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The UN Guiding Principles: 

What is Expected of 
Companies?



About Shift

• Leading center of expertise on the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights

• Team that was centrally involved in shaping 
and writing the UN Guiding Principles

• Helping governments, businesses and lawyers 
put the UN Guiding Principles into practice

• Chaired by Professor John Ruggie

www.shiftproject.org
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1) What is the baseline?
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• Not: “a concept whereby 
companies integrate social and 
environmental concerns in their 
business operations and in their 
interaction with their stakeholders 
on a voluntary basis” 

• Is: “the responsibility of 
enterprises for their impacts on 
society” (2011 EU CSR strategy)

Evolving definition of CSR
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• Responsibility to respect
• Respect =

– Avoid infringing on the 
human rights of others & 

– Address adverse human 
rights impacts with which 
they are involved 

• Not about sphere of 
influence

Human rights impacts 
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Clarifying the Scope of Responsibility

Impact on 
people 

exposed to 
risk

Responsibility

“Influence”
Leverage
over those 

who are 
causing harm

Action
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2) How is responsibility 
determined?  



Fact Pattern A
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• A company owns a finished product facility in the UK

• The factory is found to have had some health and 
safety lapses and several workers suffered injuries

• What is the responsibility of the company?



Mode of Involvement: Cause
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If a company Then it should… AND…

Causes an impact Mitigate / prevent the 
impact

Remediate the harm



Fact Pattern B
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• Company A has hired security to help protect its palm oil 
plantations 

• Surrounding communities are angry at the effect of haze on 
their health and are organizing a protest. The company hires 
additional security guards from another security company at 
the last minute

• The protest takes place. The newly hired security guards 
resort to force and three villagers are killed

• What is the responsibility of company A?



Mode of Involvement: Contribution*
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If a company Then it should… AND… AND…

Contributes 
to an impact

Mitigate / 
prevent the 
impact

Use its leverage with other 
responsible parties to 
mitigate / prevent the 
impact; and increase its 
leverage as necessary

Contribute to 
remediating
the harm

* depending on the facts



Fact Pattern C
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• Accessories company purchases scarves from a supplier in 
Italy

• The company, to distinguish its products from a competitor’s 
newly released line, makes a significant late change to the 
order without changing the delivery time or price

• The supplier outsources some of the work to a factory that 
relies on migrant workers who are subjected to excessive 
overtime and poor working conditions

• What is the responsibility of the accessories company?



Mode of Involvement: Contribution
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If a company Then it should… AND… AND…

Contributes 
to an impact

Mitigate / 
prevent the 
impact

Use its leverage with other 
responsible parties to 
mitigate / prevent the 
impact; and increase its 
leverage as necessary

Contribute to 
remediating
the harm



Fact Pattern D
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• A supermarket is selling salads that are produced in Spain

• A local NGO claims that the salads are being picked by 
workers that are subject to labor abuses, including bonded 
labor

• What is the responsibility of the supermarket?



Mode of Involvement: Linkage*
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If a company’s Then it should… AND?

Operations, products or 
services are directly linked 
to an impact

Use its leverage with 
other responsible parties 
to seek to mitigate / 
prevent the impact; and 
increase leverage as 
necessary

There is no responsibility
to remedy the harm 
under the UNGPs
though companies may 
choose to do so for other 
reasons.

* depending on the facts



Cause, Contribution, Linkage
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Cause

Affected 
Stakeholders

Company

Contribution in Parallel

Affected 
Stakeholders

Company One or More 
Other Actors

Contribution through a 
Business Relationship

Affected 
Stakeholders

3rd Party

Company

Linkage

Company

Affected 
Stakeholders

3rd Party



Differentiated Actions

20

If a company … Then it should… AND… AND…

Causes an impact Mitigate / 
prevent the 
impact

Remediate the 
harm

Contributes 
to an impact

Mitigate / 
prevent the 
impact

Use its leverage with other 
responsible parties to 
mitigate / prevent the 
impact; and increase its 
leverage as necessary

Contribute to 
remediating
the harm

Has its 
operations, 
products or 
services directly 
linked to an 
impact

Use its leverage with other 
responsible parties to seek 
to mitigate / prevent the 
impact; and increase its 
leverage as necessary

No 
responsibility 
to remedy but 
company may 
choose to do so



3) What can my company do to prevent 
impacts? 



How can companies know and 
show?
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Policy Commitment 
and Embedding

Human Rights Due Diligence 

Remedy and Grievance 
Mechanisms



Human Rights Due Diligence
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Inputs to identification

24



The human rights at risk of the 
most severe negative impacts 
through the company’s 
operations and value chain.



Human Rights Due Diligence
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Build and 
exercise 

LEVERAGE
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What is the Role of Leverage?

Objective: 

Influence an actor within the company’s value chain… 

– that is causing or contributing to an impact 

– to change their behavior,

in order to prevent, mitigate or remedy an impact linked to 
the business.



Building and Using Leverage
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Ask a series of questions:

Do I have leverage to mitigate the risk?
Can I increase it through my own actions?
Can I increase it through another entity?
Can I increase it through collaborative action?
Can I leave the relationship without additional harm to 
human rights?
If I stay, can I explain the decision, taking into account 
the severity of the impact?



Examples of Leverage
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• Traditional commercial leverage

• Broader business relationship (eg, capacity-building)

• Leverage together with business peers

• Leverage through bilateral engagement with other 
actors (eg, government, NGO, international 
organization)

• Leverage through multi-stakeholder collaboration



4) What is the role of the state? 



The ‘Protect, Respect and Remedy’ 
Framework
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State Duty to 
Protect

Corporate 
Responsibility 

to Respect

Corporate 
Responsibility 

to Respect

Access to
Effective 
Remedy

Access to
Effective 
Remedy



National 
Action 
Plans
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Convergence around UNGPs
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• Applicable to large public-
interest entities

• Management report to 
include information on 
respect for human rights 
(policies, main risks and 
outcomes)

• To also include information 
on the due diligence 
processes implemented

EU Non-Financial Reporting Directive 
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The first comprehensive 
framework for 

companies to report on 
how they respect human 

rights

www.ungpreporting.org




