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The United Nations Global Compact and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) make no representation concerning, and do not guarantee, the source, originality, accuracy, 
completeness or reliability of any statement, information, data, finding, interpretation, advice or opinion 
contained within the publication.

This publication is intended strictly as a learning document. The company examples used represent a possible 
good practice approach on the particular identified topic. The inclusion of any particular example does not in any 
way constitute an endorsement by the United Nations Global Compact and/or OHCHR of the company concerned 
or its corporate responsibility performance overall. 

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression 
of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any 
country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

The United Nations Global Compact is a call to companies everywhere to voluntarily align their operations 
and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, labour, environment and 
anti corruption, and to take action in support of UN goals and issues. The UN Global Compact is a leadership 
platform for the development, implementation and disclosure of responsible corporate policies and practices. 
Launched in 2000, it is the largest corporate sustainability initiative in the world, with over 8,000 companies and 
4,000 non business signatories based in 170 countries. 

www.unglobalcompact.org  

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) is a key branch of the United 
Nations human rights structure. The High Commissioner is responsible to the United Nations Secretary General 
for encouraging the international community and States to uphold universal human rights standards. OHCHR 
seeks to work with an ever wider range of actors, including the private sector, to promote respect for human 
rights throughout the world. OHCHR is the focal point in the United Nations system for implementation of the 
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, and has a mandate to lead the business and human 
rights agenda within the United Nations. OHCHR serves as secretariat for the United Nations intergovernmental 
body on human rights, the Human Rights Council, including its special procedures, such as the Working 
Group on Business and Human Rights, and inter governmental working groups such as the one open ended 
intergovernmental working group established to elaborate a legally binding instrument on human rights and 
transnational corporations. OHCHR has supported the human rights component of the United Nations Global 
Compact since it was launched in 2000.

www.ohchr.org 
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•	Companies that respect human rights may gain commercial benefits associated with good human rights practices, 
e.g., attracting investment, procurement, top-quality recruits and reputational benefits 
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SUMMARY

ï  All companies have a responsibility to respect human rights, which means to avoid 
infringing on the human rights of others and to address these impacts where they 
occur, as set out in the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights  

ï  Companies that are participants of the United Nations Global Compact make a public 
commitment to respect and support human rights and comply with international 
standards

ï  Respecting human rights is the right thing to do
ï  Companies that respect human rights earn and secure their ë social license to 

operateí , and avoid potentially costly company community conflicts
ï Companies that respect human rights may better anticipate and manage operational 

and regulatory risks, and are well poised to comply with future legal and regulatory 
requirements

ï Companies that respect human rights may gain commercial benefits associated with 
good human rights practices, e.g., attracting investment, procurement, top quality 
recruits and reputational benefits
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ï To provide a basis for embedding the responsibility to respect through all business functions
ï To respond to relevant stakeholder expectations
ï To identify policy gaps and initiate a process that alerts the company to new areas of 

human rights risk
ï To elaborate on the companyí s commitment to support human rights  
ï To build increased trust with external stakeholders and to start to understand and address 

their concerns
ï To foster the development of in house learning, management capacity and leadership on 

human rights issues
ï To demonstrate international good business practice
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No more reasons not to have a policy
Companies are seeing that by having a human rights policy they can start to better identify 
their potential human rights impacts, start to build in house management capacity and 
demonstrate to stakeholders a sincere commitment to respect and support human rights. 
A BSR/Net Impact/GlobeScan poll of 700 business professionals from across the globe 
in late 2014 ranked human rights as the most significant priority in CSR/sustainability for 
the year ahead.î \aCompanies that are signatories to the United Nations Global Compact 
commit to aligning their strategies and operations with universally accepted principles 
in the areas of human rights and labour. According to a 2014 survey, 91% of UN Global 
Compact companies surveyed have a human rights policy in place.\bFurther, empirical 
evidence illustrates that companies that are participants of the UN Global Compact are 
more responsive to civil society human rights concerns than non participants.^c

Why have relatively few companies globally backed up their pledges on human rights with 
a policy or other due diligence measures? Historical obstacles can partly explain it. Back in 
2007, human rights remained, in the words of the Special Representative of the Secretary
General on business and human rights, ì mysterious for businessî  and companies did not 
fully know what was expected of them. Workplace issues aside, ì human rightsÖ  were seen 
as the exclusive domain of States and no universally agreed frameworkî  existed on the 
expectations of business. 

However, an agreed international business and human rights framework now exists ñ  the 
United Nations ì Protect, Respect, Remedyî  framework and the UN Guiding Principles for its 
implementation ñ  applying to companies as well as States. In addition, there is a growing 
body of management guidance tools that help demystify human rights for business and 
map practical action. The business and human rights discourse has also become global and 
accessible to companies of all sizes and sectors; daily updates on the Business and Human 
Rights Resource Centreí s website^!now appear in many languages, based on research from 
every continent. In short, there are fewer and fewer reasons not to develop a human rights policy.
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KEY READINGS: Why respect human rights and why develop a human 
rights policy?
u%UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. Available at: 

http://www.ohchr.org /Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf  
(Links to the UN Guiding Principles in six other languages are available at :
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/issues/human_rights/the_un_srsg_and_the_un_global_
compact.html)

ï  UN Global Compact Human Rights and Business Learning Tool. Available at : 
http://human rights and business learning tool.unglobalcompact.org/site/
(Accessed 15 March 2015).

ï  How to Do Business with Respect for Human Rights: A Guidance Tool for Companies, 
Global Compact Network Netherlands, Business & Human Rights Initiative, 2010. 

ï  Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, Company Policy Statements on Human 
Rights. Available at: 
http://business humanrights.org/en/company policy statements on human r ights
(Accessed 29 May 2015).

ï  United Nations Global Compact Guidance: 
www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/human_rights/ Tools_and_Guidance_Materials.html
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ï  Developing a human rights policy can be a dynamic, though not always a predictable pro
cess. Do not expect perfection at fi rst. Many companies update their policies as they gain 
experience

ï  Assign senior management responsibility to drive the process
ï  Involve cross functional personnel (human resources, legal, procurement, security, etc.) 

in the process to build understanding, know how and a sense of common purpose
ï  Identify and draw on internal and/or external human rights expertise
ï  Map existing company policies to identify human rights coverage and gaps
ï  Conduct a basic mapping of key potential impacts
ï  Consult internal and relevant external stakeholders to identify and respond to their expec

tations
ï  Communicate the policy internally and externally
ï  Refl ect human rights policy in operational policies and procedures
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KEY READINGS: Key Steps
ï  UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. (See above)

ï  The Corporate Responsibility to Respect Human Rights: An Interpretive Guide, 
OHCHR, 2012. Available at: 
http://www.ohchr.org /Documents/Publications/HR.PUB.12.2_En.pdf
(Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Developing Corporate Human Rights Policies and the Role of Legal Counsel, 
UN Global Compact, 2014. Available at: 
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/docs/issues_doc/human_rights/Human_Rights_
Working_Group/HRPolicies_LegalCounsel_GPN.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  A Guide to Integrating Human Rights into Business Management, BLIHR, United Nations 
Global Compact and OHCHR, 2nd ed., 2010.

ï  Human Rights Translated: A Business Reference Guide, Castan Centre, International 
Business Leaders Forum, United Nations Global Compact and OHCHR, 2008. 
Available at: 
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/globalization/business/docs/Human_Rights_
Translated_web.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Human Rights and Business Dilemmas Forum, UN Global Compact & Maplecroft. 
Available at : 
http://hrbdf.org / (Accessed 15 March 2015).

ï  Human Rights Compliance Assessment Quick Check, Danish Institute for Human 
Rights, 
2006. Available in 5 languages from  
https://hrca2.humanrightsbusiness.org/Page  TheHrcaQuickCheck 23.aspx
(Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  How to Do Business with Respect for Human Rights: A Guidance Tool for Companies, 
Global Compact Network Netherlands, Business & Human Rights Initiative, 2010. 
Available at: 
http://www.gcnetherlands.nl/report_business_human_rights.htm
(Accessed 29 May 2015). 

ï  Social Dialogue at Enterprise Level: Successful Experiences, ILO, Geneva, 2004. 
Available at: 
www.ilo.org /public / libdoc /ilo/2005/105B09_252_engl.pdf
(Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  United Nations Global Compact Guidance: 
www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/human_rights /Tools_and_Guidance_Materials.html
(Accessed 15 March 2015)
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All policies ñ  whether stand alone or integrated ñ  should at a minimum comprise:
ï  An explicit commitment to respect all internationally recognized human rights 

standards ñ    understood, at a minimum, as the International Bill of Rights and the ILOí s 
Declaration on the Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work

ï  Stipulations concerning the companyí s expectations of personnel, business partners and 
other relevant parties

ï  Information on how the company will implement its commitment

It may also contain:
ï  An overview of the steps taken to develop the policy
ï  Information on the companyí s key human rights priority areas
ï  A description of how the company will deal with conflicts between international human 

rights principles and applicable host government legal requirements
ï  A commitment by the company to ì supportî  (i.e. contribute to the positive realization of) 

human rights
ï  A summary of those human rights (including labour rights and others) that the business 

recognizes as likely to be the most salient for its operations and information on how it 
will account for its actions to meet its responsibility to respect human rights
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SUMMARY
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KEY READINGS: Components of a policy  human rights of workers
ï  The ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and 

Social Policy

ï  The Labour Principles of the United Nations Global Compact: A Guide for Business, 
ILO United Nations Global Compact, 2008 (reprint 2010) Available at: 
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/resources/261 (Accessed 29 May 2015)

ï  Rules of the Game. A brief introduction to International Labour Standards, ILO, 
Department of International Labour Standards, Geneva, 2009 (rev. ed.)

ï  ILO Helpdesk for Business on international Labour standards (www.ilo.org/business)
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KEY READINGS: Components of a human rights policy ñ  other rights
ï  Human Rights Translated: A Business Reference Guide, Castan Centre, International 

Business  Leaders Forum, United Nations Global Compact and OHCHR, 2008. 
Available at: 
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/globalization/business/docs/Human_Rights_
Translated_web.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Human Rights and Business Dilemmas Forum: 
http://hrbdf.org

ï  Business & Human Rights Resource Centre website: 
www.business humanrights.org/Documents/Policies
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KEY READINGS: Next steps  the path to implementation

ï  UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (as above).

ï  The Corporate Responsibility to Respect Human Rights: An Interpretive Guide (as above).

ï  Human Rights Compliance Assessment Quick Check (as above)

ï  Human Rights and Business Dilemmas Forum : www.hrbdf.org.

ï  Human Rights and Business Country Guide, Danish Institute for Human Rights. Available at: 
http://hrbcountryguide.org/ (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Guidance on Responsible Business in Conflict Affected & High Risk Areas: A Resource 
for Companies & Investors, UN Global Compact & PRI, 2010  Available at: https://www.
unglobalcompact.org/docs/issues_doc/Peace_and_Business/Guidance_RB.pdf
(accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Human Rights Due Diligence in High Risk Circumstances: Practical Strategies for 
Businesses, Shift, 2014. Available at: http://shiftproject.org/sites/default/files/Shift_
HRDDinhighriskcircumstances_Mar2015.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Bringing a Human Rights Lens to Stakeholder Engagement, Shift, 2013. Available at:                          
http://shiftproject.org/sites/default/files/%20Bringing%20a%20Human%20Rights%20
Lens%20to%20Stakeholder%20Engagement.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Assessing the effectiveness of company grievance mechanisms, CSR Europe, 
2013. Available at:   

   http://www.csreurope.org/sites/default/files/Assessing%20the%20effectiveness%20
of%20Company%20Grievance%20Mechanisms%20 %20CSR%20Europe%20
%282013%29.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  ì Remediation and Operational Level Grievance Mechanismsî  in Oil and Gas Sector 
Guide on Implementing the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, 
European Commission, 2012. Available at: http://www.shiftproject.org/sites/default/files/
OG/ECHRSG.OG.12.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2015)

ï  Human Rights Supplement to Communication on Progress Guidance UN Global 
Compact.    

   https://www.unglobalcompact.org/docs/issues_doc/human_rights/Resources/HR_COP_
Reporting_Guidance.pdf

ï  UN Guiding Principles Reporting Framework, Shift & Mazars, 2015. See: 
http://www.ungpreporting.org/ (Accessed 29 May 2015)

ï  Other United Nations Global Compact Guidance (regularly updated): 
  www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/human_rights/Tools_and_Guidance_Materials.html.

Sector Guidance on Implementing the UN Guiding Principles:
ï  European Commission guides for the Oil and Gas, Employment and Recruitment, and ICT 

sectors. See 
http://www.shiftproject.org/ec sectoral guides corporate responsibility respect human
rights  

ï  Industry guidance, for example that produced by IPIECA (oil & gas sector), A4ID (legal 
profession), UNEP Financial Initiative (finance sector) etc., can be a very useful entry point for 
many businesses. 
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Human rights policies for small and medium sized enterprises
The universal baseline expectation that companies should respect human rights applies 
to all companies regardless of size. Many of the legal pressures and some, though not 
all, of the commercial drivers for respecting human rights apply equally to big and small 
companies. For companies to show respect for human rights requires due diligence, of 
which a human rights policy is only the first step. How companies go about this in practice 
will depend considerably on the resources available, as well as the level of the companyí s 
risk of negatively impacting human rights. 

It is not unusual for multinational companies to have formal policies and procedures 
to ensure that non financial issues like human rights are properly addressed company
wide, including across functions and business units, whereas such policies are rare or non
existent among small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). Human rights, however, 
are a new consideration even for many large companies and in the absence of a uniform 
template or regulation governing human rights policies, SMEs and multinationals alike 
can draw upon examples in this Guide to help develop a policy or position statement that 
is best suited to their own circumstances.

SMEs are reminded that many larger companiesí  human rights policies often started as or 
even remain statements that are just a few paragraphs long; this may be the best model. 
In developing a human rights policy specific to their needs and situation, SMEs could 
check that their human rights policy/position statement shows that they have:
ï  Given overall responsibility for the policy to a senior figure in the company; 
ï  Taken steps to understand the human rights issues that might be relevant (human rights 

focus);
ï  Involved colleagues from all departments or teams; and 
ï  Talked with and listened to their stakeholders, possibly including those that may be 

affected by company activities.

And that the human rights policy or statement at a minimum has a sentence that is:
ï  An explicit commitment by the company to respecting human rights that refers to 

internationally recognized human rights standards. 
In a small enterprise with very limited human rights risks, it may be sufficient to provide a 
policy note to staff, highlighting the responsibility to respect human rights and key issues 
for their attention (for example, non discrimination), what this means for staff practices 
and what accountability there will be (including the consequences for breaches).

Resource tip: The European Commission has published a #$%&'"1)":$76-"*%9:1,"()*",7644"
6-&"7'&%$7K,%S'&"'-1'*5*%,',F See : :115.XX'<F'$*)56F'$X'-1'*5*%,'X5)4%<%',X,$,16%-6D4'KD$,%-',,X
(%4',X<,*K,7'X:$76-K*%9:1,K,7'K9$%&'K(%-64r'-F5&(
>!<<',,'&"Qq"a6*<:"GHQq?
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