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Responsible sourcing in
practice: supplier engagement

There are several elements to a successful
supplier engagement programme: traceability and
supply chain mapping; risk assessment, review
and prioritisation; planning and implementing
interventions with suppliers; and building wider
credibility through transparency and a grievance
mechanism. All of this needs to take place within
a broader responsible sourcing programme.
This should include a clear policy and set of
commitments, as well as an implementation
strategy that integrates different approaches
including certification and legal compliance.
This is discussed in detail in Proforest’s
Responsible Sourcing: A Practical Guide.
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Supplier engagement is evolving rapidly as
a means of delivering responsible sourcing
commitments across a complex supply base.
In practical terms, supplier engagement is a
set of mechanisms or interventions that are
implemented with suppliers in order to deliver a
company’s responsible sourcing commitments.
Unlike certification, there is no pre-defined
approach; however, Proforest has developed
a framework of good practice within which
companies can implement their own programme.
This briefing summarises Proforest’s approach
to supplier engagement as part of a responsible
sourcing programme.
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Companies can use a number of approaches
to help them implement their commitments to
responsible sourcing. These include certification,
legality and supplier engagement (see Briefing
01: Delivering responsible sourcing in practice:
an integrated approach).
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Key points
• Supplier engagement is a set of
mechanisms or interventions that are
implemented with suppliers to build
compliance with policy commitments
across the production base.
• There are two main paths for companies
to engage with suppliers: directly
with upstream mills, aggregators and
producers, or indirectly via intermediate
suppliers’ engagement programmes.
• Key performance indicators (KPIs),
monitoring, grievance mechanisms and
public reporting are important elements
for ensuring transparency of both direct
and indirect engagement.

1. Understanding the supply chain
Agricultural and forest commodity supply chains
are typically represented as extending from
producers (upstream), through mills or aggregators,

Responsible sourcing
commitments apply mainly
to production practices

PRODUCER

to traders and refiners, and on to manufacturers
and retailers (downstream) as shown in
Figure 1.

Responsible sourcing commitments are made by
supply chain companies

MILL OR
AGGREGATOR
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MANUFACTURER
AND BRANDS

Upstream
Producers (and sometimes
mills or aggregators)
implement responsible
sourcing commitments

RETAILER

Downstream

Direct engagement with
producers

Indirect engagement via
upstream suppliers

Figure 1: A typical supply chain and its actors

1.1. Supplier engagement pathways
A company’s position in the supply chain affects
the type of interventions that are appropriate for
it to pursue with suppliers to implement its policy
commitments. For simplicity, we have identified
two main engagement pathways through which
companies at different stages of the supply chain
are more likely to engage with their suppliers:
1. Direct engagement: Upstream companies,
including traders and refiners that are relatively
close to mills or aggregators and their supply
base of producers (production base), are likely
to need to engage directly with those mills or
aggregators, clusters of mills or aggregators
and/or producers to support more responsible
production practices (Section 2).
2. Indirect engagement: Downstream companies
including consumer goods brands and
manufacturers, which are more distanced
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from producers, are more likely to opt for
indirect engagement via intermediate suppliers’
engagement programmes to promote more
responsible production (Section 3).
In general, then, upstream actors such as traders
and refiners are more likely to be able to engage
directly with their production base. Downstream
actors, such as consumer goods brands,
manufacturers and retailers, may need to work
through their suppliers’ programmes.
In reality, there is a spectrum of positions in
the supply chain and companies source from
very variable types of suppliers. Their supplier
engagement programmes need to be flexible and
include both types of approach.
This brief sets out the steps involved in both direct
and indirect engagement paths, and describes the
process for determining which path is appropriate.

1.2. Mapping the supply chain
Traceability is a prerequisite for implementing
responsible sourcing commitments. It links the
actors in the supply chain with the mills or first
aggregators that feed into their supply, and thus
back to the producers.
In practice, supply chain mapping is usually done in
two parts. The first stage is to map supplies back, to
build up a complete list of mills or aggregators in the

supply base. Where upstream companies can do this
directly, downstream companies should build on the
supply chain mapping done by intermediate suppliers.
The second stage is to work with mills or aggregators
to understand the production base that supplies
them. Proforest’s Responsible Sourcing: A Practical
Guide provides more guidance on supply chain
mapping.

Box 1: Understanding the diverse production base
The characteristics of the production base can vary significantly and this may have a profound impact
on engagement strategies. Traders’ and refiners’ supply bases may involve many different types of
organisation. These range from large companies with their own responsible sourcing programmes (RSP)
and resources to implement them, to small independent players with few resources for implementing
responsible practices. Where mills rely entirely on third party producers (Supplier 4, below),
engagement is most difficult because there is no internal expertise on plantation management to share
with the third party producers. This is particularly the case for small mills with limited resources.
It is, therefore, essential to understand the supply base and to be clear about the levels of awareness,
engagement, capacity, resources and commitment of different actors. This will support the planning
and implementation of appropriate interventions for each type.
Supplier 1 has an RSP, own mill and third
party production

Supplier 3 has no RSP, uses a third party
mill which has some own production, some
third party production and no RSP

1

3

2

4

Supplier 2 has an RSP, a third party mill, some
own production and some third party production

RSP

No RSP

Supplier 4 has no RSP, uses a third party
mill with no RSP and third party producers

Own mill/production

Third party mill/production
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2. Direct engagement
Most traders, refiners and manufacturers will need to
engage directly with their upstream suppliers, in order
to deliver their responsible sourcing commitments.
The interventions required are outlined in this section.

For downstream companies such as consumer brands
and retailers, it is often more practical to support their
suppliers’ own engagement programmes, although
these must be credible and robust (see Section 3).

2.1. Prioritising interventions
For most traders, refiners and manufacturers,
especially large ones, it is not possible to engage
with the entire supply base at the same time, so it is
important to identify the priorities for intervention.
To help plan interventions effectively, a robust review
is needed. This includes three components:
• a comprehensive risk assessment
• an analysis of options where the company has
greatest leverage to influence implementation
• a review of existing initiatives in key origins that
could support change.
Risk assessment
The risk that production practices do not meet the
responsible sourcing policy is a key factor in deciding
where resources should be focused. This is assessed
at two levels:
1. Supplier level: Risk is assessed for each direct
supplier. A review is made of:
• Sustainability issues related to production in the
origin (location) from which they source
• Supplier performance, both positive (eg. progress
towards certification or a responsible sourcing
policy and programme) or negative (eg. specific
issues in the public domain related to the supplier)

• Supply volumes, because the impact (and
therefore the risk) associated with larger
volumes is greater.
Using this information, an initial risk rating or
categorisation can be given to each supplier in
order to rank the risk level.
2. Mill or aggregator level: The second part of the
risk assessment analyses the potential social
and environmental risks of individual or clusters
of mills or aggregators in more detail. Many
environmental risks, including deforestation
and land-use change, fires, proximity to
protected areas and presence of peat, can be
monitored remotely through geospatial analysis
(see Briefing 06: Geospatial risk assessment
and ‘no deforestation’ commitments). Social
issues tend to be better identified using a
range of approaches such as publicly available
national and sub-national statistics, and
intelligence from local or global civil society
organisations. Proforest and others are also
developing ways of mapping social issues
using geospatial tools. The results of these risk
analyses provide a basis for ranking the risks
associated with individual or clusters of mills or
aggregators. This allows them to be prioritised
for further intervention.

Target mill
50 km potential supply base

Fire

Agricultural land and scrub

Recent deforestation

Forest cover

Peat

Recent forest loss
Protected areas
Peatland

4

Risk hotspots

Analysis of leverage

Existing initiatives

It is also important to identify opportunities for
positive impact, where a company’s leverage is
strongest. In general, there is probably more scope
to influence behaviour where volumes purchased
are significant, commercial relationships are good,
and there are strong relationships or vertical
integration that provide leverage with mills,
aggregators and producers. There may also be
more leverage where the company’s influence
or purchasing profile in the whole supply shed or
wider origin is important.

Greater impact is likely to arise from linking to
existing programmes that promote better practice.
These may include initiatives to support small
farmers, jurisdictional or landscape approaches
that bring together different actors to work towards
a common goal, government support for better
practices or training programmes to build local
capacity. Where a promising initiative is already
planned or underway, prioritising support for it may
help accelerate change. However, it is also essential
to address high risk sources in locations where
relevant initiatives do not exist.

2.2. Planning interventions
Understanding the risks and priorities in a complex
supply base can be challenging for supply chain
companies, but it is only the beginning. The real aim
of the supplier engagement process is to implement
a range of measures that support producers to
implement practices that deliver the company’s
responsible sourcing commitments. Where current
practice is not consistent with commitments, it is
necessary to engage with suppliers and producers
to create change.
Creating change is complex because of the variation
in both the types of producer and nature of the
issues. It is by far the biggest challenge facing
companies with responsible sourcing commitments.
There are two steps in intervention, often closely
linked together:

• Understanding current practices and gaps:
Building relationships with mills or aggregators
and the producers that supply them to raise their
awareness of responsible sourcing commitments,
understand current production practices, and
identify any gaps between commitments and
production practices (Section 2.3).
• Taking action to support change: Implementing
activities to deliver improvements where gaps
have been identified (Section 2.4).
As with risk assessment, interventions are needed
at different levels including: (i) company level for
supplier groups with multiple mills or aggregators,
(ii) individual mills/aggregators, and (iii) groups of
mills/aggregators in a landscape (often referred to as
‘supply sheds’).
5

2.3. Understanding current practices and gaps
The first step is to engage with the prioritised suppliers
and mills or aggregators to understand supplier
programmes and production practices on the ground
and to verify whether the identified risks really exist.
This is also an opportunity to begin to build awareness
of responsible sourcing commitments at the level of
mills or aggregators and producers, and to discuss
the gaps identified between these requirements and
current practices.
• Evaluation of supplier companies with multiple
mills/aggregators: For supplier companies with
multiple mills/aggregators, it is important first to
confirm that their policy commitments are robust
and consistent with requirements in terms of
scope and detail. Second, it is important to check
that there is a credible means of demonstrating
compliance with policy commitments. This is
particularly important where there are challenging
issues such as an undeveloped landbank or
outstanding grievances. Finally, the policy should
apply to both the group’s own production and to
third party producers in their supply base. How the
policy is applied to third party producers in practice
needs to be examined.
• Individual mill or aggregator level verification:
For many companies, engagement begins with an
individual mill or aggregator verification. These
site visits, which can be undertaken by the buyer
or by a third party on their behalf, usually combine
building awareness of responsible sourcing
commitments (eg. through a presentation or
workshop) with a robust verification of practices
on the ground. The assessment of the production
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practices involves field inspection, document
review, and interviews with company staff and a
sample of workers including contractors, farmers,
local communities, local government and NGOs.
These visits are an important part of supplier
relationship-building, as well as policy compliance,
so it is important to have effective approaches
for gathering accurate information, encouraging
participation and ensuring confidentiality. The
output is a detailed report on current production
practices including any gaps between this
and the requirements of responsible sourcing
commitments.
• Supply shed level verification of mill clusters:
In places where production of a commodity
is concentrated, there are often clusters of
mills or aggregators belonging to one or more
companies in the same location. There can be
significant economies of scale from undertaking
a verification exercise across a cluster, as the
issues are generally similar. This also builds a
shared understanding, which can be important in
addressing some of the issues identified. It may be
easier to arrange if there is collaboration between
the traders or refiners that source from the same
region. This may encourage participation of mills
or aggregators, and enable pooling of resources
and sharing of results.
The outcome for supply chain companies, mills,
aggregators and the producers in their supply base
should be a common understanding of current
practices and of the gaps between these practices and
the requirements of responsible sourcing policies.

2.4. Taking action to support change
Identifying gaps is only useful if it forms the basis
for further action. Occasionally this means ceasing
to buy from a supplier or producer, but from a
sustainability perspective this should be a last
resort (Box 2).
Actions to support change are varied, and depend
on factors such as the:
• nature and extent of any issues identified
• type, size and resources available to producers
and the mill or aggregator they supply (Box 1)
• location and local context in which production
takes place
• leverage the supply chain actor can exert
• presence or absence of potential support and
incentives
• local factors.
There is no blueprint for the next steps but common
actions include the following.

processing facility, or may be targeted at a cluster of
mills or aggregators in specific higher risk locations.
Action planning
The most important outcome of site verification
visits is to develop and agree an action plan to
address the gaps identified. Sometimes actions can
be planned and undertaken by the mill, aggregator
or its parent company, or by the trader or refiner
that commissioned the site assessment. Other
actions need the support or leadership of third
parties, so the planning process should identify
existing initiatives that are already addressing the
issues (see Box 3). Where there are no existing
initiatives, the action plan needs to consider how
to develop the necessary partnerships. It is also
important for companies to be clear about the
extent of their engagement in any activity (Box 5).

Capacity building
Where gaps are identified, the first step to address
them is to gain a commitment to change from the
supplier and producers. This often requires building
understanding of what is needed and what it will
involve. Training events and workshops can be
effective ways to communicate policy commitments
to suppliers, and to provide space to discuss
the practical implications and mechanisms for
implementation. It is important to find the most
effective strategies for engaging mills or aggregators
and producers. For example, training and
workshops can be designed to reach the majority
of mills supplying a specific refinery or secondary

Box 2: Exclusion of suppliers
There are two ways to address risks identified through verification assessments or grievance processes.
One is to exclude high-risk suppliers or producers from the supply base. While this may provide a quick
short-term solution, it limits the positive impacts of responsible sourcing and may have very negative
consequences for the suppliers or producers who are excluded. It is always preferable to begin by
seeking to engage and support improvement. However, if suppliers or producers are unwilling to
engage, or monitoring shows that they continue not to deliver on responsible sourcing commitments,
it is important to have a clear process for exclusion as a last resort. This sends a strong message that
the company’s commitment to implementing the policy is serious and reassures those suppliers and
producers who are working toward compliance that their effort is worthwhile. It is very useful to have
clear criteria for the process that triggers supplier exclusion.
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Box 3: Company role in activities
The most appropriate role for a supply chain company varies, depending on the type of activities
needed. For some activities, particularly those related directly to production, companies are well-placed
to play a leading role, either alone or with partners, using their existing infrastructure and expertise
to accelerate progress. Other activities, especially those related to the wider social or environmental
landscape, are best delivered through partnerships with communities, governments or civil society
organisations. There are also some activities related to rights and laws that are essential for creating an
enabling environment. However, these need to be led by government, local communities or other actors,
and companies should participate only when they are invited.

Goal

Supporting better
production practices

Companies can often
provide direct support

Supporting change in
the wider production
landscape

Working in partnership with
other organisations is likely
to be most effective

Building the enabling
environment
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How companies can engage

Companies should
engage where invited

Examples
Companies implement activities to:
• Introduce good agricultural practices
• Improve worker safety
• Reduce harvest losses
Companies support initiatives for:
• Community development
• Stopping deforestation
• Tackling child labour
Companies make inputs to:
• Land use planning
• Clarifying community tenure
• Revision of poor legislation

Implementation
Both the actions needed and the level of involvement
of the supply chain company will vary, depending on
the issues identified. Important factors may include:
• Support and incentives: The two most important
ingredients for successful change are to ensure
that the activities deliver practical support and
that there are clear benefits for producers. Simply
insisting that a producer must change their
practices without a clear justification, offer of help,
or guarantee of benefit is unlikely to be successful.
• Small producers: Small and medium-scale
producers often find it challenging to improve
their practices as they have limited resources to
understand and implement change. They need to
see a direct benefit to justify using those resources
to make the changes being requested. If the mill
or aggregator is part of an integrated company
with its own production base, it is likely to be in a
strong position to provide information and practical
support to small producers on good management
practices that have direct benefits (such as yield
improvement), as well as reducing negative

impacts. How to support small producers to
change their practices is a major evolving topic
for responsible sourcing.
• Small and medium mill groups and local
traders/agents: Like small-scale producers,
smaller mill companies may face particular
obstacles to understanding and implementing
change because they lack expertise, internal
resources and economies of scale. There is a
similar problem for the networks of local traders
and agents who are often the intermediaries
between small producers and mills or larger
aggregators. These groups have received little
attention or support to date and more work is
urgently needed.
• Jurisdictional or landscape programmes:
Changing some of the production practices
commonly used across a supply base may
be beyond the direct capacity of a single mill.
Jurisdictional or landscape programmes offer
a promising approach to creating wider change
(see Briefing Notes 2 and 3).

2.5. Mechanisms to underpin supplier engagement
There are a number of key internal mechanisms that
are important as the basis for implementing credible
supplier engagement programmes. These include:
KPIs and monitoring: Full implementation of a
responsible sourcing programme takes time. It
is therefore important to have clear targets and
milestones against which to assess progress, and
a robust and systematic system for monitoring and
review. This should also include actions to address
failures to reach milestones on time.
Grievance mechanism: A robust grievance
mechanism, which identifies and responds to non-

compliances with sustainability commitments,
underpins other intervention activities. This should
include an effective process for receiving and
addressing complaints, and for active monitoring of
public information about breaches by suppliers.
Transparency and public reporting: Transparency
and provision of regular public information on
progress are fundamental to building credibility for
the supplier engagement programme. Approaches
range from regular update reports to live
‘dashboards’ which provide information on progress
against KPIs.
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3. Indirect engagement
Downstream companies, including consumer
goods brands and manufacturers, are more
distanced from mills/aggregators and producers.
There may be several intermediaries between
them and the production base. Indirect
engagement that focuses on their own suppliers’

direct engagement programmes may be more
effective.
Indirect engagement involves reviewing the
adequacy of direct suppliers’ policy implementation
programmes to check whether they are credible,
robust and comprehensive.

3.1. Evaluating suppliers’ programmes
Each supplier’s responsible sourcing programme
should be consistent with the type of approach
outlined above in Section 2. The indicators in Box 4
provide a simple framework for evaluation.
The review of suppliers’ programmes provides an
analysis of whether the company:
• can rely on its suppliers’ own engagement plans

and programmes to deliver its responsible sourcing
commitments, or
• cannot rely on its suppliers’ programmes and needs
to engage directly to identify high risk upstream
suppliers, and develop and implement actions for
change (Section 2).
In practice, some direct suppliers’ programmes are
likely to be more credible and reliable than others.

Box 4: Indicators for evaluating suppliers’ engagement programmes
Topic

Indicator

1. Policy commitments

The supplier’s responsible sourcing commitments are consistent with
the company’s requirements, and apply to their full supply base.

2. Supply chain traceability

The supplier’s commitments and progress on traceability are
consistent with the company’s requirements and they are willing to
share adequate information on the production base (eg. mill location
or sourcing origins).

3. Action plan for
implementation

The supplier has a robust action plan for implementing its policy
commitments, over an acceptable timeline, including an appropriate
combination of certification, legality and supplier engagement
mechanisms.

4. Grievance process

To complement other activities the supplier also implements a
grievance process for its entire supply base which includes public
disclosure of grievances logged and actions taken.

5. Progress reporting

The supplier reports regularly and publicly on progress towards
implementation of its policy commitments.

3.2. Taking action to complement suppliers’ programmes
Having reviewed the adequacy of its suppliers’
responsible sourcing programmes, a company
can determine the level of intervention that it
needs to make:
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Inadequate or no supplier programme
Where the direct supplier has an inadequate or
no policy implementation programme, a company
will need to carry out its own detailed review of

the relevant upstream supply base and identify
appropriate interventions (as in Section 2). These
interventions may be implemented directly or in
collaboration with the direct supplier. If the supplier
is unable or unwilling to implement these
interventions, then it may be necessary to stop buying
from them (see Box 2).
Adequate supplier programme
Where a company’s direct supplier has an adequate
supplier engagement programme of their own, it will
then be a low priority for further intervention.
However, if one or more direct suppliers is particularly

important for the company, because of factors such
as high volumes, close commercial relationships
and leverage, or because it is an important and high
risk origin, it may also be important for downstream
companies to consider how they can directly reinforce
those suppliers’ engagement activities. This may
be through complementary direct engagement
themselves or by providing additional resources to
reinforce the suppliers’ work and take their share of
responsibility. Box 3 summarises the different roles
a company can have in supporting its suppliers’
programmes or other existing initiatives in relevant
production landscapes, while Box 5 focuses on
different levels of engagement.

Box 5: Extent of engagement in support initiatives
Supply chain companies often buy from multiple origins and find gaps that need to be addressed in
most of them. In many of these places, actions will be required to make progress and so it is important
for companies to be clear about what their level of engagement will be in each case. This can range
from leading an initiative to minimal engagement or even deciding not to engage if already involved with
several other initiatives.

Support
No engagement
It is important to
prioritise which may
mean not engaging
at all in some
initiatives even if
they are relevant to
a supply base.

Providing some input
for an existing or
emerging initiative,
such as contributing
funding or making
offtake commitments,
but with limited or no
active engagement
or responsibility for
delivery.

Participation
Actively working with
an existing or new
initiative, providing
resources and inputs
and playing a role in
some components,
but with another
organisation leading
and taking overall
responsibility for
delivery.

Leadership
Leading an initiative
(directly or through a
contractor) and taking
responsibility for delivery,
including providing or
mobilising resources,
convening partners,
developing approaches,
overseeing activities and
planning for the long term
either alone or together
with partners.

Companies should be realistic about how much they can do, but also robust and credible in taking
responsibility and contributing resources that are commensurate with the scale of buying. Their role may
not remain static with a company playing a greater or lesser role at different times in the development
and implementation of an initiative.
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3.3. Transparency
Where a company relies partially or fully on indirect
engagement, even if some or all their direct suppliers’
programmes are judged to deliver adequate policy
compliance, it remains important that the company
ensures the transparency of their own programmes.
This can be done by developing their own overall
key performance indicators (KPIs) and monitoring
process, together with a grievance mechanism and
publicly-available progress reporting, consistent with
the elements outlined in Section 3.1. Examples of

possible KPIs are shown in Box 6.
The KPIs used to track progress can also be
varied in relation to different types of suppliers
and different volumes purchased. For example,
for purchasing from downstream manufacturers
or traders, particularly where volumes are small,
it may be unrealistic to require direct supplier
engagement programmes, and be more effective
to focus on certified volumes and acceptable
policy commitments.

Box 6: Sample KPIs to measure progress of indirect supplier engagement
Examples of KPIs a company could report on, in order to track and demonstrate the progress of an
indirect supplier engagement programme, include the following:
Topic

Key performance indicator (note that % refers to % of volumes purchased)

Traceability

Public reporting on direct suppliers
% traceable to mill/first aggregator
Public reporting on mills/first aggregators

Certification

% certified (disaggregated into certificate trading and physical volumes)

Supplier engagement

% covered by suppliers’ own sustainability policy commitments
% covered by suppliers’ own engagement programmes
% high risk mills covered by suppliers’ own programmes
% covered by multi-stakeholder landscape level programmes
% covered by suppliers’ own public grievance processes
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