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The road from principles to practice: Today’s challenges for 
business in respecting human rights is a report by The Economist 
Intelligence Unit sponsored by a group of organisations 
including governments, business groups, non-governmental 
organisations, multinational companies, and law and auditing 
fi rms. The study explores the views of businesses worldwide on 
their responsibility to respect human rights and the ways in 
which these obligations are carried out. 

This paper draws on two main sources for its research and 
fi ndings, listed below.

 A global online survey of 853 senior corporate executives 
carried out in November and December 2014.
Respondents’ companies are active in a wide variety of 
sectors, the most common of which are fi nancial services, 
manufacturing, professional services (all 10%), technology, 
and healthcare (each 9%). About half (51%) of respondents 
have some human rights oversight role at their organisation. 
Thirty percent are based in Europe, 29% in the Asia-Pacifi c 
region, and 28% in North America, with the remainder from 
Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East. Their companies 
span a range of sizes, with 51% having an annual revenue 
of under US$500 m, and 23% over US$5 bn. Those surveyed 
mostly occupy senior positions, with 48% at C-suite or board 
level. 

 Extensive desk research and nine in-depth interviews 
with independent experts and senior executives of major 
companies

 Anson Maria Elizabeth Chan, former chief secretary 
during both the British colonial government of Hong 
Kong and the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region 

government under Chinese rule, and elected member of the 
Legislative Council of Hong Kong between 2007-08.

 Bob Collymore, chief executive offi cer, Safaricom. 

 Ruth Davis, head of the Cyber, Justice and National 
Security Programme, techUK.

 Arvind Ganesan, director, Business and Human Rights 
Division, Human Rights Watch. 

 Jan Klawitter, government relations manager, Anglo 
American.

 Christian Leitz, head of corporate responsibility, UBS.

 Ed Potter, director of workplace rights, Coca Cola.

 John Ruggie, Berthold Beitz professor in human rights 
and international affairs, Kennedy School of Government, 
Harvard University; former UN secretary general's special 
representative on business and human rights.

 Margaret Wachenfeld, director of research and legal 
affairs, Institute for Human Rights and Business 

In addition, the United Nations Working Group on Business 
and Human Rights provided valuable input on the survey 
questionnaire, helping to ensure that the survey focused on 
the most pertinent issues and questions, and used correct 
terminology.

The Economist Intelligence Unit would like to thank all 
interviewees and survey respondents for their time and 
insight. We bear sole responsibility for the contents of this 
report, which was written by Paul Kielstra and edited by Aviva 
Freudmann. 

About this 
research
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The report’s sponsors and supporters are: 

 DLA Piper

 Eli Lilly and Company

 Global Business Initiative on Human Rights

 International Chamber of Commerce—World 
Business Organisation

 International Organisation of Employers/
Organisation Internationale des Employeurs

 IPIECA—The global oil and gas industry 
association for environmental and social issues 

 Mazars

 Norwegian Government—Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

 Telenor Group 

 UK Government—Foreign & Commonwealth 
Offi ce

 Universal Rights Group

In this report, and the online survey underlying 
it, some questions refer to human rights in 
the context of 11 clusters, or areas of activity. 
In the survey The Economist Intelligence Unit 
asks about the relevance of each cluster to 
businesses in their capacity as employers, 
suppliers of goods and services, and corporate 
citizens. We instructed respondents to call a 
cluster relevant to their organisation if the 
company’s operations and actions in that area of 
activity could have either a positive or negative 
impact on relevant rights of individuals and/or a 
community. 

The clusters are as follows.

 Conditions of work and employment (eg, the 
right to health and safety at work, freedom from 
discrimination, right to a fair wage and equal 
pay, freedom from child labour).

 Workplace dialogue (eg, freedom of 
association, collective bargaining, the right to 
join a trade union).

 Gross human rights abuses (eg, freedom 
from torture, cruel and inhumane treatment, 
including slavery and genocide).

 Adequate standard of living (eg, the right to 
physical and mental health, food and housing).

 Private life (eg, the right to privacy and 
family life).

 Rights related to land (eg, the right to 
livelihood, to own property, to participate in 
cultural life).

 Civic life and participation (eg, freedom of 
expression, the right to political expression, 
right to peaceful assembly, right to 
information).

 Access to justice (eg, the right to effective 
remedy, right to fair trial before the law, right to 
due process).

 Intellectual spiritual and cultural life (eg, 
freedom of thought and opinion, freedom of 
religion, the right to participate in cultural life).

 Rights related to the environment (eg, the 
right to clean water, sanitation, environmental 
health).

 Education and access to technology (eg, 
the right to education, right to enjoyment of 
technological progress).

Defi ning human rights in relation to business



4 © The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2015

The road from principles to practice: Today’s challenges for business in respecting human rights

Over the last decade, the fi eld of business and 
human rights has seen a dramatic evolution, 
from a situation in which companies and human 
rights activists were at odds, to one in which 
stakeholders have begun to approach a common 
understanding of the risks, challenges and 
opportunities involved. This evolution is best 
represented by the UN Human Rights Council’s 
endorsement in 2011 of the Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights, following a 
long process of consultation and debate among 
companies, activists, governments and many 
others.  

This watershed event was, however, only “the 
end of the beginning”, in the words of John 
Ruggie, a former UN secretary-general’s 
special representative on human rights and 
transnational corporations. Spectacular failures 
of human rights protection still claim headlines. 
To cite just one of several recent examples, the 
tragic collapse of the Rana Plaza commercial 
building in April 2013 led to renewed questions 
about the quality of companies’ oversight of their 
suppliers’ human rights practices as well as the 
role of government in protecting such rights.

On the positive side, many in the business 
community are more focused than ever on 
human rights and how to apply the 2011 Guiding 
Principles—even as debates continue on the 

limits, precise content, and legal status of 
companies’ responsibility to respect human 
rights. To gain closer insights into this debate, 
The Economist Intelligence Unit undertook this 
study, which is based on a survey of 853 senior 
executives from a range of industries, as well as 
in-depth interviews with nine corporate leaders 
and other independent experts. The study’s key 
fi ndings are listed below.

A large majority of executives now believe that 
business is an important player in respecting 
human rights, and that what their companies 
do—or fail to do—affects those rights. In our 
survey, 83% of respondents agree (74% of whom 
do so strongly) that human rights are a matter 
for business as well as governments. Similarly, 
71% say that their company’s responsibility 
to respect these rights goes beyond simple 
obedience to local laws. Finally, for each of the 
11 clusters of human rights in our survey, most 
respondents report that their fi rms’ operations 
have an impact. This degree of agreement 
represents a substantial shift from views in the 
past. Arvind Ganesan, director of the business 
and human rights division of a non-governmental 
organisation (NGO), Human Rights Watch, recalls 
that as recently as the late 1990s, “there was no 
recognition that companies had human rights 
responsibilities.”

Executive 
summary
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Companies see human rights mainly as a 
stakeholder and ethical issue; a business case 
for respecting human rights focused on more 
immediate costs and benefi ts is less widely 
accepted. The leading drivers of corporate human 
rights policies, which are broadly consistent 
across industries and regions, are: building 
sustainable relationships with local communities 
(cited by 48% of respondents); protecting the 
company brand and reputation (43%); meeting 
employee expectations (41%); and moral/ethical 
considerations (41%). Although such stakeholder 
and ethical issues have a substantial impact on 
the long-term profi tability of the company, only 
21% say that a clear business case is driving their 
human rights policy. Similarly, when asked about 
the main barriers that their companies face in 
addressing human rights, 15% of respondents 
agreed with the statement, “Business would incur 
costs/see profi t margins reduced”. Moreover, 
while stakeholder relations are an important 
business consideration, these can sometimes 
lack the immediacy of other concerns. This helps 
to explain why the second-largest barrier to 
addressing human rights is a lack of resources 
(27%).

While corporate attitudes are evolving fairly 
quickly, concrete steps to reform company 
policies and to communicate such changes 
externally are slower to follow. Our survey 
shows that companies are integrating human 
rights considerations into their policy making. 
For example, 44% of respondents say that human 
rights are an issue on which chief executive 
offi cers (CEOs) take the lead, and 22% say that 
they have a publicly available human rights 
policy in some form. Interpreting these results 
is a matter of perspective. For some, fi gures 
such as these are encouragingly high, given 
the relatively short length of time that human 
rights have been on the corporate agenda. As 
Jan Klawitter, government-relations manager of 
Anglo American, puts it, “Big corporations need 
time to change; processes take time to change. 
(...) It is just a reality.” Others focus on the gap 
between the proportion of respondents willing to 

acknowledge the importance of human rights to 
business, and the smaller proportion saying that 
they have taken action. Mr Ganesan, for example, 
says that “a lot of companies do not do these 
things” and sees no real shift in the business 
environment. Only time will show to what extent 
the current activity in this fi eld will bring real 
change.

Companies are still coming to grips with what 
their responsibilities mean in practice, a 
process that will also take time. When it comes 
to human rights, Ruth Davis, head of the cyber, 
justice and national security programme for IT 
industry group, techUK, describes businesses as 
“often uncertain of where to start.” Respondents 
list a lack of understanding of their company’s 
responsibilities in this area (32%) and a lack 
of training and education for employees (26%) 
as the fi rst and third most common barriers 
to progress. Similarly, new initiatives that 
respondents are most likely to say would help  
them carry out their responsibilities are about 
providing data: public benchmarking of company 
performance (39%) and access to reliable, 
independent information on country-level human 
rights situations (32%). Companies are working 
towards improving their understanding of the 
issues, either through their own initiatives, or 
in co-operation with other companies, or with 
the help of experts and stakeholders. The result 
of these efforts to date show that there are no 
shortcuts: efforts to sharpen the corporate focus 
on respecting human rights will take time and 
experience.

Current leaders in corporate action on human 
rights have moved ahead by embedding respect 
for human rights within their organisations, 
but acknowledge that they still have much to 
learn. The 25% of respondents who believe their 
company’s human rights policies outperform 
those of their competitors have several things 
in common. These fi rms are more likely to have 
internalised respect for human rights: 52% 
say that moral and ethical considerations are a 
leading driver of human rights policies, compared 
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with just 39% of other fi rms. The leading 
companies are also far less likely than other 
fi rms to say that their corporate culture  hampers 
progress on human rights issues. Moreover, 
leading companies tend to have senior leadership 
actively involved in human rights issues. 
Unsurprisingly, moreover, leading companies are 
more likely to have human rights policies in place 

and to communicate externally and internally on 
human rights matters. Where they are similar to 
other companies, however, is in citing a lack of 
understanding as a barrier to further progress. 
This is not because their efforts have failed to 
bring knowledge—quite the opposite. They have 
made clear how much more there is to learn in a 
very complex fi eld.
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An inescapable encounter
A rapid increase in activity among governments, 
NGOs and others has created “a burgeoning 
business and human rights space,” to use the 
phrase of Margaret Wachenfeld, director of 
research and legal affairs at the Institute for 
Human Rights and Business (IHRB). Companies 
are also involved: 63% of all those surveyed, 
and a majority in every industry with substantial 
respondent numbers, say that discussions on 
the topic have become more prevalent at their 
organisations over the last fi ve years. This 
refl ects the broader societal interest in the issue. 
Jan Klawitter, group manager for government 
relations at Anglo American, a UK-based global 
mining fi rm, notes that “the topic of business and 
human rights has come more to the attention 
of the public. The issue has become much more 
current.” Similarly, what Christian Leitz, head of 
corporate responsibility at Swiss bank UBS says 
about his sector applies more widely: “Human 
rights have increased in relevance over the last 
decade. There is a growing level of expectation on 
the topic [from other stakeholders].”

Although a modern issue, the role of business in 
respecting human rights is also an issue with a 
long history. Two trends, dating back to at least 
the end of the second world war, have made some 
business involvement in human rights issues 
inevitable. 

Introduction

The fi rst trend is the spread of aspirational 
statements and, subsequently, legal instruments 
promoting respect for human rights, beginning 
with the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948. Although the declaration is non-
binding, its force and that of subsequent treaties 
has increased, through the accretion of formal 
commitments and also through the hardening of 
certain human rights principles into customary 
international law—the generally accepted 
requirements that derive from expectations 
rather than written text. The nine core UN human 
rights treaties signed since 1965 and the eight 
optional protocols—one of which is given the 
same status as a core treaty by the UN—cover 
issues from protection against torture, through 
anti-discrimination of various kinds, to economic 
and social rights. These are the most prominent 
of dozens of international commitments and 
declarations, which sit alongside domestic laws 
relevant to diverse aspects of human rights.

The second trend has been the growing 
internationalisation of business activity, through 
more global supply chains and sales as well as the 
development of transnational activities within 
single companies. This is often associated with 
the substantial economic and social globalisation 
that has defi ned much of international life since 
the fall of the Soviet Union. In practice, it goes 
back further. To use just one metric, the 1950s 
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and 1960s saw the growth of fi rst American and 
then European transnational corporations (TNCs) 
so that, by 1970, fi gures by the UN Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) suggest there 
were anywhere between 7,000 and 10,000 such 
organisations. By the early 1990s this had grown 
to 37,000 and in 2008 stood at over 80,000.

The two trends have contributed in recent 
decades to a debate on whether, how, and 
in what form, the wider business community 
should respect human rights. This has arisen, 
for example, in the context of decisions on 
investment in pariah states—notably in 
apartheid South Africa and, more recently, in 
pre-reform Myanmar. Individual industries have 
also faced specifi c, headline-grabbing issues 
over the years, such as working conditions in 
information technology (IT) supplier factories; 
child labour in sporting goods manufacturing; 
or the controversy faced by the pharmaceutical 
sector over the use of generic HIV/AIDS 
treatments in impoverished countries. In 2013 
the death of over 1,000 garment workers in 
Bangladesh when the Rana Plaza factory building  
collapsed was a painful reminder that the 
clothing and fashion industry had, after decades 
of effort, not put its supply chain in order: 
employees had been required to show up for work 
despite the discovery of cracks in the building 
the day before. Although individual issues may 
rise and fade as they are addressed with differing 
levels of effectiveness, the broader question of 
companies’ human rights responsibilities persist 
as globalisation progresses.

The precise nature of these responsibilities, 
though, has often been contentious. Efforts 
by the UN to create a code of conduct for TNCs 
date back to the creation of the Commission on 
Transnational Corporations in the early 1970s. 
The code that the Commission fi nally proposed 
in 1990 included, among other elements, several 
paragraphs devoted to a range of human right 
issues. The draft was abandoned, however, after 
four years of fruitless disagreement between 
developed and developing countries over the 

degree to which it should be legally binding.

In 1998 the UN Sub-commission on the 
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights 
created another working group to look at TNCs. 
Over the following fi ve years, this fi ve-member 
body drafted a document known as Norms on 
the Responsibilities of Transnational Corporations 
and Other Business Enterprises with Regard to 
Human Rights (the Norms). Opposition from 
a range of sources, including the business 
community, certain member states—particularly 
those in the developed world that objected 
to direct imposition of binding requirements 
on companies—and some human rights NGOs 
that were opposed to imposing on companies 
obligations properly belonging to states led to 
this process failing as well. 

A contemporary initiative, however, showed 
that companies were not averse to looking at 
their human rights responsibilities. In 1999 the 
UN helped create the Global Compact, a multi-
stakeholder body that includes a substantial 
number of companies of various sizes. All adhere 
to ten principles, the fi rst six of which are human 
rights related. After the failure of the Norms, 
in an attempt to break the stalemate of earlier 
efforts, the UN secretary-general appointed 
John Ruggie, who had been involved in the 
Global Compact, to the position of “special 
representative on the issue of human rights and 
transnational corporations and other business 
enterprises”. 

Mr Ruggie oversaw a process that involved 
wide consultation on the best way forward. The 
initial outcome of this was the publication of 
the Protect, Respect, Remedy framework, which 
clarifi ed the duties of states to protect rights, of 
companies to respect them and for both to have 
appropriate remediation mechanisms in place 
should things go wrong. A more signifi cant step 
was publication of the Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights, which the UN Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) endorsed in 2011. These 
have achieved widespread acceptance among 
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stakeholders, having, for example, been inserted 
largely verbatim into the OECD’s Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises. Since that year, the UN 
Working Group on Business and Human Rights, 
a body of fi ve experts created by the UNHRC, 
has been actively promoting the dissemination 
and implementation of the principles as well as 
identifying and encouraging best practice.

Rather than creating any new binding 
obligations, the Guiding Principles aim to 
improve standards and practices by outlining the 
existing responsibilities of both governments 
and companies. For states, the duty to protect 
involves enacting laws consistent with their 
treaty obligations, enforcing them, and 
interacting with businesses—such as in public 
procurement or investment assistance— in a 
way that encourages and supports companies’ 
human rights efforts. Although the state’s 
duty to protect is a crucial part of the human 
rights whole, this study focuses on companies. 
For all businesses, large and small, the Guiding 
Principles explain that respecting human 

rights effectively involves consideration of 
their own direct activities as well as the broader 
impact of what they do. This should include, at a 
minimum, a human rights policy in some form, 
appropriate human rights due diligence, and a 
remediation process in the event of a complaint 
or grievance. The Guiding Principles, however, 
are not comprehensive. Mr Ruggie notes that, “by 
themselves, they will not end all the challenges. 
They mark the end of the beginning. Now that we 
have a common foundation of minimum standards 
and processes, they will need to be developed in a 
more granular way.” 

This study by The Economist Intelligence Unit, 
drawing on a survey of 853 senior executives 
from a range of industries, as well as in-depth 
interviews with nine corporate leaders and experts 
in this area, looks at how that development is 
faring. It examines the current state, and possible 
evolution, of corporate thinking and behaviour, as 
executives wrestle with the practical implications 
of respecting human rights.
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Although the current climate makes corporate 
discussion of human rights predictable, more 
striking is how many senior executives now 
accept that business has an important role in this 
area. For example, 83% of respondents agree 
(74% of whom do so strongly), that human rights 
are a matter for business as well as governments. 
These fi gures remain high irrespective of 
company size, industry sector, and geographic 
region. 

This represents a fairly recent substantial shift 
in sentiment. Mr Ganesan recalls that in the late 
1990s the situation was quite different: “At that 
time, there was no recognition that companies 
had human rights responsibilities. Between 
2000 and 2006, small core groups of companies 
in many sectors began to say that they had. One 
big impact of the Guiding Principles is that they 
institutionalised a decade-long trend.” 

An example from Coca Cola shows the practical 
difference that this shift can make: Ed Potter, 
director of global workplace rights at Coca Cola, 
has seen an evolution in the willingness of his 
company’s largely independent bottlers to 
engage on this issue. “In 2005” he says, “there 
was a lot of resistance, not philosophical but over 
how the company would infl uence the issue. In 
2014 we adopted a consolidated human rights 
policy. It took eight months in 2005 to align with 
the bottlers. It took 15 minutes last year.” 

Seventy-one percent of respondents say that 
their fi rm’s responsibility to respect these 
rights goes beyond simple obedience to local 
laws. Moreover, the survey indicates that 
where state governance is weak, companies’ 

actions tend to have greater human rights 
relevance. Respondents who report that poor 
local enforcement of laws is a leading barrier to 
their fi rm addressing human rights issues are 
generally as likely as, or more likely than, the 
full sample to see their companies’ operations as 
having relevance in to every human rights cluster 
considered in the survey. This helps to explain 
the greater relevance of company operations to 
possible land-rights issues and to gross human 
rights abuses reported by respondents based in 
the developing world, notably Africa. 

For Mr Klawitter of Anglo American, this result 
is consistent with the diffi culties around 
respecting human rights that may be caused by 
poor state governance. It also increases demand 
for companies to deliver services more usually 
provided by governments in more developed 
countries, such as access to water, roads or 
education. “The question is ‘Where do you draw 
the line of what is the responsibility of the 
business?’ If you provide the services, you are 
responsible if something goes wrong. That is why 
the complementarity of the state duty to protect, 
and the company’s duty to respect, is so crucial,” 
he explains.

He adds, however, that this additional burden 
in weakly governed states is more a variation 
on a theme applicable worldwide than a stark 
difference between countries with weak and 
strong governance. Even where governance 
is stronger, a majority of respondents still see 
their activities as relevant to every human right 
covered by the survey with the exception of land 
rights, and here the fi gure is 48%. Mr Klawitter 

Part I: The intellectual argument is 
(largely) over1

Businesses 
accept that 
corporate 
actions are 
relevant 
to human 
rights...

…That 
respecting 
human rights 
requires more 
than mere 
compliance 
with local 
laws...
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explains that for his company “you are broadly 
dealing with the same set of salient human rights 
risks in any kind of context, whether developed 
or developing. Take Australia and Canada, for 
example, where you have potentially vulnerable 
indigenous people [living near substantial 
mineral resources].” 

Most executives now also understand that 
companies affect human rights in many ways. 
Specifi c rights sometimes have obvious sectoral 
links: respondents from the construction (70%) 
and energy (61%) industries, for example, are 
more likely to see land rights as relevant to their 
operations than are respondents from the fi eld 
of education (37%). More striking, though, is 
how consistently respondents recognise that 
their companies’ activities have an impact on 
a broad range of human rights. In each of the 
11 clusters of human rights identifi ed in our 
survey, a majority of respondents say that these 
are relevant to their own fi rm’s operations. 
In particular, roughly three-quarters or more 
believe that their company’s activities affect 
employment issues (both working conditions 
and collective bargaining rights); the right to 
a private life; to education; to an intellectual 

and cultural life; to environment-related rights; 
and to access to justice. Rather than being 
about high-profi le controversies, human rights 
challenges are a part of a wide range of daily 
business activities.

Such a perspective sometimes arises from 
experience. Ms Davis, of techUK, notes that IT 
“is perhaps not an obvious choice for a sector 
with human rights issues, but regime changes 
in the Middle East in the last four years shone 
a light into problem areas.” In particular, the 
turmoil there revealed that overthrown regimes 
in Egypt and Libya had used certain commercial 
cryptographic and fi ltering software in a 
repressive manner. “Many tech companies are 
keen to make sure that the capabilities they are 
selling are used to prevent harm, not to cause 
it,” she adds. Other companies draw on detailed 
research to identify potential human-rights 
problem areas. Coca Cola, Mr Potter reports, 
conducted a human rights risk analysis of its 
entire value chain, which identifi ed seven 
priority risks, ranging from employment and 
health and safety issues, through to land rights, 
compliance with transparency and due diligence 
requirements. 

Yes No Don’t know

CONDITIONS OF WORK AND EMPLOYMENT (eg, right to health and safety and work, freedom from discrimination, right to a fair wage and equal pay,
child labour)

WORKPLACE DIALOGUE (eg, freedom of association, collective bargaining, right to join a trade union)

GROSS HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES (eg, freedom from torture, cruel and inhumane treatment, including slavery and genocide)

ADEQUATE STANDARD OF LIVING (eg, right to physical and mental health, right to food, right to housing)

PRIVATE LIFE (eg, right to privacy, right to family life)

RIGHTS RELATED TO LAND (eg, right to livelihood, right to own property, right to participate in cultural life)

CIVIC LIFE AND PARTICIPATION (eg, freedom of expression, right to political expression, right to peaceful assembly, right to information)

ACCESS TO JUSTICE (eg, right to effective remedy, right to fair trial before the law, right to due process)

INTELLECTUAL, SPIRITUAL AND CULTURAL LIFE (eg, freedom of thought and opinion, freedom of religion, right to participate in cultural life)

RIGHTS RELATED TO THE ENVIRONMENT (eg, right to clean water and sanitation, right to environmental health)

EDUCATION AND ACCESS TO TECHNOLOGY (eg, right to education, right to enjoyment of technological process)

2693

42174

73855

52471

31483

93952

62471

52274

41779

31978

41581

(% respondents)

For each of the following clusters of human rights, please indicate whether they are relevant to your business operations?
Relevant = Where your company’s operations and actions could have either a positive or negative impact.…And that the 

impact that 
companies 
have on human 
rights is wide-
ranging.
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A company that recognises the relevance of its 
activities to various human rights is also more 
likely to perceive previously identifi ed problems 
in new ways. Mr Klawitter notes that a company 
might have already understood that land 
acquisition might present a variety of risks, but 
viewing it from a human rights perspective also 
identifi es the impacts on people’s daily lives. “In 
addition to looking at technicalities, a human 
rights approach brings a more interconnected 
view to the company,” he says.

Although executives have become sensitive to a 
range of human rights issues, only 21% say that 
a clear and immediate business case, involving 
a risk-benefi t analysis or a gain in competitive 
advantage, is driving their human rights policy. 
Moreover, short-term profi t considerations can 
slow corporate activity in the human rights area. 
In our survey, 15% of respondents said that the 
potential cost of respecting human rights, or 
a possible loss of profi ts related to respecting 
human rights, are among the fi ve biggest barriers 
to taking action in this area faced by their 
company.

Where businesses are pro-active in the area 
of human rights, longer-term issues of brand 
and reputation management tend to drive the 
activity, rather than efforts to secure a short-
term business advantage. Our survey shows that 

However, the 
business case 
for respecting 
human 
rights is less 
immediate.

My company communicates on issues related to human rights to internal stakeholders

My company does not use the term “human rights” in its communications about human rights

My company communicates on issues related to human rights to external stakeholders

My company communicates on human rights issues as part of its stakeholder engagement on corporate responsibility/sustainability

My company reports on human rights when prompted or required to do so by stakeholders (eg, government, shareholders)

My company publishes an annual public report on issues related to human rights

My company reports about assessments of its impact on human rights for specific parts of its operations (eg, for a country, a single factory, or site)

My company’s reports on human rights are consistent with the Global Reporting Initiative or an equivalent standard (please specify)

Don’t know

None of the above - my company does not communicate about our human rights impact internally or externally

42

28

27

23

17

11

10

5

6

21

(% respondents)
From the following list, please select all that apply to your company.

the four main drivers of corporate activity in 
this area are: building sustainable relationships 
with local communities (48%); protecting the 
company brand and reputation (43%); meeting 
employee expectations (41%); and moral/ethical 
considerations (41%)

Although the order varies, these are the top 
responses in almost all industries and geographic 
regions. This focus on relationships with 
stakeholders does not surprise Mr Ganesan. 
“In almost all instances, the starting point [for 
companies addressing human rights] is that they 
know they need to deal with stakeholders,” he 
says.

This raises whole new levels of complexity, as 
the sources of risk to stakeholder relationships 
include not just the immediate activities of the 
business but most actions that affect business 
profi le more broadly. The executives surveyed 
understand this: for example, 85% agree that 
sponsors of major global sporting events should 
use their infl uence to ensure that the rights 
of workers and local communities involved are 
respected by all. On the other hand, to cite 
just one of any number of possible examples, 
recent events in Hong Kong show starkly how 
missteps by business in a human-rights-related 
controversy can have a pronounced impact. 
Several prominent business organisations there 
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were actively critical of  the pro-democracy 
protesters’ plans to shut down the central 
business district with a sit-in in support of, inter 
alia, freedom of speech, democratic rights, and 
the appropriate formal power that business 
should have in government. Though some of the 
organisations’ executives privately denied that 
their newspaper ads condemning the “Occupy 
Central” movement were expressing opposition 
to the protesters’ demands for universal suffrage, 
they were broadly seen to be doing so by the 
general public. Even international businesses 
were involved, with the “Big Four” accounting 
fi rms taking out a newspaper advertisement 
stating their opposition. The active opposition 
of the business organisations and the Big 
Four created resentment toward the business 
community amongst the general public in Hong 
Kong. Some Hong Kongers even argue that the 
failure of other international businesses to speak 
up in favour of universal suffrage was just as 
damaging to public perceptions of the business 
community.

Anson Chan, former chief secretary of Hong 
Kong under both UK and Chinese rule, currently 
leads Hong Kong 2020, a democratic reform 
group that was sympathetic to the protests but 
not actively involved with them. In looking at 
the outcome of these events for the business 
community, Ms Chan explains that executives 
“may believe they have been successful. Business 
has concluded that it is better to keep your head 
low, do what you are told, and your interests will 
be protected.” 

She notes, however, that such an approach has 
hurt important stakeholder relationships. One 
is with employees. In the most notable example, 
Ms Chan considers that the advertisement placed 
by the “Big Four” was not just a public-relations 
disaster, it also “provoked their own staff into 
taking out a counter-advertisement saying that 
this does not represent our own views”. The 
text of the employee statement began with the 
phrase “You boss,” which in Cantonese, the South 
China Morning Post reports, is a term that can be 

“an expression of anger bordering on vulgarity, 
hinting at the strong sentiments behind the 
unusual public comment.” The reaction by 
businesses, says Ms Chan, has also done little to 
enhance relations with the community. Business 
leaders “are increasingly perceived by the man in 
the street as an elite in cahoots with government, 
and that government is protecting them at the 
expense of the public good. This is the main 
gripe.”

Relationships with stakeholders certainly have 
an impact on the bottom line in a variety of ways. 
As Mr Klawitter notes, “over the past few years, 
large infrastructure and extractive projects have 
experienced signifi cant cost overruns because 
of delays resulting from community opposition.” 
He adds that the positive stakeholder relations 
arising from a good track record in human rights 
improve access to resources—not just to raw 
materials, where government and community 
relations matter, but also to talented employees 
who prefer to work for such a fi rm. 

Similarly, Mr Potter explains that years of 
building trust make it easier to deal with 
problems when they arise. A decade ago, he 
says, if a human rights issue became apparent, 
accusations and responses would have taken 
place in public from the start, usually in a spirit 
of hostility. “Today, we are far enough along, and 
have robust enough stakeholder relationships, 
that we are able to address and resolve most 
issues outside of the public spotlight. We are not 
disparaged in the way we would have been until 
about 2009; we have reached the point where 
we get the benefi t of the doubt from responsible 
stakeholders.”

The underlying drivers of human rights policy, 
then, are substantial business considerations. 
Some, such as project delays from community 
opposition or the impact of a crisis on sales, 
can be immediate, but our respondents seem 
to consider brand as well as employee and 
community relations as typically longer-term 
considerations rather than part of the immediate 
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business case. The longer-term nature of the 
motivations does not necessarily impede 
progress: it may even shelter existing projects 
amid economic turmoil. Mr Ruggie has been 
surprised that in the leading fi rms he has visited, 
despite the economic diffi culties of recent years, 
“commitment to community engagement is 
seen as so important to being able to run the 
operation that [human rights efforts] have not 
been affected.” 

On the other hand, without some immediate 
or obvious payoff, new initiatives on human 
rights can languish. Ms Wachenfeld points out 
that human rights tend to be part of a complex 
environmental and social risk agenda that 
includes climate change and biodiversity. It can 
be diffi cult to “capture the attention of senior 
management, even in this area, when there are 
15 different other things” she says. Mr Ganesan 
adds that some business and human rights 
conferences turn into a kind of “large therapy 
session for a number of people who feel like 
they are swimming upstream within their own 
companies.” In particular, survey respondents say 
that human rights efforts within their companies 
suffer from a lack of funding: the second biggest 
barrier to addressing these issues, according to 
respondents, is lack of money and staff (27%). 
Bob Collymore, CEO of Safaricom, a Kenyan 
mobile communications company, comments that 
such behaviour “all comes back to short-termism. 
If businesses see life in the short term, they will 
not deal with human rights issues that are spread 
over a number of years.” Human rights, then, 
represent a long-term, strategic consideration, 

rather than an immediate, tactical one of the sort 
that tends to generate a sense of urgency.

A caveat
These fi ndings, of course, require some nuance. 
Even if a large majority agrees that corporate 
actions are relevant to human rights, that 
view is not universal: 28% of respondents, for 
example, believe that respecting human rights 
is simply a matter of compliance with relevant 
local laws. Moreover, some variation inevitably 
exists in how those surveyed view their role in 
respecting rights. For example, 62% overall 
agree that avoiding a repetition of events such 
as the Rana Plaza factory disaster is primarily 
the responsibility of the multinationals that 
purchase products from these suppliers, and 
not the responsibility of the local government. 
But among consumer goods fi rms—a sector that 
includes the clothing and fashion industry—
agreement drops to 48%. This proportion is 
still (slightly) higher than the 45% within that 
industry who disagree with the proposition. Yet 
the split of opinion within the consumer goods 
industry suggests that it is easier to assign 
responsibilities where such obligations do not 
impinge directly on one’s own fi rm. 

Finally, even if most companies now accept 
business responsibilities in the fi eld of human 
rights, concrete action by businesses in a 
complex situation is not a given. It is therefore 
necessary to turn from a discussion of attitudes 
to an examination of whether, and how, business 
behaviour is actually changing.
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While our survey shows broad agreement on the 
importance of business respecting human rights, 
this view is not, as yet, matched by efforts in this 
direction. In particular, attention in this area by 
C-suite executives can be diffi cult to obtain. In 
Mr Potter’s experience, “The number of leading 
companies that have made substantial progress is 
actually quite small.” 

What the current state of activity means, though, 
depends on whether the glass is seen as being 
partly full or partly empty.

Part II: Turning thoughts into action 
will take time2

Speed is in the eye of the beholder
On the plus side, companies have integrated 
their human rights activities and responsibilities 
into a wide range of departments, well beyond 
corporate social responsibility (CSR). According 
to respondents, the CEO is most likely to take the 
leading role in this area (44%), followed by CSR 
(34%). Human resources (24%) and strategy 
(19%) also often have such responsibility. 
Looking beyond leadership, seven separate 
functions are actively involved in this area at 
more than 50% of respondents’ companies.

Taking the lead Actively involved, but not in a leadership position Consulted on it, but not actively involved

Not at all consulted or involved Not applicable Don’t know

Corporate social responsibility

Non-executive directors

Investor relations

Public affairs/government relations

Human resources

Legal

Risk

Finance

Operations

CEO

Procurement

Information technology

Strategy

Sales

Marketing

13

12

17

11

11

19

11

12

396163234

9141029289

8231227228

61210193517

347224024

577273816

710112731

67173326

55122537

546132844

810152631

78202925

68112333

811182824

710162628

(% respondents)

For each of the following functions in your company, please indicate the level of its involvement in meeting your company’s
responsibility to respect human rights (eg, by implementing and overseeing your company’s policy commitment on human
rights).  Please select one option per row
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Such broad-based corporate involvement—
with an active C-suite setting the tone and 
many corporate departments involved—is “the 
keystone of success,” says Mr Potter. “This range 
of actors is crucial. At Coca Cola, human rights 
governance comes out of the global workplace 
rights group, but the reality is that we need to 
have other functions, such as procurement, 
technical, legal, public affairs, and enterprise 
risk on board.”

On the other hand these numbers, which may 
seem surprisingly high given the recent arrival 
of human rights on many corporate agendas, 
suggest potential concerns as well. For example, 
even though 83% of respondents agree that 
human rights are a matter for business, at 56% 
of fi rms surveyed the CEO does not take a leading 
role, and at 37% of companies nobody does. 
Moreover, the existence of formal responsibility 
does not always mean substantial activity: in Mr 
Ganesan’s experience, “a lot of companies do not 
do these things.”

A similarly mixed picture emerges from looking 
at other survey data. As Ms Wachenfeld puts it, 
“All of the process steps in the Guiding Principles 
are critical. They are the means for laying the 
groundwork for a systematic approach to what 
companies are doing.” On human rights policy, 
for example, the Principles recommend that 
companies have a publicly available statement 
that, among other things, draws on external 
and internal expertise in its formulation. The 
statement or policy should also be communicated 
internally to all personnel as well as externally 
to business partners and other relevant 
stakeholders. Among respondents, though, 
22% have a publicly available policy and a 
further 19% have a purely internal one. Of those 
with a publicly available policy, 37% consulted 
external stakeholders when drafting it and 62% 
communicate it to stakeholders.

These fi gures show that only a minority are 
following best practice in a fundamental area. 
However, this may not necessarily be a cause for 

concern, considering that the Guiding Principles 
have been in place for just a few years. “We have 
to acknowledge that big corporations need time 
to change; processes take time to change. It 
is not an excuse for doing nothing: it is just a 
reality,” says Mr Klawitter. 

Nor does a lack of formal policy necessarily mean 
that human rights considerations are absent, he 
adds. For Anglo American, attempting to adhere 
to the Guiding Principles, has meant “extracting 
previously integrated human rights elements 
from our risk and management processes, 
putting them into a policy, and now we are trying 
to embed it in other processes. Many larger 
companies will probably have a lot of relevant 
things already in place, maybe without looking at 
it through a human rights lens.”

Others take a different view. Mr Ganesan notes 
that the simple existence of a policy does not 
mean very much on its own; what matters is its 
content and implementation. More generally, 
companies that wish to are able to use the 
Guiding Principles as a tool, “but has the business 
environment changed? Clearly not,” he believes. 

What the data show undoubtedly is that some 
companies have involved several corporate 
departments in addressing human rights policy, 
with ultimate responsibility resting with the top 
leadership, and that they have instituted policies 
and have been communicating on human rights. 
An analysis of the companies in our survey that 
believe they are the top performers in the fi eld 
of human rights shows the importance of this 
broad-based corporate involvement. [See box: 
Corporate leaders in human rights: Ahead of the 
pack, but with a long road ahead]

Moreover, many companies are active in this area: 
only 20% say that their fi rms have no priority 
human rights goals in the next 12 months. 
Mr Ruggie sees “a deep-dive learning process 
and period of hard work and implementation, 
which does not generate as much noise” as 
international consultations, but is just as 
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In The Economist Intelligence Unit’s survey, 
one-quarter of respondents strongly agree 
that their company outperforms competitors 
on human rights policy. The companies in this 
self-benchmarked group of 210 fi rms, known 
here as “Leaders”, have a variety of things 
in common that point to greater chance of 
success in this fi eld.

The fi rst is a higher level of commitment to, 
and belief in, the relevance of human rights 
throughout the organisation. This begins at 
the top. Leading companies are more likely 
than others to have a chief executive offi cer 
(CEO) who takes an active role on human 
rights policy (59% compared with 39%), and 
for the CEO’s activity to be a top driver of the 
fi rm’s commitment to respect these rights 
(34% versus 21%). Similarly, non-executive 
directors play a primary or active human 
rights role at 49% of Leaders compared with 
33% of other companies.

This has a marked effect on executive 
perceptions, such as appreciating the 
implications of business activity for human 
rights. Those surveyed within the Leaders 
were noticeably more likely (13% more so, on 
average) to see their operations as relevant to 
all 11 clusters of rights covered by the survey. 

More importantly, respect for human rights 
is becoming internalised within the top 
companies. Respondents from Leaders are 
far more likely to cite moral and ethical 
considerations as one of the most important 
drivers of the company’s human rights 
commitments (52% compared with 37% for 
other fi rms) and to believe that respecting 

human rights goes beyond mere legal 
compliance (78% versus 69%). This percolates 
through the fi rm: while an apathetic 
corporate culture is a leading barrier to 
addressing human rights issues at one in eight 
other companies, only one in 29 respondents 
at Leaders report this. 

This does not surprise Bob Collymore, CEO of 
Safaricom, a Kenyan mobile communications 
business. He says that the key to embedding 
human rights thinking across his company 
has been to understand the importance of 
those rights to the fi rm’s stated overarching 
mission, to “transform lives.” He calls these 
“simple words that describe a lot of things. 
The rights of children do not affect our ability 
to sell air time, but they affect the community 
that we serve. Ignoring them would not be 
conducive to doing business over the next 
30 years. In creating a product that seeks to 
transform the lives of subsistence farmers, 
you see that you also have to deal with issues 
of gender violence. [Taking an active human 
rights role] is just the right thing to do.” 

Arvind Ganesan, director of the business and 
human rights division at a non-governmental 
organisation, Human Rights Watch, has also 
seen divergent attitudes at leading and other 
fi rms. In his experience, “At companies that 
take respecting human rights seriously, you 
see this attitude embedded among senior 
management. If you see a lack of management 
commitment, you can guarantee that people 
in the company will not be aware [of their 
responsibilities to uphold human rights].” 
Anson Chan—former chief secretary of Hong 
Kong under both UK and Chinese rule and the 

Corporate leaders in human rights:
Ahead of the pack, but with a long road ahead

important to progress. Only time will tell, 
though, how effectively this process will lead 
to the practical embedding of human rights 

considerations within companies at a level that 
is consistent with what executives currently say 
about their importance.
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current convenor of Hong Kong 2020, a democratic reform 
group—agrees. What sets apart businesses that do well on 
human rights “is an appreciation of what lies at the heart 
of good corporate governance. With ethics, you can have 
any amount of regulation, but if people at the top do not 
make it their business to make sure everyone understands, 
it will not get done.”

Not surprisingly Leaders are more active on human rights 
in a variety of ways. On oversight, 78% of Leaders have at 
least one department taking the lead on human rights, 
compared with 59% at other fi rms; similarly, on average 
within Leaders nine teams are either leading or actively 
involved compared with seven at the latter. Leaders are 
also much more likely than others to have an internal 

statement on human rights (44% versus 
29%) and a public statement of policy (30% 
compared with 19%). They also communicate 
the statement of policy to business partners 
far more regularly (73% to 57%).

The most surprising fi nding, however, is 
one area of similarity between Leaders and 
the rest of the survey respondents. Both 
list lack of understanding of human rights 
responsibilities as the most common barrier 
to addressing human rights issues. Roughly 
the same number in each group—32% of 
Leaders and 29% of others—do so. 

Intuitively, it seems likely that the greater 
commitment and activity of Leaders in this 
fi eld has given them a better understanding 
of what is required of them. A more likely 
explanation of the data is that Leaders and 
non-leaders alike perceive a gap in their 
knowledge, simply because there is so much 
to learn in this area. Even for the fi rms that 
have applied themselves for years, the 
lacunae in knowledge remain daunting. 
For example, Ed Potter, director of global 
workplace rights at Coca Cola, notes that in 
order to be aware of potential human rights 
issues around procurement, his company 
needs a detailed overview of the various tiers 
of its supply chain for roughly 30 agricultural 
commodities in 207 countries. The company 
is methodically working through this task, 

focusing fi rst on higher-risk goods in countries with a 
greater likelihood of human rights issues. Yet it is such a 
huge job that, he says, tongue in cheek, “my great-great-
grandchildren will be alive when we eventually complete 
this journey.”

Commitment and application, then, set apart the 
companies that are ahead on human rights; on the other 
hand, the differences between Leaders and others are not 
so signifi cant that it is impossible for the rest of the pack 
to catch up, should they adopt similar measures. For all 
companies, though, there is no shortcut around the hard 
work needed to understand and fulfi l the requirements 
of an effective policy.

Leaders are more likely than others to see their operations as relevant
to a range of rights
(% respondents)

Conditions of work
and employment

Private life

Education and access
to technology

Intellectual, spiritual
and cultural life

Rights related to
the environment

Access to justice

Adequate standard
of living

Workplace dialogue

Civic life and
participation

Gross human
rights abuses

Rights related to land

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit. 

Rest of SurveyLeaders

91%

80%

78%

76%

74%

70%

67%

72%

67%

51%

48%

97%

93%

92%

88%

87%

85%

84%

83%

82%

68%

63%
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A steep learning curve
Mr Collymore notes that “Businesses know that 
human rights are a problem. You only have to 
be a garment manufacturer in Bangladesh to 
know you have a problem if you get it wrong. 
[But what to do] is an uncomfortable discussion 
to have in an executive boardroom.” For those 
companies that do wish to address human 
rights issues better, the leading diffi cultly, 
often underappreciated by the wider public, 
is not knowing what to do. As Ms Davis puts it, 
executives are “often uncertain of where to 
start.” Lack of understanding of the company’s 
human rights responsibilities (32%) and lack of 
training and education for employees (26%) are 
the fi rst and third most-cited barriers to progress 
in the survey. The former is among the top two 
issues in every global region and, as explained 
above (see Corporate leaders in human rights: 
Ahead of the pack, but with a long road ahead), it 
is the primary diffi culty cited even by those who 
rate their fi rms’ performance in this area highest. 

Mr Klawitter observes that “the notion of human 
rights abuses is an alien and scary one among 
technical functions who are more used to 
‘impacts’ and structured, technical processes to 
address them, as opposed to legal ones. There is 
still a lack of understanding.” Even when senior 
management grasps the nettle, the novelty of 
the issue can slow the transmission of knowledge 
through the company. Mr Ruggie explains that 
“It takes time. It takes training. Things have to 
be translated into operations-speak if they are 
going to be effectively internalised by people 
on the ground.” Not surprisingly, then, the new 
initiatives that respondents are most likely to 
say would help them are related to data: public 
benchmarking of company performance (39%) 
and access to reliable, independent information 
on country-level human rights situations (32%). 

Organisations are trying to fi ll this void in 
different ways. Some focus on a specifi c sector, 
a specifi c right, or both—such as the Digital 
Rights Project, which centres on access to 
electronic media; and the Behind the Brands 

project, which takes a close look at food and 
beverage manufacturers. More recently, a 
group including investors and NGOs has begun 
work on a new, transparent, publicly available, 
general benchmark of corporate human 
rights performance. Ms Wachenfeld, whose 
organisation— the Institute for Human Rights 
and Business (IHRB)—is one of the project 
participants, explains that the demand is there: 
“companies seem to be looking to each other 
to see what they should be doing, and as the 
business and human rights agenda gathers 
steam, they need ways to be able to measure 
how they are doing for external and internal 
audiences. The idea behind the benchmark is 
to create a race to the top and, in doing so, 
strengthen accountability.” 

The work, which is just beginning, will involve 
substantial challenges, including defi ning 
appropriate and obtainable metrics for specifi c 
human rights areas such as land usage or 
treatment of indigenous peoples in communities 
affected by company operations. On the other 
hand, she notes that research providers for 
investors with expertise in environmental, social 
and governance risks have for some years been 
gathering substantial human rights-related 
information. She therefore remains optimistic 
that the fi rst part of the benchmark, covering 
300 agricultural, apparel, extractives, and ICT 
companies, will appear in 2016 as planned. 

Meanwhile, companies and trade groups in 
various sectors have been working together to 
understand their human rights responsibilities, 
share best practice, and even gather reliable, 
country level data (see box: “Translating 
principles into practice: The Thun Group and 
techUK”). Efforts so far give a mixed message: 
the extent of information needed is still vast, but 
progress is occurring.

Better information, when it arrives, may do 
more than aid implementation of corporate 
human rights policies. It might even bolster the 
immediate business case for respecting human 
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rights. Ms Wachenfeld reports that executives 
“tend to say quietly that [the new benchmark] 
will be helpful because it will move senior 

For John Ruggie—former special 
representative of the UN secretary-general on 
the issue of human rights and transnational 
corporations and other business enterprises, 
and now professor of human rights and 
international relations at the Kennedy 
School of Government, Harvard University— 
the Guiding Principles published by the 
UN were only the start. “A lot of energy is 
now going into fi guring out, company by 
company or sector by sector, how exactly we 
make these work for us.” Ruth Davis— head 
of cyber, justice, and national security at 
techUK, an information technology industry 
organisation— agrees: the Principles “are 
the driving impetus behind starting to think 
about this. Now they need further translation 
into sector-specifi c contexts. Different sectors 
need practical guidance.” 

A range of organisations have been, and 
still are, engaged in a variety of efforts to 
create such advice. Here we look in detail at 
two initiatives where business organisations 
themselves have been the prime movers. The 
Thun Group, an informal collection of banks, 
produced one of the fi rst guides: after two 
years of study in 2013 the Group published 
a discussion paper on how to implement the 
relevant sections of the Guiding Principles, 
notably those on due diligence. More recently, 
in late 2014, techUK released a guide on 
human rights and national security risks 
arising from exports. Several commonalities 
in the experience of these initiatives show 
a way in which sectors and companies may 
develop the expertise needed in this fi eld. 

First, companies are looking for guidance in 
this area. Christian Leitz, head of corporate 
responsibility at Swiss bank, UBS, recalls that 

the sector that received the least amount 
of attention during the Ruggie-led process 
to create the Guiding Principles was that 
of fi nancial services. Yet, the Thun Group 
began as a discussion between four major 
banks on the subject of human rights in May 
2011—before the formal endorsement of the 
Guiding Principles by the UN Human Rights 
Council. the informal club soon grew to seven. 
Ms Davis, meanwhile, reports that “the push 
for this guidance came very much from our 
member companies. There is a lot of good 
practice in the industry within individual 
companies, but they wanted more clarity.”

A second similarity is the extent to which 
these efforts reveal the complexity of putting 
human rights policies into practice. The 
techUK advice makes clear, for example, 
that due diligence in sales involves not just 
knowing one’s customers but also the political 
and legal context in which they operate. 
Companies, however, often lack access to such 
data. Ms Davis explains that, as a result of this 
need, techUK made a point of listing various 
government and other information sources in 
its guide.

The Thun Group’s discussion paper also 
identifi es this need. Mr Leitz notes that 
“People assume this is a clear-cut topic. It is 
a lot more complex. The level of information 
is more limited than people assume. One 
suggestion would be that consulates 
should play a stronger role in providing 
companies with more information on the 
ground.” Because it covers a wider range of 
corporate activities than the techUK report, 
the Thun Group report unveiled even more 
complexity. Mr Leitz explains that one of 
the areas that they had to work through was 

Translating principles into practice: 
The Thun Group and techUK

management. It changes the risk-reward calculus 
by making more visible the reward [of acting] and 
the risk of not doing anything.”
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“what respecting human rights means to the 
different businesses within a bank. The easiest 
translation was in investment banking, 
which has had social risk management for 
quite a while. It becomes more complex in 
institutional asset management and retail 
banking. You need to tailor it based on the 
part of the bank you are looking at.”

A perhaps inevitable result of this complexity 
is that it is extremely diffi cult to give 
companies comprehensive, normative advice 
on human rights in a fi eld where good practice 
is still emerging. Rather, current efforts are 
best seen as starting a conversation. TechUK 
expects to refi ne its advice after it has been 
in the fi eld for about a year, says Ms Davis, 
while the Thun Group’s paper explicitly gave 
as the goal of its publication to “generate 
constructive dialogue among banks and other 
stakeholders interested in taking the issues 
forward.”

Finally, as the desire for dialogue implies, 
effectively understanding a sector’s 
human rights responsibilities benefi ts from 

stakeholder co-operation. As Mr Leitz puts 
it, “you have experts on human rights from 
all quarters and disciplines, and experts on 
banking, but few people who can connect 
the two complex topics.” This involves a wide 
variety of interlocutors. Not only have banks 
been collaborating and talking increasingly 
with non-governmental organisations, says 
Mr Leitz, discussions with governments are of 
value to both sides as well: “One reason why 
there was such willingness by governments to 
join discussions with the Thun Group is that 
knowing how companies interpret the Guiding 
Principles helps them to formulate their own 
“National Action Plan” on business and human 
rights.

Overall, then, the amount of industry-level 
advice on the implications of respecting 
human rights is likely to grow in response 
to strong demand. But the process will 
involve slow collection of best practice in 
specifi c circumstances rather than a one-off 
statement offering solutions to complex 
issues.



22 © The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2015

The road from principles to practice: Today’s challenges for business in respecting human rights

Conclusion

The quickening pace of change

The intersection of business and human rights 
has seen signifi cant activity in the last decade. 
The most visible may be the UN’s Guiding 
Principles, but other important progress has 
occurred and is continuing to do so. Executives 
have largely accepted that companies have a role 
in this fi eld. Practical changes have also taken 
place in a range of businesses, albeit at a slower 
pace. The reasons for this lack of speed, even at 
well-disposed fi rms, include the diffi culties in 
understanding this complex fi eld and problems 
in implementing thoroughgoing change. Yet, 
leading fi rms have shown that it is possible to 
integrate human rights considerations into 
business processes, and even corporate culture, 
in a way that brings about change. The reports 
and discussions arising from the efforts of a UN 
working group and numerous other actors are 
creating an ever-growing body of expertise. Not 
everyone in the business community is on board, 
and many human rights weaknesses are still 
visible, but our survey indicates that the long-
term outlook seems positive in many ways. 

Some observers may fi nd this picture surprising, 
or overly optimistic. But taken at face value, 
these fi ndings raise another important question: 
Is progress to date suffi cient?

The record indicates that in this fi eld, the 
evolution of practice may begin slowly but soon 
speeds up. Human rights soft law has a way 
of hardening. The UN’s Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, for example, was originally 
understood by signatories as an aspirational 
statement of principles. Now it is far more.1 
The Guiding Principles do not impose any new 
requirements on companies, but this is not 
necessarily true of the growing number of 
government “National Action Plans” on business 
and human rights helping to implement them 
(fi ve countries already have one in place, with 
another 18 under development). At the same 
time, regulatory requirements for transparency 
about human rights policy have grown. Mr 
Ganesan notes “a slow and steady movement 
towards a certain type of regulation [in the US 
and Europe]. Companies have to disclose if they 
have a human rights policy. This is an evolution. 
Today it is about disclosure; perhaps in fi ve or ten 
years this will evolve into a review of whether the 
content of these policies is sound. The train has 
left the station.”

This process—turning soft laws into hard laws— 
is occurring in fi ts and starts. In 2014 the UN 
Human Rights Council adopted a resolution 
advanced by Ecuador and South Africa to begin 
negotiations on a legally binding international 
treaty. The initiative is controversial and a treaty 

1 See Robert Blitt, “Beyond 
Ruggie’s Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human 
Rights: Charting an 
Embracive Approach to 
Corporate Human Rights 
Compliance,” Texas 
International Law Journal, 
2012, for a discussion of the 
hardening of human rights 
soft law.
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is far from certain. Yet Mr Ganesan sees in the 
Council’s vote a sign of frustration at the slow 
pace of progress, and numerous NGOs have 
signalled their support. This support is not 
limited to governments and activists: although 
the reaction by most businesses has been 
negative, questioning not only the desirability 
but the effi cacy and feasibility of such an 
instrument, 20% of respondents to our survey 
said that a binding international treaty would 
help them with their responsibilities to respect 
human rights. Mr Collymore explains that, unlike 
many of his business colleagues, he would be a 
big supporter of such a pact. “We need to move 
from voluntary compliance to something harder. 
I have a lot of respect for the Guiding Principles. 
They were no easy task [to achieve], but it is all a 
bit too voluntary,” he says.

The scope of business activities understood 
to affect human rights is evolving as well. Ms 
Wachenfeld explains that “We have increasingly 
been seeing many other [environmental and 
social] issues being framed in terms of human 

rights. Using human rights terminology 
highlights the link to effects on people, moving 
issues out of a purely scientifi c or technocratic 
discourse. It becomes an overarching 
terminology that has a resonance with global 
audiences and that stakeholders are using to 
cover a wide range of issues that may not have 
been addressed.” This trend will only add to 
demands for improved corporate performance.

Business executives, then, have recognised the 
importance and relevance of human rights. They 
will, however, have a limited time to achieve 
the understanding they need in order to turn 
aspirations into practice. The Guiding Principles 
have created space for such action, but have not 
settled the debate about the appropriate legal 
environment. If the principles are indeed the 
beginning of thoroughgoing change, the legal 
environment will evolve from them. If companies 
do not change suffi ciently, contentious 
disagreements about imposing more restrictive 
regulation will be reinvigorated.
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Appendix

Strongly agree Slightly agree Slightly disagree Strongly disagree Don’t know

Respecting human rights is a matter for governments, not for business

For my company, the corporate responsibility to respect human rights means only complying with relevant local laws where we operate

Compared to five years ago, discussions on human rights are more prevalent at my company

My company’s record on respecting human rights outperforms those of our competitors

74

146251612

810194518

23

1097

4123625

(% respondents)
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Yes No Don’t know

CONDITIONS OF WORK AND EMPLOYMENT (eg, right to health and safety and work, freedom from discrimination, right to a fair wage and equal pay,
child labour)

WORKPLACE DIALOGUE (eg, freedom of association, collective bargaining, right to join a trade union)

GROSS HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES (eg, freedom from torture, cruel and inhumane treatment, including slavery and genocide)

ADEQUATE STANDARD OF LIVING (eg, right to physical and mental health, right to food, right to housing)

PRIVATE LIFE (eg, right to privacy, right to family life)

RIGHTS RELATED TO LAND (eg, right to livelihood, right to own property, right to participate in cultural life)

CIVIC LIFE AND PARTICIPATION (eg, freedom of expression, right to political expression, right to peaceful assembly, right to information)

ACCESS TO JUSTICE (eg, right to effective remedy, right to fair trial before the law, right to due process)

INTELLECTUAL, SPIRITUAL AND CULTURAL LIFE (eg, freedom of thought and opinion, freedom of religion, right to participate in cultural life)

RIGHTS RELATED TO THE ENVIRONMENT (eg, right to clean water and sanitation, right to environmental health)

EDUCATION AND ACCESS TO TECHNOLOGY (eg, right to education, right to enjoyment of technological process)

2693

42174

73855

52471

31483

93952

62471

52274

41779

31978

41581

(% respondents)

For each of the following clusters of human rights, please indicate whether they are relevant to your business operations?
Relevant = Where your company’s operations and actions could have either a positive or negative impact.
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Taking the lead Actively involved, but not in a leadership position Consulted on it, but not actively involved

Not at all consulted or involved Not applicable Don’t know

Corporate social responsibility

Non-executive directors

Investor relations

Public affairs/government relations

Human resources

Legal

Risk

Finance

Operations

CEO

Procurement

Information technology

Strategy

Sales

Marketing

13

12

17

11

11

19

11

12

396163234

9141029289

8231227228

61210193517

347224024

577273816

710112731

67173326

55122537

546132844

810152631

78202925

68112333

811182824

710162628

(% respondents)

For each of the following functions in your company, please indicate the level of its involvement in meeting your company’s
responsibility to respect human rights (eg, by implementing and overseeing your company’s policy commitment on human
rights).  Please select one option per row

We address issues related to human rights but we have no explicit policy statement that references “human rights”

My company has an internal statement regarding human rights

My company has a publicly available statement of policy outlining our commitment to respect human rights

My company has signed up to external initiatives that address human rights (Please specify)

My company plans to issue a public statement of policy outlining our commitment to respect human rights in the next 12 months

None of the above

Don’t know

54

33

22

8

6

10

5

(% respondents)
From the list below, please select all that apply to your company:
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The commitment outline is integrated within another public document (eg, code of conduct, sustainability policy, workplace rights)

My company provides training and guidance to employees to raise awareness and support implementation of the policy

My company communicates the policy across all its business relationships (eg, suppliers, business partners etc)

We consulted external stakeholders to develop our commitment to respect human rights

None of the above

Don’t know

77

66

62

37

2

1

(% respondents)
Please select all that apply to your company’s public statement of policy outlining its commitment to respect human rights.

Strengthen company’s ability to monitor and assess the impact on human rights related to its business relationships (eg, business partners, suppliers, etc)

Strengthen operational level grievance mechanisms

Strengthen policy commitment to respect human rights

Strengthen relationship with local communities to better understand and mitigate the impact of business operations on human rights

Improve company’s understanding of its impact on human rights across its high-risk operations

Strengthen company’s ability to assess its impact on human rights

Strengthen relationship with national governments on human rights issues

Strengthen relationship with non-governmental organisations and pressure groups on human rights issues

Strengthen company’s reporting on human rights

Strengthen relationship with sector-specific human rights organisations

Strengthen relationship with international organisations on human rights issues

None of the above

Don’t know

25

23

21

20

19

15

13

12

12

10

9

20

12

(% respondents)
Which of the following, if any, are priorities for your company over the next 12 months?  Select up to four options
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My company communicates on issues related to human rights to internal stakeholders

My company does not use the term “human rights” in its communications about human rights

My company communicates on issues related to human rights to external stakeholders

My company communicates on human rights issues as part of its stakeholder engagement on corporate responsibility/sustainability

My company reports on human rights when prompted or required to do so by stakeholders (eg, government, shareholders)

My company publishes an annual public report on issues related to human rights

My company reports about assessments of its impact on human rights for specific parts of its operations (eg, for a country, a single factory, or site)

My company’s reports on human rights are consistent with the Global Reporting Initiative or an equivalent standard (please specify)

Don’t know

None of the above - my company does not communicate about our human rights impact internally or externally

42

28

27

23

17

11

10

5

6

21

(% respondents)
From the following list, please select all that apply to your company.

Building sustainable relationships with local communities

Protect company’s brand and reputation

Employees’ expectations about company values and actions

Moral-ethical considerations (ie, "It's the right thing to do")

CEO has taken lead on the issue and prompted us to act

Legislative changes

There is a clear business case for doing so (ie, risk-benefit analysis, increases competitive advantage)

Pressure/encouragement/support from non-governmental organisations

Business associations or industry networks have prompted us to act

Pressure/encouragement from shareholders (including state owners)

Prompting from a business partner (public or private)

Action taken by competitors

Competitors have experienced a negative human rights issue

My company has previously experienced a negative human rights issue

Other (please specify)

Don’t know

48

7

43

41

41

25

23

21

14

13

11

10

6

4

3

2

(% respondents)

Which of the following, if any, are the biggest drivers for your company’s commitment to respect human rights? 
Select up to five options
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Lack of understanding about what our responsibilities are in the area of human rights

Lack of available company resources (money and staff)

Lack of training and education for all company employees

Inconsistency between national law and international standards

Poor enforcement of local laws

Human rights are too political/contentious

Business would incur costs/see profit margins reduced

Lack of intra-industry collaboration

Lack of training and education for employees at trading partners/suppliers

Corporate culture does not place a high value on the issue

Lack of support from investors

Lack of communication and trust with civil society actors

The C-suite gives no clear message on the issue

Fear of increasing risk of reputational damage

Other (please specify)

Don’t know

30

15

27

25

22

20

17

15

13

12

10

9

9

8

7

3

(% respondents)

Which of the following, if any, are the biggest barriers your company faces in addressing human rights?
Select up to five options

Public benchmarking on human rights performances (eg, an index of companies)

Availability of reliable and independent country-level information on human rights

Make human rights due diligence a legal requirement for business

Make reporting on human rights a mandatory requirement for companies

Provide incentives based on human rights performance (eg, preferential treatment in procurement process, access to capital etc)

Stronger legislative framework to ensure level market playing field at the national level (eg, ensure fair competition in awarding contracts)

An international treaty on the responsibilities of business to respect human rights

Make support available to national governments to strengthen governance and judiciary systems with regards to human rights

Other (please specify)

Don’t know

39

32

30

28

22

22

20

13

2

10

(% respondents)

Which of the following, if any, would enable companies to better fulfil their corporate responsibility to respect human rights?
Select up to three options
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Very useful Slightly useful Not very useful Not at all useful Have never heard of this Don’t know

UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights

UN Global Compact

UN Working Group on Human Rights and Transnational Corporations and other business enterprises

National action plans on business and human rights (ie, adopted by national governments)

A new legally-binding international treaty on business and human rights

A strong international self-regulatory mechanism, led by business

1099143226

1313101931

131292229

15

15

1066124126

1369153225

1148163328

(% respondents)
How useful, if at all, would you say the following are or would be in helping your business respect human rights?

Avoiding repeats of the Rana Plaza factory disaster in Bangladesh is primarily the responsibility of multi-nationals that purchase products from these
factories not the Bangladesh government

All companies that have investments or suppliers in Western Africa have a responsibility to help address the Ebola crisis by contributing money, skills
or technology

Sponsors of major global sporting events should use their influence to ensure the rights of workers and local communities involved with the
preparation are respected by all

Corporations are more trustworthy than governments when it comes to surveillance and invasion of privacy

Governments must win the support of local communities for large projects requiring the use of land before handing out licenses to private investors

613193329

57144233

4373352

1015263118

6273749

(% respondents)
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Strongly agree Slightly agree Slightly disagree Strongly disagree Don’t know

Board member

CEO/President/Managing director

CFO/Treasurer/Comptroller

Chief Information Officer/Technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/Director

Head of Business Unit

Head of Department

Manager

Other

7

26

7

2

5

12

5

11

15

9

(% respondents)
Which of the following best describes your title?
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General management

Strategy and business development

Finance

Operations and production

Marketing and sales

IT

R&D

Risk

Customer service

Human resources

Information and research

Procurement

Supply-chain management

Legal

Other, please specify

26

14

14

8

8

7

4

3

3

3

2

2

1

1

4

(% respondents)
What is your main functional role?

Yes

No

51

49

(% respondents)
In your role, do you have any oversight over human rights?
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Financial services

Manufacturing

Professional services

IT and technology

Healthcare, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology

Energy and natural resources

Government/Public sector

Education

Consumer goods

Entertainment, media and publishing

Construction and real estate

Transportation, travel and tourism

Chemicals

Telecoms

Agriculture and agribusiness

Logistics and distribution

Automotive

Retailing

10

10

10

2

2

2

10

9

8

8

6

5

4

4

3

3

3

2

(% respondents)
What is your primary industry?

$500m or less

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn to $10bn

$10bn or more

51

13

13

6

17

(% respondents)
What is your organisation’s annual global revenue in US dollars?
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Private (shares that are not listed publically, but held privately)

Public (shares that are listed on a public stock exchange)

Government organisation (eg, government department or similar)

Public-private joint venture

State-owned commercial business

Other (please specify)

49

33

9

3

1

5

(% respondents)
What is the ownership structure of your organisation?

United States of America

India

United Kingdom

Canada

Australia

Singapore

Italy

Spain

Brazil

China

Hong Kong

France

Germany

Mexico

Russia

Nigeria

South Africa

Sweden

Thailand

Belgium

Denmark

Netherlands

Switzerland

United Arab Emirates

Other

23

10

7

5

4

4

3

3

2

2

2

2

2

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

18

(% respondents)
In which country are you personally located?
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United States of America

United Kingdom

India

Canada

Australia

Germany

France

Italy

Spain

Singapore

Switzerland

Hong Kong

Japan

Brazil

Mexico

Netherlands

South Africa

Belgium

Sweden

China

Denmark

Finland

Nigeria

Thailand

Other

27

8

8

5

4

4

3

3

2

2

2

2

2

2

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

16

(% respondents)
In which country is your company headquartered?
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Asia Pacific

Europe

North America

Latin America

Middle East

Africa

59

59

57

39

33

31

(% respondents)
In which region or regions does your company operate? Please select all that apply
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