic 

greater in SME context  

Micro startup founders brought their 

mothers to work to critique the 

company, asking them “are you proud 

of this business?” 

Accessible language 

Face to face approach & greater 

authenticity 
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Human Rights Due Diligence Process

5 Steps:

1. Assess impacts

2. Integrating and Acting

3. Tracking performance

4. Communicating performance

5. ….All while engaging with 

stakeholders throughout the 

process
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Identifying Risks – where to look 
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Severity Likelihood

Existing 

Mitigation

Measures

Factors for prioritization 
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Identifying & 
Prioritizing

Mapping supply chains ‘less complex’ 

than MNCs

FMCG SME maps operating risks 

context

Apparel ME: established trust with tier-

1 suppliers to overcome reticence to 

share information about their own 

supply chain. 

Fewer suppliers and customers -

enables deeper relationships with those 

business partners 

Direct engagement with suppliers (not 

audit) in cocoa, coffee, apparel, 

agricultural supply chains

Confectionary maker moves beyond 

cocoa to uniform supply chain

SME with an agricultural supply chain 

reported that suppliers proactively 

brought up issues of child labour
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Taking Action and Using Leverage
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Creative use of 
Leverage

Beyond commercial leverage

Crucial to select suppliers aligned with 

the values espoused by the business in 

order to have the ability to influence 

them 

One medium-sized apparel business 

rolled out programmes on freedom of 

association and worker voice in 

challenging contexts, despite having 

less than 5% of the product buy from 

the targeted suppliers 

Showcasing: "When you do the right thing 

and find common sense solutions to 

problems, then these good news stories will 

attract the attention of government and 

others." 

The owner of one small services company spoke personally with their clients 

to explain that they needed to re-negotiate contracts at a higher cost to pay 

higher staff wages, and in several cases was successful in doing so. 

Owner of business had reached out 

to industry peers to set up a 

discussion on how they could 

collectively commit to certain 

standards for staff across the 

industry. 
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Grievance Mechanisms: a dual purpose

(a) allow companies to provide or enable remedy when a harm has 

occurred; and 

(b) offer insights into issues and trends that need to be addressed as part 

of a company’s ongoing human rights due diligence process. 
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Grievance 
mechanisms

Target – zero grievances – creates 

perverse incentives 
WhatsApp groups to disseminate information on workers’ rights, 

as well as fortnightly employee dialogue meetings without 

management to encourage peer-to-peer learning and to provide a 

forum for discussion 

Context-specific: in one country, if a worker has an issue then 

they will call the appropriate government-provided helpline, but 

in another there is zero trust in such mechanisms. 
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UK Government’s Business Integrity Consultancy Service

“Government help to manage risks of bribery, corruption and abuse 

of human rights”

https://www.great.gov.uk/advice/manage-risk-bribery-corruption-and-

abuse-human-rights/government-help-manage-risks-bribery-

corruption-and-abuse-human-rights/

https://www.great.gov.uk/advice/manage-risk-bribery-corruption-and-abuse-human-rights/government-help-manage-risks-bribery-corruption-and-abuse-human-rights/
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Thank

You

Contact:

This slide deck was developed by Shift Project, Ltd. © 2020. All rights reserved

Francis West, Business Engagement Director 

Francis.west@shiftproject.org

Rights and Permissions

These slides are intended for the internal use of IEMA Members only. Nothing herein 

constitutes, nor should be construed as, legal advice. These slides are authored and 

owned by Shift Project Ltd. Members may not distribute the slides outside their company, 

draw on the contents of the slides in any public communications, written or oral, nor make 

any statement that refers to Shift, without the prior written consent of Shift.
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