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Introduction
This document provides guidance for downstream companies to engage their suppliers in sustainable approaches 
to sourcing and supplying agricultural commodities. 

Supplier engagement is central to delivering on agricultural responsible sourcing commitments. Companies sourcing 
agricultural commodities and seeking high sustainability standards have to engage their suppliers for a number 
of different purposes, including: product specifications and pricing; supplier sustainability performance and 
compliance; and collaborating on specific initiatives or production-level projects. 

Most downstream companies buy from intermediaries such as traders, refiners, aggregators or manufacturers. 
These suppliers need to be part of the solution in order to help cascade policy commitments up the supply chain 
and achieve impact at production level. It is essential for a downstream company to engage its suppliers to: 

 ο Ensure suppliers are committed and working on sustainability, sourcing and supplying commodities in ways that 
meet the company’s sustainability commitments with clear targets to drive improvements across the sector.

 ο Gather key sustainability information from suppliers to identify risks of non-compliance, monitor the effective 
implementation of their commitments, report on progress (internally and externally, to customers, buyers and 
investors), and assess whether positive outcomes are being achieved.

 ο Identify needs and provide training, guidance and 
direct support for suppliers to meet sustainability 
commitments.   

Supplier engagement in supply chain sustainability 
is a multi-layered process (Figure 1). This document 
provides an overview of the necessary steps for: 1
a)  Selecting and on-boarding new suppliers following  

a due diligence process;
b)  Regular engagement with suppliers to ensure their 

compliance with company sourcing commitments 
and continuous improvement on sustainability. 

Supplier Sustainability Performance
This document primarily targets downstream buyers 
who buy through intermediaries and therefore need 
to work through their suppliers in order to implement 
their policy commitments. As such, when referring 
to supplier performance, the guidance is primarily 
concerned with assessing the adequacy of supplier 
policies, systems and processes for managing risk in 
the supply chain. For companies buying directly from 
producers, quantifiable outcomes on the ground can 
and should also be measured.

1 For more guidance on how buyers can engage directly with producers on the ground in support of positive outcomes, please see Proforest’s commodity 
Toolkits (e.g. The Soy Toolkit, The Beef Toolkit).

Figure 1. This diagram shows the key steps in setting up and implementing an engagement process with suppliers on responsible sourcing, covering A. Due 
Diligence (DD) for new suppliers and B. Ongoing supplier engagement with existing suppliers. This diagram along with the steps outlined below provide a 
generic overview of how a downstream company should implement supplier engagement. In practice, the specific steps and how they are ordered will be 
adapted to the company context and structure.
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A. Due Diligence (DD) process for new suppliers 

Step 1 Set minimum sustainability due diligence criteria and  
communicate to suppliers
Objective: Have a clear set of minimum criteria for selecting new suppliers to ensure they are not exposing  
the company to high levels of environmental and human rights risks and are committed to engaging with  
the company on sustainability.

Main action�:
 ο Set minimum sustainability criteria for assessing and selecting potential new suppliers. 

• Criteria should set minimum expectations on supplier performance in terms of the sustainability 
commitments and systems they have in place. These should align with the buying company’s environmental  
and human rights policies.

• Criteria should include thresholds on the level of risk and environmental and human rights impacts and 
grievances the potential new supplier is exposing the company to. 

• Criteria should allow for future supplier improvement and take into account that once the supplier has  
been approved they will then be engaged on further, more ambitious sustainability requirements under  
the ongoing supplier engagement process (part B). 

• Criteria should apply to all potential new suppliers but may vary by type of supplier (e.g. a company may 
have more stringent requirements for new suppliers it intends to buy from on a long-term basis vs “spot” 
suppliers where the company is only doing a one-off purchase). 

 ο Integrate supplier sustainability due diligence criteria into procurement system.
• Procurement teams should be involved in defining the due diligence process to ensure feasibility  

and time efficiency.
• Raise awareness and train procurement teams on new supplier sustainability criteria and due diligence 

process to ensure they apply this process when looking to buy from new suppliers.
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Step 2 Assess potential new suppliers against minimum sustainability  
due diligence criteria
Objective: Supplier sustainability commitment, systems and risk level is assessed against minimum due diligence 
criteria to inform buying/purchasing decision. 

Main actions: 
 ο Collect information on the potential new supplier to conduct assessment.

• The company should gather information on the potential new supplier’s commitments and systems as well 
as the supplier’s exposure to risk and links to impacts and grievances, including:

 ― Identifying whether the new supplier is sourcing from additional geographies not yet included in the 
buyer company’s risk assessments and whether the new supplier is part of any joint ventures (JVs) or 
partnerships, which could expose the buyer company to additional human rights or environmental risks.

 ― Identifying the existence of current or historical grievances associated with the supplier and how 
they are addressing these. This could be via: a) requesting a disclosure from the supplier of any open 
grievances against them or against a company in their supply chain; b) an online search for historical 
grievances associated with the company.

• Information can be obtained directly from the potential new supplier through questionnaires or direct 
engagement, as well as through external sources (e.g. GIS maps for traceability and deforestation risk,  
public grievance reports, etc.).

• The company may want to put a time limit for receiving and obtaining information to ensure alignment with 
commercial timelines.

 ο Review information and assess if the potential new supplier meets the minimum sustainability due diligence criteria.
• The company may want to conduct a first screening based on the potential new supplier’s exposure to risk 

and links to impacts and grievance before doing a full review of the supplier sustainability systems.

Examples of type of sustainability due diligence information to gather  
from a potential new supplier

 ✓ Does the supplier have a minimum level of commitments to protecting the environment and respecting 
human rights?

 ✓ Is the supplier committed to improving their sustainability performance over time and cooperating  
in the ongoing supplier engagement process (see section B)?

 ✓ Does the supplier have a minimum level of traceability and a plan to increase traceability of volumes  
sourced over time?

 ✓ Is the supplier sourcing from new geographies? If so, what risks are present in these geographies?
 ✓ Is the supplier linked to, causing or contributing to current or unresolved historical grievances  

(e.g. deforestation or human rights abuses in their supply chain)? If so, are they taking appropriate  
actions to address  and remediate these grievances, or to use their leverage to ensure this is done?

1
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Step 3 Decide whether to buy from supplier
Objective: Company only buys from suppliers that have met all minimum sustainability due diligence criteria  
and are therefore committed to working on sustainability and are not exposing the company to an unacceptable  
level of risk.

Main actions:
 ο Based on results of the assessment in step A.2, the company decides whether to buy from the supplier or not.  

If the supplier does not meet the minimum criteria, the company should not buy from them. 
• Potential suppliers that did not meet the minimum criteria can be given the opportunity to re-enter the  

due diligence process if they have since improved their performance.

Step 4 Onboard new supplier
Objective: New suppliers are aware of and understand the sustainability requirements (see Step B.1, below) they 
need to meet to be able to supply the company in the long term.

Main actions:
 ο If the supplier has been approved for purchasing (following step A.3), the company should onboard the new 

supplier and communicate the company’s commitments and supplier requirements and expectations, including 
the consequences for the supplier of not meeting requirements. This is usually done through an initial meeting 
or set of meetings with the new supplier, as well as providing supporting documentation for the supplier to 
review. This should also include explaining the full supplier engagement process to the supplier and providing 
an initial timeline.

At this stage the due diligence process transitions to the ongoing supplier engagement process,  
and the company should begin the second assessment of the supplier against the more comprehensive 
sustainability requirements set in step B.1 below (information gathered in the initial due diligence 
assessment can be used to support this).



How good supplier engagement can contribute to delivering on sustainability commitments    6

B. Ongoing supplier engagement process

Step 1 Set sustainability requirements for suppliers (and integrate  
into procurement system)
Objective: Have clear set of supplier sustainability requirements to ensure suppliers are committed to responsible 
business conduct and working on delivering volumes that are produced and traded in line with the company’s 
commitments.

Main actions:
 ο Set sustainability requirements that suppliers must commit to meeting over agreed timeframes:

• Requirements should be developed based on the company’s own responsible sourcing commitments and policies.
• Requirements should include criteria that cover both environmental and social/human rights. 
• Requirements should apply to the policies and systems the supplier has in place to support responsible sourcing. 

 ο Integrate supplier sustainability requirements into company procurement system:
• Raise awareness and train procurement teams on supplier sustainability requirements and supplier 

engagement process.
• Embed requirements into commercial contract clauses and Supplier Codes of Conduct2. 
• Set internal targets and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) with the procurement teams on achieving supplier 

progress on sustainability (e.g. procurement team must achieve 30% increase in supplier performance 
overall by end of year).

N.B. Sustainability requirements should be adapted to the type and level of responsibility of the supplier. For example, some downstream 

2 For more information, see: How to Write a Strong Ethical Supply Chain Policy (2020) - AFi
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companies may buy from suppliers close to production level or who also own producing facilities, in which case sustainability requirements 
could be more specifically linked to quantifiable outcomes on the ground, since the supplier has direct control over production practices. In 
other cases, the supplier may be a co-manufacturer or distributor and the company will need to determine the level of responsibility these types 
of suppliers have in terms of ensuring compliant volumes and what level of expectation they want to set on them. Sustainability requirements 
will also vary by the type of commodity the supplier is providing.

Step 2 Communicate sustainability requirements to suppliers 
Objective: All suppliers are aware of and understand the sustainability requirements they need to meet to  
supply the company in the long term. Company procurement teams should also understand and feel ownership  
of the requirements. 

Main actions:
 ο Engage with all suppliers to communicate the company’s commitments and supplier requirements and 

expectations, including the consequences for the suppliers of not meeting requirements (e.g. share 
expectations over email, host introductory webinars, bi-lateral meetings). This should also include explaining 
the full supplier engagement process to the supplier and providing an initial timeline.
• For newly contracted suppliers this step would be part of the onboarding process (see step A.4 under  

the Due Diligence process, above).

Step 3 Assess supplier performance against sustainability requirements 
Objective: Suppliers are assessed on their performance against the requirements, allowing for the identification of 
gaps and therefore risks that need to be addressed. This will also allow for comparison of performance between 
suppliers and support prioritisation for engagement.

Main actions:
 ο Establish a supplier performance evaluation system to measure supplier performance against the 

sustainability requirements (Box 2). This should assess what sustainability systems the supplier has in place 
and the maturity of these systems (e.g. score of 1 for having an implementation plan; maximum score of 2 for 
having an implementation plan, which includes key required elements such as timelines, budget, scope covering 
all supply base). This can also be complemented with data on human rights and environmental risks within the 
suppliers’ supply chain. 

Example supplier sustainability requirements
1. Supplier must have commitments to environmental protection and respect for human rights (policies).
2. Supplier must be able to trace their supply chain and report on this (e.g. traceability to mill or equivalent and 

production).
3. Supplier must conduct adequate environmental, human rights and social risk assessments.
4. Supplier must have a timebound implementation plan to address risks and issues identified
5. Supplier must be able to report on sustainability compliance of their volumes (e.g. through  

certification or other methods). 
6. Supplier must have a due diligence process of their own for new suppliers.
7. Supplier must have a process for engaging their own suppliers on responsible business conduct  

and sustainability.
8. Supplier must engage/support beyond supply chain initiatives (e.g. production level investments  

at landscape/jurisdictional level or participating in sector-wide collaboration on specific issues).
9. Supplier must have a process for monitoring progress and impact of actions on environmental  

and human rights issues
10. Supplier must publicly report on their progress.
11. Supplier must have a grievance management process for addressing and supporting remediation  

of environmental damage and human rights abuses in their supply chain.

2
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Policy and Action Plan

Supplier: ADM Do Brazil
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 ο Gather data through direct engagement with suppliers, supplier questionnaires (including self-assessment 
tools), risk assessments, public information from supplier websites and/or public or paid reporting platforms 
and tools (e.g. CDP, Forest 500, SPOTT, Palm Oil Transparency Coalition, Soy Transparency Coalition, Corporate 
Human Rights Benchmark). Whenever possible, companies should use or adapt data gathering methods using 
existing tools and questionnaires to ensure a more efficient and aligned process across the sector (reducing 
the propagation of different questionnaires, which can be very resource-intensive to fill out). Data provided 
by suppliers should be verified and validated where appropriate (e.g. by reviewing policy and procedure 
documents, using third party evaluations).

 ο Assess supplier performance and risk level, based on data gathered, and generate individual supplier 
summary reports. These reports should be in a clear and engaging format so that the supplier and the company 
procurement team can easily understand the content and identify areas for improvement. Many downstream 
buyers use a scorecard format (see Figure 2), but information can also be visualised through other formats 
(e.g. Excel tables, online platform). Many of the reporting platforms listed above also automatically generate 
individual supplier summary reports. Supplier performance and risk level should be updated on a regular basis 
(minimum annually) to capture any changes and update improvement plans as necessary (see step B.4).  

 ο Group and prioritise suppliers for engagement based on their performance against the requirements. Supplier 
performance can often be combined with upstream social and environmental risk information in order to 
improve the prioritisation process. 
• Although a company may want to start by prioritising specific suppliers for engagement due to resource 

and capacity constraints, it is recommended that all suppliers are engaged in the long-term to ensure 
commitments are being delivered across all volumes.  

Figure 2. Example supplier scorecard which can be used by a commodity sourcing company. Different sections of the scorecard represent different elements of 
the supplier sustainability requirements. 

TOP 50%

https://www.cdp.net/en
https://forest500.org/
https://www.spott.org/
https://www.palmoiltransparency.org/
https://soytransparency.org/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/corporate-human-rights-benchmark/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/corporate-human-rights-benchmark/
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Step 4 Communicate performance gaps to suppliers and agree on timebound 
improvement plan
Objective: Supplier is aware of gaps in their sustainability 
policies and systems and has an action plan to improve 
performance over time. 

Main actions:
 ο Review supplier progress internally (based on supplier 

summary report), identify performance gaps and risks, 
and determine actions needed for improvement. In cases 
where many gaps have been identified in the supplier’s 
performance, a stepwise approach should be considered 
where the gaps are prioritised in terms of what the 
supplier needs to address first and what can be addressed 
at a later stage - e.g. if a supplier is missing a responsible 
sourcing policy, a timebound implementation plan, a 
supplier engagement process and a grievance mechanism, 
the supplier should first focus on developing a policy and 
timebound implementation plan which will inform the 
development of their supplier engagement process and 
grievance mechanism at a later stage.

 ο Review progress directly with supplier and agree on improvement actions to be implemented over an  
agreed timeframe. 

 ο Record agreed actions and timeline in a timebound improvement plan (see Box 3).

 ο Communicate consequences of lack of progress to supplier (see step B.7). 

 ο Update plan as necessary based on review of progress and regular supplier assessment results - e.g. if the first 
improvement plan was for the supplier to develop a policy and time-bound implementation plan within six months, 
progress should be reviewed after 6 months and if the supplier meets this target, the buying company would update 
the supplier’s performance score and agree on a new improvement plan (or update existing plan).

Supplier implements plan

At this stage in the process, the responsibility is passed on to the supplier to implement the actions agreed  
in the timebound improvement plan. 

The buying company should:
• Regularly check in with the supplier to ensure they will meet agreed timelines.
• Provide capacity building and support as needed and agreed (see step B.5).

Supplier timebound  
improvement plan
The supplier’s timebound improvement plan 
should include the following elements: 

• List and explanation of all priority 
activities the supplier is taking and will 
take to deliver on improving  
and addressing identified gaps. 

• Clear timebound milestones and targets 
by when the activities will be completed. 

• Any support that the buying company 
has agreed to provide. 

• The plan can be in the form of an official 
document, meeting notes, or as part of a 
follow up email.

3
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Step 5 Provide supplier support and capacity building
Objective: Ensure supplier is able to implement the actions set in the improvement plans. This is especially needed 
for smaller and/or low performing suppliers who may have limited knowledge and capacity on sustainability.

Main actions:
 ο Determine what type of support suppliers need (suppliers can be grouped by performance level and types of 

gaps to ensure efficiency). This can include:
• Guidance and capacity building webinars/workshops on key topics – e.g. what is responsible sourcing, 

deforestation risk, how to develop a responsible sourcing policy, how to report on KPIs, etc. 
• Being available to answer questions and review draft documents and procedures.
• Providing in-kind support to implement actions, e.g. sharing good practices examples of policies, 

implementation plans.
• Providing financial support, such as preferential interest loans, grants and match-funding for improving or 

developing systems and implementing specific projects.

The support for suppliers is a non-commercial incentive for improvement and can be combined with step B.7 as 
part of consequential action in response to good progress in filling performance gaps.

Step 6 Review supplier progress in implementing improvement plans 
Objective: Ensure supplier is implementing agreed actions for improvement, capture any changes in supplier 
performance on sustainability and update plans as necessary to foster continuous improvement. 

Main actions:
 ο Conduct regular checks on the progress suppliers are making in implementing agreed actions. Frequency 

should be based on timeline set with each supplier. 

 ο Hold review meetings with suppliers at the end of agreed timeline to review if supplier has implemented  
agreed actions.

 ο Update supplier performance assessment accordingly. e.g. if the agreed action was that the supplier would 
develop policies and they achieved this, the supplier scoring and summary report should reflect this 
improvement in performance. 

Step 7 Take consequential action (as required) 
Objective: Ensure supplier is incentivised and committed to continuous improvement on sustainability by  
applying positive (incentives, rewards) or negative (penalties, sanctions) consequences based on supplier  
progress and performance.

Main actions:

Consequential actions can be commercial − strictly 
implemented by procurement teams − and non-
commercial − implemented by  
other teams (Box 4).

 ο Define the type of consequential action and the 
mechanisms through which to execute it:
• Ensure review of supplier progress includes 

contract renewal considerations and 
discussions.

• Create incentive mechanisms for suppliers to 
improve performance against requirements 
over time e.g. improve payment terms, longer-
term contracts, negotiated higher prices, price 
premiums, etc.

Examples of consequential actions

Commercial Non-Commercial

Rewards • Increase in purchased 
volume

• Preferred supplier 
status

• Long-term contract
• Improved payment 

terms

• Capacity building 
• Support to implement 

action plans
• Partnerships and  

co-funding
• Public or private 

recognition and 
acknowledgement 

Penalties • Reduction in 
purchased volumes

• Removal from 
approved  
supplier list

• Escalation to suppliers’ 
senior management

• Public letters 

4
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• Set clear penalties for suppliers not meeting actions agreed in timebound improvement plans (see step B.4). 
These should gradually ramp up according to the number of times the supplier fails to meet requirements. 

• Communicate to supplier why consequential action has been taken. For negative action this should also 
include explaining to the supplier what actions they have to take to remove the penalty, and if the supplier  
is discontinued, clear communication on requirements to be reinstated /re-onboarded as a supplier.

 ο Excluding suppliers should always be a last resort, with priority given to supplier engagement and 
performance improvement. 

 ο Following taking consequential action, the process should then go back to step B.4 and the company  
should work with the supplier to update their improvement plan to address any further gaps identified.  
• If negative consequential action has been taken, include actions that the supplier needs to implement  

to remove penalties.



Track and report on effectiveness of supplier  
due diligence and engagement process
Objective: Supplier engagement is an ongoing 
process and, as part of this process, it is important 
for a company to track and report on the efficiency 
and impact of the actions taken in delivering positive 
change in its supply chain, and ultimately, how it is 
supporting in meeting the company’s sustainability 
commitments. 

Main actions:

 ο Develop clear metrics and KPIs for monitoring and 
reporting suppliers’ performance and  
progress at an aggregated level that are comparable 
year on year (see example in Figure 3).

 ο Regularly monitor progress against KPIs and review 
if supplier due diligence and engagement  
is successful in improving supply chain sustainability 
and achieving positive outcomes. 

 ο Report publicly on progress of how supplier due 
diligence and engagement is contributing  
to meeting company commitments.

 ο Based on monitoring results, adjust supplier due 
diligence and engagement process and  
sustainability requirements and targets as necessary.

Figure 2. Example supplier scorecard which can be used by a commodity 
sourcing company. Different sections of the scorecard represent different 
elements of the supplier sustainability requirements. Picture credit: Pepsico

Conclusion
Agricultural and forest commodity supply chains can have multiple negative impacts on human rights, nature and 
the climate. At the same time, dealing with complex, geographically diverse supply networks can make it hard for 
companies to manage, mitigate and remediate these impacts. Supplier engagement is evolving rapidly as a means 
of delivering responsible sourcing commitments across these complex supply chains. Unlike certification, there is 
no pre-defined approach; companies and suppliers can use this Supplier Engagement Guidance to understand the 
requirements and best practices for engaging with suppliers on implementing responsible sourcing processes, and 
meeting environmental and human rights commitments.  

You can find more information on supply chain engagement on the Proforest website and through The Accountability 
Framework initiative (AFi), a collaborative effort to build and scale up ethical supply chains for agricultural and 
forestry products. 

https://www.proforest.net/resources/publications/responsible-sourcing-in-practice-supplier-engagement-13545/
https://accountability-framework.org/
https://accountability-framework.org/


Proforest is a global organisation with a single mission: To ensure 
agricultural and forestry production that delivers positive outcomes  
for people, nature and climate. We have more than twenty years 
of practical experience in supporting companies, governments, 
communities and partners, to establish responsible production and 
sourcing practices in Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Europe and North America. We work within and beyond supply chains: 
with technical expertise in implementation of responsible sourcing and 
production, collaboration, landscape and multi-stakeholder initiatives, 
capacity building, tools and training.
www.proforest.net
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