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A globalised economy also requires global rules, in or-

der that human rights are observed worldwide. In June 

2011, the United Nations Human Rights Council adopt-

ed the document “Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations ‘Pro-

tect, Respect and Remedy’ Framework” that was devel-

oped under the direction of UN Special Representative 

John Ruggie. Those involved in the process included 

governments and economists as well as representa-

tives of unions and other non-governmental organisa-

tions. The Swiss government has affirmed the impor-

tance of these Guiding Principles many times since 

their adoption by the United Nations (UN). These should 

form the benchmark for the human rights policies of 

Swiss corporations.

The present study by Bread for All and Swiss Catholic 

Lenten Fund examines how many Swiss corporations 

truly have a transparent human rights policy, one that 

also applies to its subsidiaries and suppliers. In this first, 

quantitative section 200 Swiss corporations were care-

fully examined — the 100 largest publicly traded compa-

nies and the 100 largest privately held companies (Fig-

ures 2014). In a second section a qualitative analysis was 

carried out of the human rights policies of 14 firms that 

have recognised the UN Guiding Principles. Also exam-

ined was how the required due diligence for human rights 

was implemented in practice.

Few corporations take the UN Guiding Principles 

seriously

The quantitative results of the studies are sobering:
• 61.5 percent of the 200 corporations examined do not 

publish any reference to a human rights policy. There 

is neither information about due diligence as required 

by the UN Guiding Principles nor a code of conduct 

that addresses compliance with human rights stan-

dards with regards to subsidiaries or suppliers. 
• 27.5 percent of the companies publish a code of con-

duct for their firms and for business relations with im-

portant suppliers.
• 11 percent of the businesses examined subscribe to 

the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 

• 8 of 22 companies with a comprehensive human rights 

policy are subsidiaries of foreign corporations. That 

leaves only 14 companies headquartered in Switzer-

land that have independent human rights policies mod-

elled after the UN Guiding Principles.
• Publicly traded companies are more likely to have 

binding policies than privately held businesses: 19 of 

22 corporations that had comprehensive human rights 

policies were traded on the stock exchange.
• The majority of the companies that have recognised 

the UN Guiding Principles and in part implemented 

them, have been under public pressure in recent years, 

accused of violating human rights or causing grave 

environmental damage.

There are various good approaches but 

there is still much to be done

The supplementary qualitative analysis revealed the fol-

lowing: 
• The majority of the corporations formed a team of spe-

cialists (staff positions) or a board committee to imple-

ment their human rights policies.
• Specific training courses for executives and employees 

are as a rule a part of human rights policies. However, 

the forms they take vary considerably.
• The human rights aspect is generally weighted less 

highly than diligence towards money laundering, cor-

ruption, or competition rules.
• None of the corporations cited respect for human 

rights as a declared annual goal. Also, premiums or 

bonuses for staff do not depend on how well due dili-

gence measures are adhered to.
• Only five companies have sought assistance from re-

search institutes or non-governmental organisations 

to formulate and/or check their human rights policies.
• Nine companies have begun to do Human Rights Im-

pact Assessments for projects or in individual coun-

tries. But the approaches and the quality of these anal-

yses vary greatly. Only a few document the results in 

a comprehensive and transparent manner. 
• Corporate reporting on their human rights policies re-

mains insufficient and is not particularly transparent. 

As a rule there is extensive reporting on the processes 

Summary
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but little about the results. Often the discussion simply 

states facts about individual measures.

 

The results of the qualitative analysis show: Among the 

firms that have begun implementing the UN Guiding Prin-

ciples, some very innovative approaches are to be found. 

A few of these are also well documented. But most of the 

information published by companies offers neither a de-

tailed nor a precise picture of their human rights policies, 

even though this is explicitly required by the Guiding 

Principles. The disclosures are normally not sufficient for 

determining if the announced measures are also effec-

tive. But this is needed to ascertain if the company has 

fulfilled its due diligence. As one example shows, how-

ever, a meaningful portrayal of measures administered 

and their implementation is possible: the company pub-

lished all information on the impact analysis, the human 

rights problems it revealed, and the countermeasures 

taken.

Conclusions: Voluntary corporate compliance to 

human rights is not enough – statutory requirements

are needed

The study by Bread for All and Swiss Catholic Lenten 

Fund led to three conclusions:
• Up to now in Switzerland only a few companies have 

adopted a human rights policy compliant with the UN 

Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 

Moreover, these internationally recognised standards 

were implemented only selectively or in pilot projects.
• Legal provisions are needed. Only by making due dili-

gence legally binding can it be ensured that all corpo-

rations take it seriously, also at their subsidiaries and 

along their supply chains.
• A binding due diligence obligation, as demanded in the 

Responsible Business Initiative, would also avoid com-

petitive disadvantages for those companies that are 

presently committed to the observance of human 

rights.
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Today the Swiss economy is globalised. The T-shirts sold by 

Migros, Coop and Ackermann are manufactured in Pakistan 

and Bangladesh; the gold used by watch manufacturers is 

mined in Burkina Faso and the Democratic Republic of Congo; 

the drugs sold by the pharmaceutical industries are tested on 

people in India and China. In this globalised economy, the 

question of responsibility arises. What is the responsibility, in 

terms of human rights and the environment, of Swiss compa-

nies with respect to their business activities abroad? In recent 

years, more and more reports have surfaced on human rights 

abuses — child labour, use of harmful toxic chemicals, popu-

lation displacement — by Swiss companies abroad. Given this 

situation, a political consensus has emerged that companies 

have a duty to adopt human rights policies and apply them to 

all of their business dealings. But how many Swiss firms ac-

tually do so? That is the question that Bread for All and Swiss 

Catholic Lenten Fund sought to answer through this study 

conducted among 200 large Swiss corporations.

1.1 What is a human rights policy? 

In June 2011, the United Nations Human Rights Council unan-

imously adopted a document entitled: “Guiding Principles on 

Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations 

‘Protect, Respect and Remedy’ Framework”. This text, of 

which there is still little public awareness, is the result of thou-

sands of pages of research and dozens of consultations con-

ducted by UN Special Representative John Ruggie1 with gov-

ernmental stakeholders, business representatives, economic 

associations, trade unions and non-governmental organisa-

tions. It represents THE international consensus on the role 

and responsibilities of business in terms of human rights.

The Guiding Principles are designed to prevent and mitigate 

human rights abuses and call for two major changes:

• First, they state that all business enterprises, regardless of 

their size, sector, location, ownership and structure, must 

respect human rights and also have a responsibility to en-

sure that their subsidiaries and “business relationships” re-

spect human rights (Principle 13)2. This broader under-

standing of the scope of responsibility is a key concept: it 

means that parent companies have a shared responsibility 

to ensure respect for human rights by their subsidiaries 

abroad, whether in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Chi-

na or Peru. It also means that companies like Migros, Coop 

and Swisscom are jointly responsible for the observance of 

human rights by their business partners, suppliers and sub-

contractors worldwide.

• Second, they state that every company must apply the prin-

ciple of due diligence. There are four steps involved in due 

diligence (Principles 15–22)3. The company must assess the 

risks of human rights abuse that arise in the course of its 

activities and those of its business relationships. It must 

then take measures to minimise its adverse impacts, verify 

the effectiveness of the measures taken and communicate 

about the issue. This concept of due diligence is not new. 

It is a risk management tool that is already commonly used 

by firms. It is also a concept that States use to legislate and 

encourage companies to exercise “good governance”. In 

Switzerland, due diligence is used in the fight against cor-

ruption and money laundering, as well as in environmental 

and consumer protection law4. Entirely new, however, is the 

application of this tool in the field of human rights.

I. Introduction

1 John Ruggie was appointed 
Special Representative of  
the UN Secretary-General on 
human rights and trans-
national corporations and 
other business enterprises in 
2005. 

2 “The responsibility to respect 
human rights requires that 
business enterprises: (a) 
Avoid causing or contributing 
to adverse human rights 
impacts through their own 
activities, and address such 

impacts when they occur;  
(b) Seek to prevent or 
mitigate adverse human rights 
impacts that are directly 
linked to their operations, 
products or services by their 
business relationships, even if 
they have not contributed  
to those impacts”. See 
“Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights: 
Implementing the United 
Nations ‘Protect, Respect 
and Remedy’ Framework”, 

June 2011, Principle 13.
3 “In order to meet their respon-
 sibility to respect human 

rights, business enterprises 
should have in place policies 
and processes appropriate  
to their size and circum-
stances, including:  
(a) A policy commitment to 
meet their responsibility  
to respect human rights;  
(b) A human rights due 
diligence process to identify, 
prevent, mitigate and account 

for how they address their 
impacts on human rights”. 
See “Guiding Principles”,  
op. cit., Principle 15.

4 See for example “Swiss Penal 
Code” Article 102; “Federal 
Environmental Protection 
Act”, Article 35 g; “Federal 
Act on Combating Money 
Laundering and Terrorist 
Financing”, Chapter 2, 
Section 1.



In 2011, UN Special Representative John Ruggie said that the 

adoption of the Guiding Principles opened a new era: that of 

a recognised and accepted responsibility. He also explained 

that the goal is to move away from naming and shaming cam-

paigns by external non-governmental organisations and to-

wards an internalisation of respect for human rights by firms 

(knowing and showing)5. And this internalisation should be 

achieved by the permanent application of due diligence.

1.2 The situation in Switzerland 

Since their adoption in 2011, many governments have ap-

proved strategies or policies to implement the Guiding Prin-

ciples at the national level. In Switzerland, the federal gov-

ernment has been working since 2013 to develop a Ruggie 

strategy 6. And in various reports, or answers to parliamen-

tary questions, the Federal Council mentions that it expects 

businesses to translate the Guiding Principles into actions: 

5 See for example the remarks 
of SRSG John Ruggie, “The 
‘Protect, Respect and 

Remedy’ Framework: 
Implications for the  
ILO” International Labour 

Conference Geneva, 3 June 
2010.

6 “Postulate 12.3503. A Ruggie 

strategy for Switzerland”,  
filed by Alec von Graffenried 
on 13 June 2012.

The UN Human Rights Council unanimously endorsed the Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights in 

June 2011. Their implementation is now a matter for the individual States. © UN Photo Jean-Marc Ferré
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“Multinationals are expected to not only respect the Swiss 

and foreign legal requirements, but also carry out the spe-

cific due diligence called for by the principles of responsible 

business conduct. This applies especially to countries where 

the Rule of Law is not yet firmly established, and conflict 

zones” 7. As for the economic lobbies — economiesuisse and 

SwissHoldings — they explain in a brochure published in 

June 2015 that the Guiding Principles are now the normative 

framework of reference and that it is in the best interest of 

businesses to assume their social and environmental re-

sponsibilities 8. In Switzerland, it would appear that the Guid-

ing Principles have been wholeheartedly embraced in prin-

ciple. But how is this demonstrated in practice?

1.3 The objectives of the study

In this study, Bread for All and Swiss Catholic Lenten Fund 

looked at whether the Guiding Principles were embedded in 

the policies and practices of Swiss companies, based on two 

questions:

• Do a majority of Swiss firms today have a human rights 

policy that applies to their subsidiaries and business rela-

tionships? (Quantitative analysis)

• And if so, what is the quality of these policies? Does the 

human rights programme in place meet the standards of 

due diligence as defined by the Guiding Principles? (Qual-

itative analysis)

We studied 200 Swiss corporations selected on the basis of 

their turnover, namely the 100 largest publicly traded compa-

nies and the 100 largest privately held companies. We exam-

ined both categories to determine whether being publicly 

traded has an impact on the firms’ transparency and man-

agement in terms of human rights. To make our selection, we 

used the ranking published annually by the Handelszeitung.

1.4 Study methodology

First, we conducted a quantitative analysis. For this, we dis-

tinguished three categories:

• Guiding Principles: the company mentions, refers to or 

states that it implements the Guiding Principles. Concretely 

this means that the company is aware of them and is trying 

to establish internal procedures — impact assessments, 

corrective measures, reports — that meet this standard.

• Code of Conduct: the company has a code of conduct 

that applies to its suppliers. The code of conduct is limited 

to labour rights and does not embed all human rights. The 

procedures implemented by the company have not been 

evaluated with respect to the Guiding Principles.

• No policy: the company has no human rights policy or 

code of conduct that applies to its subsidiaries and busi-

ness relationships. Or it does not communicate at all on 

the issue9.

To identify companies in the first category, we conducted a 

targeted search on the firms’ websites, with the following key-

words: “United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights” or “UNGP” or “Ruggie” or “human rights due 

diligence” or “UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 

Rights”. The same process was repeated with the German 

and French translations of these terms. To identify companies 

that have a code of conduct, we used the following keywords: 

“supplier code” or “supplier guidelines” or “procurement 

guidelines” or “ethical code”, as well as the French and Ger-

man equivalents. We also performed a search to determine 

whether the companies were part of sector-based initiatives 

involving a code of conduct. Indeed, some firms do not pub-

lish individual codes, but adhere to the code of the sec-

tor-based initiative to which they belong, such as the Business 

Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI), the Electronic Industry 

Citizenship Coalition (EICC), the Global e-Sustainability Initia-

tive (GeSI), the Responsible Jewellery Council and the Fair 

Labor Association10.

Secondly, we evaluated the quality of the human rights policies 

and programmes implemented by the Swiss firms. For this 

second part of the study, we excluded the Swiss subsidiaries 

of foreign companies11. For the remaining companies, we 

7 Interpellation 12.3517. Human 
rights abuses and environ-
mental pollution by subsi-
diaries of multinationals”, filed 
by Carlo Sommaruga on 13 
June 2012.

8 See “Corporate Social Respon-
sibility: from a Business 
Perspective”, economiesuisse 
and SwissHoldings, June 2015.

9 Experience shows that the 
vast majority of firms that 

adopt social responsibility and 
human rights policies mention 
it on their websites and 
publish the related codes of 
conduct, because this 
demonstrates their commit-
ment and is an integral part of 
the transparency requirements 
of any human rights policy.

 10 Businesses that belong to a 
sector-based initiative and 
have adapted their practices 

to comply with the Guiding 
Principles belong to the 
“Guiding Principles” category.

11 Overall, 22 Swiss corporations 
have a human rights policy  
or refer to the Guiding 
Principles according to the 
quantitative analysis.However, 
we decided not to include the 
Swiss subsidiaries of foreign 
companies in the qualitative 
analysis, because our focus 

was corporations whose 
human rights policy is 
developed in Switzerland.  
We therefore excluded from 
the qualitative analysis  
the following firms that have a 
human rights policy: Axa, 
Allianz, Cisco Switzerland, 
Coca-Cola Switzerland, 
Daimler Switzerland, Google 
Switzerland, IBM Switzerland 
and IKEA.
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looked at whether the policies and programmes meet the stan-

dards as defined by the Guiding Principles. Based on various 

international guides and reports12, we prepared a question-

naire to assess the human rights due diligence efforts of each 

firm. The questionnaire evaluated the human rights policies of 

the firms in seven categories reflecting the key concepts of the 

Guiding Principles:

• Embedding human rights policies throughout the company

• Engaging with external stakeholders

• Conducting human rights impact assessments

• Acting upon findings

• Tracking performance indicators13

• Communicating

• Establishing grievance mechanisms and remediation 

processes

We then analysed the annual reports, sustainability reports, 

impact assessments and other information published on the 

firms’ websites to draw conclusions about their human rights 

policy and how it is implemented. We sent our assessment to 

each of the companies so that they could comment and inform 

us of any disagreement with our analysis. Of the 14 companies 

contacted and evaluated, eight responded: Adecco, Credit 

Suisse, Glencore, Kuoni, Trafigura, Nestlé, Syngenta and UBS. 

Six did not respond: ABB, Firmenich, Holcim, Roche, SGS and 

Zurich Financial Services.

This qualitative analysis gave us an overview of the concrete 

achievements, and the challenges, in human rights due dili-

gence conducted by Swiss companies.

12 “The Corporate Responsibility 
to Respect Human Rights. An 
Interpretive Guide”, United 
Nations, 2012 and “UN 
Guiding Principles Reporting 

Framework”, Shift and 
Mazars, 2015.

13 In the analysis, the indicator 
issue was included in the 
chapter on communication, 

because it is impossible to 
independently assess the 
firms’ internal (non-public) 
indicators. We therefore 
evaluated the indicators about 

which the firms communicate 
publicly.
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2.1 The companies

The 200 largest publicly traded and privately held corporations 

include a wide variety of industries and types of businesses. 

The highest ranking corporations include a large number of 

trading companies like Vitol, Glencore, Cargill, Trafigura and 

Mercuria14. The remainder come from more diverse sectors: 

finance, chemicals, food, electronics, insurance, media, ma-

chinery, automotive, construction and luxury goods.

2.2 Results: over 60  % of the corporations have no 

human rights policy!

a) All companies

The question as to whether the 200 companies, taken togeth-

er, have adopted a human rights policy that applies to all of 

their operations and business relationships, produced the fol-

lowing results: 

• 22 companies out of 200, or 11 %, have adapted their pol-

icies to comply with the Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights.

• 55 companies out of 200, or 27.5  %, have a code of conduct 

that applies to their business relationships.

• 123 companies out of 200, or 61.5  %, have no human rights 

policy or code of conduct that applies to their business 

relationships.

b) Publicly Traded Companies

If the analysis takes into account only the 100 largest publicly 

traded companies, the results are as follows:

• 19 companies out of 100 have adapted their policies to 

comply with the Guiding Principles on Business and Human 

Rights.

• 31 companies out of 100 have a code of conduct that ap-

plies to their business relationships.

• 50 companies out of 100 have no human rights policy or 

code of conduct that applies to their business relationships. 

Or they do not communicate on the issue.

c) Privately Held Companies

If the analysis takes into account only the 100 largest private-

ly held companies, the results are as follows:

II. Human Rights Policy of the Top 200 Swiss Firms

14 The turnover of the 10 largest 
Swiss corporations for 2014: 
Vitol ($ 250 billion), Glencore 

($ 221 billion), Cargill ($ 134 
billion), Trafigura ($ 127 billion), 
Mercuria ($ 106 billion), Nestlé 

($ 91 billion), Gunvor ($ 88 
billion), Zurich Financial 
Services ($ 70 billion) Louis 

Dreyfuss ($ 64 billion) and 
Novartis ($ 57 billion).

61,5 % 
have no 

human 
rights policy.

27,5 % 
have adopted  
a code  
of conduct.

11 % 
refer to the 
Guiding 
Principles.

50 % 
have no 

human 
rights policy.

31 % 
have adopted  
a code  
of conduct.

19 % 
refer to the 
Guiding 
Principles.
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• 3 companies out of 100 have adapted their policies to 

comply with the Guiding Principles on Business and Human 

Rights.

• 24 companies out of 100 have a code of conduct that 

applies to their suppliers and business relationships.

• 73 companies out of 100 have no human rights policy or 

code of conduct that applies to their business relation-

ships. Or they do not communicate on the issue.

Commentary

The analysis shows that a majority of Swiss economic ac-

tors — 61.5  % — believe that their responsibility ends at the 

country’s borders. They have not adopted a code of conduct 

or defined normative requirements to ensure the respect of 

human rights in the subsidiaries they control, the factories that 

manufacture their goods, the mines where they buy ore or by 

the subcontractors that deliver their services.

This figure increases to 73  % if we consider only privately held 

companies. This means that three out of four privately held 

companies have no policies to manage the risk of human rights 

abuses — child labour, use of toxic chemicals or environmental 

pollution — that occur in their global supply chain. Or that they 

refuse to communicate on the issue. Most of these companies 

have no “responsibility” or “human rights” sections on their 

websites. They do not publish sustainability reports. And when 

they speak of ethics and positive contributions to society, they 

describe philanthropic projects and one-off donations to as-

sociations, not a responsibility they must assume as a global 

economic actor. Some companies claim to have social respon-

sibility policies, but are not willing to disclose public information 

on the issue. This violates the Guiding Principles, which state 

that a human rights policy must be “publicly available and 

communicated internally and externally to all personnel, busi-

ness partners and other relevant parties”15.

The percentage of companies that have no human rights pol-

icy or code of conduct remains high — 50  % — in the case of 

the 100 largest publicly traded companies. Thus, even though 

they are publicly traded on the Swiss or international stock 

exchange, 50 companies out of 100 have no human rights 

due diligence policy covering their business relationships.

Among the more responsible companies, in other words those 

that have at least a code of conduct, only a small percent-

age — 11  % — have adapted their practices to comply with the 

Guiding Principles. This extremely low figure contrasts with the 

unanimous recognition of the importance of these Guiding 

Principles in the rhetoric of Swiss economic stakeholders and 

politicians, including the economic federations. It is also inter-

esting to note that the majority of firms that have adapted their 

practices to comply with the Guiding Principles are corpora-

tions known to the general public, which have been the target 

of campaigns or reports by non-governmental organisations. 

These companies include Credit Suisse, UBS, Trafigura, Glen-

core, Kuoni, Nestlé, Syngenta, Roche, Holcim and ABB 16.

2.3 Smaller companies less often have a human 

rights policy

Do the results vary depending on a company’s turnover? In a 

second step, we analysed our findings based on corporate 

turnover. The results are as follows:

15 See “Guiding Principles”,  
op. cit., Principle 16 d.

16 The complete list of the  
22 companies in alphabetical 

order: ABB, Adecco, Allianz 
Suisse, Axa, Cisco Suisse, 
Coca-Cola Switzerland,  
Credit Suisse, Daimler 

Suisse, Firmenich, Google 
Switzerland, Glencore, 
Holcim, IBM Suisse, IKEA 
Suisse, Kuoni, Nestlé, Roche, 

SGS, Syngenta, Trafigura,  
UBS and Zurich Financial  
Services.

100 %

80 %

60 %

40 %

20 %

0 %

Top 50 Top 51–100 Top 100–150

not relevant

Supplier CoC

UNGP

73 % 
have no 

human 
rights policy.

24 % 
have adopted  
a code  
of conduct.

3 % 
refer to the 
Guiding 
Principles.



• The percentage of companies that have adapted their pol-

icies to comply with the Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights is 26  % for the top 50 companies, but falls 

to 0  % for the firms ranked 101 to 150.

• The percentage of companies that have a code of conduct 

that applies to their suppliers and business relationships is 

around 32  % for the top 50 companies, but drops to 10  % 

for the firms ranked 101 to 150.

• The percentage of companies that have no human rights 

policy or code of conduct that applies to their business 

relationships is 42  % for the top 50 companies, but rises to 

90  % for the firms ranked 101 to 150.

The pattern that emerges shows that the smaller the com-

panies, the less likely they are to have adopted a human 

rights policy that applies to their subsidiaries and their busi-

ness relationships. In fact, among the firms ranked 101 to 

150, only 10  % have a human rights policy or code of con-

duct for their subsidiaries and business relationships. This 

pattern would need to be verified by a more comprehensive 

study, but if the research focused on the 2,000 largest Swiss 

companies, the findings would probably show that more 

than 90  % of them have no human rights policy or do not 

communicate on the issue.

The largest Swiss corporations are in the commodities sector where human rights violations are particularly common. 

Despite that only a small minority have a transparent human rights policy. © Meinrad Schade
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The first part of the analysis shows that few Swiss companies 

have human rights policies. But what specific actions are un-

dertaken by those that do have a human rights policy and that 

endorse the Guiding Principles? What concrete due diligence 

processes have they put in place and what are the challeng-

es? In this second part, we analysed the practices of the 14 

companies that have their headquarters in Switzerland and 

that have a human rights policy as defined in the first part. 

These 14 companies are: ABB, Adecco, Credit Suisse, Fir-

menich, Glencore, Holcim, Kuoni, Roche, Trafigura, Nestlé, 

SGS, Syngenta, UBS and Zurich Financial Services. As noted 

above, each company was evaluated based on a question-

naire and was asked to respond to our assessment.

3.1 Embedding human rights policies throughout 

the firm

What are the measures taken to embed the respect of human 

rights in the decision-making processes and the corporate 

culture? Five criteria were used to address this issue:

a) Are there specialised employees in the company who 

are responsible for human rights issues?

Specialised team: all the companies studied have hired spe-

cialists at their headquarters in Switzerland who are responsi-

ble for risk analysis and implementation of human rights poli-

cies. These specialists may be part of a sustainability, ethics 

or social responsibility team. Their expertise and responsibili-

ties vary: in 8 out of the 14 companies, the specialists have a 

clear human rights profile. In 4 out of the 14 companies, they 

belong to sustainability teams that have a very broad approach 

to human rights.

b) Is there a board or management committee responsible 

for overseeing human rights policies that regularly dis-

cusses these issues?

Corporate board and executive management: most of the 

firms have a board committee that is responsible for oversee-

ing human rights policy and approving the content of the 

non-financial report. It should be emphasised that the exis-

tence of so-called “compliance”, “sustainability” or “ethics” 

committees at the board level says little about the actual in-

tegration of human rights policies throughout the firm. In re-

ality, these committees meet twice a year based on a very 

general set of requirements. Moreover, none of the Swiss firms 

studied has a board committee dedicated specifically to hu-

man rights. Most of the board members are men17 who have 

held management positions (CEO or CFO) in similar firms. 

They are economists, lawyers or engineers and do not have 

any special expertise in human rights. Among the corporate 

boards of the 14 Swiss companies studied:

• Only 18 board members out of a total of 141 are not from 

the business world, in other words they have had several 

years of experience with an international organisation, a 

government, in academia or the medical community. 

• Only 8 out of 141 board members have experience related 

to sustainability, according to their official resumes. These 

eight people work in four different companies18. Ten firms 

therefore have no people with experience in this area, ac-

cording to their official resumes.

This is consistent with the results of a CERES study on US 

publicly traded companies. The study shows that only 19  % 

III. Challenges and Concrete Achievements in the 
Implementation of Human Rights Policies

10 Yes

4 Partly

0 No Evidence

17 Among the 14 companies 
studied, out of a total of 141 
board members, there are 

only 28 women, or less than 
20%. Five companies have 
one woman or less. And only 

four firms, Zurich Insurance 
Group, UBS, Syngenta  
and Nestlé, have 30% female 

board representation.
18 These four firms are Nestlé, 

Roche, Holcim and Firmenich.

9 Yes

5 Partly

0 No Evidence
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of corporate board members serving on sustainability com-

mittees have expertise in this area. In other words, the ma-

jority of corporate board members do not have the expertise 

to exercise their oversight function in non-financial areas, 

including human rights19.

Most Swiss corporate board members have therefore prob-

ably never heard of the Guiding Principles. But what about 

executive management groups? At this level, the situation is 

less clear-cut, and there are interesting working models on 

human rights. One example of this is the interdepartmental 

working group set up by Nestlé. Nestlé has a “Human Rights” 

working group that meets twice a month and is composed of 

the department heads of Human Resources; Public Affairs; 

Legal; Security; Compliance; Procurement; Safety, Health and 

Environment; and Group Risk Management 20. This interde-

partmental approach should enhance policy consistency 

throughout an organisation and assess potential conflicts 

between financial and non-financial objectives (human rights, 

environment, etc.). It is not commonly practised at the Swiss 

companies studied.

c) Does the company provide training on human rights 

issues for all or most of its employees?

 

Training: most of the 14 firms have set up training courses 

on human rights for their staff. Two companies have trained 

more than 50 % of their employees. But seven others have 

provided training for less than 50 % of them. The quality of 

these courses varies widely. Some companies just provide 

isolated training courses online. Others require all senior 

management staff to attend face-to-face training. During the 

training courses, the firm’s human rights impacts are dis-

cussed, concrete risks or abuses in different countries are 

studied and the appropriate processes are explained. At ABB 

for example, 500 managers worldwide have been trained in 

group sessions 21.

d) Has the company implemented a bonus or incentive 

programme that encourages employees to act with re-

spect for human rights?

Bonus system: in just two of the firms studied, human rights 

are partially included in the incentive or bonus systems. Bonus 

systems reflect a company’s definition of success and are a 

mirror of its corporate values. However, the performance in-

dicators in the vast majority of Swiss companies remain pure-

ly financial. Specifically, Swiss firms do not seem to consider 

human rights to be important when evaluating employee per-

formance. Human rights objectives and policies remain sec-

ondary in corporate policy priorities.

e) Does the company require its subsidiaries, suppliers or 

business relationships to respect human rights by making 

them sign a code of conduct or by including human rights 

clauses in contracts?

Code of conduct: Nine firms require all of their subsidiaries, 

suppliers and business relationships to sign a code of con-

duct or include the code of conduct requirements in con-

tracts, and five firms require some of them to do so. 

0 Yes

2 Partly

12 No Evidence

19 “View From the Top. How 
Corporate Boards can 
Engage on Sustainability 
Performance”, CERES, 

October 2015.
20 See “Talking the Human 

Rights Walk”, p. 14; “Nestlé in 
society. Creating Shared 

Value and meeting our 
commitments 2014”, pp. 20 
et seq.

 21 “ABB Sustainability  

Performance Report 2014”, 
 p. 39.
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3.2 Engaging with external stakeholders

The need to engage with external stakeholders is a major par-

adigm change brought about by the Guiding Principles. The 

Guiding Principles encourage firms to work closely with exter-

nal experts, such as consultants or independent research in-

stitutes, as well as with non-governmental organisations and 

representatives of affected communities. This means in prac-

tice that Swiss companies are encouraged to take into ac-

count the views of workers in the factories of their suppliers in 

China or of villagers living near the mine of their subsidiary in 

the Democratic Republic of Congo22.

For businesses, which are often organised hierarchically, this 

approach requires developing a new culture of openness and 

dialogue that considers multiple points of view. How well have 

Swiss firms made this change? The results for the 14 firms 

studied are as follows:

a) Was the human rights policy of the company developed 

with external, independent stakeholders?

Policies: only five firms, Kuoni, Nestlé, Syngenta, UBS and 

Credit Suisse, have developed their human rights policy in 

collaboration with non-governmental organisations or re-

search institutes23. Two firms used the services of private 

consultants. Seven companies, in other words half, worked 

only with their employees and did not draw on the expertise 

of external stakeholders.

b) Does the company conduct human rights impact as-

sessments and/or surveys in collaboration with the affect-

ed populations and/or their representatives (non-govern-

mental organisations, trade unions or other community 

representatives)?

Inclusion of external stakeholders: Only one firm, Kuoni, 

formed a committee of independent experts who were in-

volved at various stages of the due diligence process24. This 

is an extremely progressive approach that demonstrates max-

imum transparency. Four other companies — Nestlé, Holcim, 

ABB and Syngenta — regularly consult the affected workers 

or communities in their human rights impact assessments, in 

other words they identify and consult the villagers, farmers or 

other stakeholders who may suffer the adverse impacts of 

their activities. 9 out of the 14 companies, that is to say a 

majority, do not publish clear information about this issue or 

do not conduct this type of consultation. They perform audits 

or impact assessments without systematically and compre-

hensively consulting the people whose rights are (potentially) 

violated. It is as if a company were conducting a social dia-

logue with no employee representatives. The process lacks 

legitimacy and transparency and violates the requirements of 

the Guiding Principles: “In order to gauge human rights risks, 

business enterprises should identify and assess any actual or 

potential adverse human rights impacts with which they may 

be involved either through their own activities or as a result of 

their business relationships. This process should:

• a) Draw on internal and/or independent external human 

rights expertise;

• b) Involve meaningful consultation with potentially affected 

groups and other relevant stakeholders, as appropriate to 

the size of the business enterprise and the nature and con-

text of the operation”25.

22 The Guiding Principles 
advocate engagement with 
external stakeholders at four 
points, namely when 
developing human rights 
policies (Principle 16 b), when 
performing impact assess-
ments (Principle 18 a and b), 
when tracking the effective-

ness of measures taken to 
address existing or potential 
adverse impacts (Principle 20 
b) and when drafting public 
reports (Principle 21 b).

23 Kuoni developed its human 
rights policy in collaboration 
with a panel of external 
experts from academia and 

non-governmental organisa-
tions. Nestlé and Syngenta 
worked with the Danish 
Institute for Human Rights, an 
entity that is supported by  
the Danish government. UBS 
and Credit Suisse used the 
policy of the Thun Group, 
which occasionally consulted 

independent external 
stakeholders.

24 “Assessing Human Rights 
Impacts. India project report, 
2014”, pp. 12–13 and 45, 
Kuoni, February 2014.

25 See “Guiding Principles”,  
op. cit., Principle 18.
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c) Are the human rights performance indicators based on 

feedback from internal and external sources?

Indicators: according to the information we gathered, one 

single firm assessed its indicators with the affected communi-

ties. In practice this means that most Swiss companies define 

their own indicators and audit themselves to see if they have 

reached them.

3.3 Conducting human rights impact assessments

Human rights impact assessments are the core precept of the 

Guiding Principles. They are the cornerstone of the new re-

sponsibility of firms. In a traditional risk assessment approach, 

a business considers the events that have a material impact 

on its revenue, reputation, access to new markets or the se-

curity of its infrastructure. In a human rights impact assess-

ment, the business assesses the risks it poses to individuals 

and to society. For instance, it analyses whether the intensive 

use of water for its mines will limit the villagers’ access to 

water, whether the use of security forces will increase the risk 

of confrontation with local communities, or whether the toxic 

fumes from its plants will affect the health of the surrounding 

populations. The reversal of perspective is important. It opens 

a new field of action and responsibility. To assess the practic-

es of Swiss firms, we used the following criteria:

a) Does the company perform a human rights impact as-

sessment of its business partners before entering into a 

new contract or partnership?

Before a contract: most companies conduct risk assess-

ments of their business partners before entering into new 

contracts. However, only three firms do so routinely. Most of 

the other firms (seven) do so when operating in high risk coun-

tries26, in high risk sectors or when the partner has previous-

ly been at the centre of a controversy. However, this does not 

mean that the firms refuse to enter into contracts where the 

risk of human rights abuse is high. Usually, the human rights 

factors are weighted with other technical and economic fac-

tors and account for only a small part of the final score27.

b) Does the company analyse and identify the most salient 

human rights issues?

Salient risks: five firms routinely analyse and identify their 

most salient human rights issues. Six others do so to a certain 

degree, in other words they conduct a standard materiality 

assessment. This process generally includes two aspects: an 

assessment of the risks that have a financial impact on the 

business (cost, reputational risk or termination of contracts, 

for example) and the perception of risks by external stakehold-

ers (consumers, shareholders and sometimes non-govern-

mental organisations or trade unions)28. It identifies a number 

of human rights issues, but may also omit some important 

ones.
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3 Partly

10 No Evidence

3 Yes

7 Partly

4 No Evidence

5 Yes

6 Partly

3 No Evidence

26 Different indexes are used by 
companies to assess  
a country’s human rights 
impacts, including the 
Human Development Index 
of the United Nations 
Development Programme, 
Maplecroft’s human and 

labour rights indices, the 
Freedom House index and 
the Corruption Perceptions 
Index of Transparency 
International.

27 Figure provided by the ethics 
officer of an electronic 
business: when assessing a 

plant in China or elsewhere, 
the environmental and social 
performance — or risks — of 
a supplier accounts for 
20-30%. This weighting is 
usually not sufficient to 
influence the purchasing or 
contract decision.

28 See for example the expla- 
nations of Roche, “Materiality 
assessment and stakeholder 
engagement”, www.roche.
com/investors/reporting/non-

 financial-reporting/materiality.
htm.
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c. Does the company carry out human rights impact as-

sessments of its subsidiaries, suppliers and other busi-

ness partners?

Impact assessment: none of the companies conducted a 

human rights impact assessment for all or most of their busi-

ness partners. Nine of them, however, did carry out impact 

assessments of some of their subsidiaries, suppliers or busi-

ness partners. Of these, Holcim, Nestlé, Kuoni and ABB have 

developed an extensive and well-documented impact assess-

ment system. Holcim, for instance, has conducted impact 

assessments of 14 group companies that are located in high-

risk countries. Thirty-one other group companies located in 

medium-risk countries conducted self-assessments on a lim-

ited number of human rights29. Nestlé has conducted impact 

assessments in 12 countries: Colombia, Nigeria, Angola, Sri 

Lanka, Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Vietnam, Pakistan, 

China, Saudi Arabia and Egypt. In each of these countries, 

the firm carried out the assessment process over several 

weeks with an external consultant, the Danish Institute for 

Human Rights30. Kuoni has conducted very detailed impact 

assessments in two countries, Kenya and India. ABB uses a 

project-based approach rather than a country-based ap-

proach. It conducts impact assessments of specific projects, 

such as dam construction, depending on the risk level. These 

four companies go much further than the other companies, 

which have conducted only minimal impact assessments, on 

which very little information is provided. Five firms have con-

ducted no impact assessments, even though they claim to 

endorse the Guiding Principles. This is a contradiction: carry-

ing out impact assessments is a prerequisite for the imple-

mentation of the Guiding Principles31.

In conclusion, it is surprising that so few Swiss firms conduct 

human rights impact assessments according to the standards 

defined by the Guiding Principles. Fewer than 10 out of the 

200 companies covered in this study do so. Even the most 

progressive companies are currently in the pilot project stage 

or are expanding their pilot projects.

3.4 Acting upon findings

Corrective actions are a response to the impact assessments. 

They usually involve an action plan, but also include a training 

component and dialogue between the parent company and 

its subsidiary or suppliers. Firms that conduct human rights 

impact assessments do indeed develop corrective action 

plans. However, they communicate very little information 

about the details of those action plans.

a) Does the company develop action plans following the 

impact assessments?

3.5 Tracking performance indicators and 

communicating

Today, large publicly traded companies publish newsletters, 

articles and long non-financial reports. Publishing a 150-

page social responsibility report, however, does not mean 

that a company is communicating clearly about its human 

rights impacts. On the contrary, lengthy reports often mask 

a lack of clear and precise indicators. But what exactly is 

clear and precise information on human rights? In this re-

gard, Principle 21 of the Guiding Principles states that “busi-

ness enterprises whose operations or operating contexts 

pose risks of severe human rights impacts should report 

formally on how they address them. In all instances, com-

munications should:

• (a) Be of a form and frequency that reflect an enterprise’s 

human rights impacts and that are accessible to its intend-

ed audiences;

29 Holcim “Building on ambition. 
Corporate Sustainable 
Development Report 2014”, 

p. 18.
 30 For more details, see “Talking 

the Human Rights Walk”, 

Nestlé, 2013.
31 See “Guiding Principles”,  

op. cit., Principle 18.
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• (b) Provide information that is sufficient to evaluate the ade-

quacy of an enterprise’s response to the particular human 

rights impact involved”32.

This Principle sets forth a key concept: the information pro-

vided by a company must not only explain its general policies, 

but also show the effectiveness of the measures taken to ad-

dress existing or potential human rights abuses33.

Do Swiss companies provide the information required to un-

derstand the impact of their human rights policies? The fol-

lowing indicators were used in this study:

a) Does the company publish a non-financial report that 

describes its performance on environmental, social and 

human rights issues?

Non-financial reports: all the firms studied publish non- 

financial reports that cover human rights issues.

Extractive mining operations such as in Guatemala often have severe consequences for the local population. 

In order to avoid these a human rights impact analysis must be carried out beforehand. © Patricio Frei

32 Ibid., Principle 21.
33 This concept was also 

endorsed by the European 
Union in its Directive on 
non-financial reporting, 
adopted in December 2014. 
See “2014/95/EU of the 
European Parliament and of 

the Council of 22 October 
2014 amending Directive 
2013/34/EU as regards 
disclosure of non-financial 
and diversity information  
by certain large undertakings 
and groups”.

34 See for example the 
indicators published by 
Nestlé: http://storage.nestle.
com/nestle-society-full-2014/
index.html#208/z or Kuoni: 
www.kuoni.com/corp-re-
sponsibility/goals-and-perfor-
mance/scorecard-2014.

35 The GRI is an independent 
international organisation 
that establishes common 
reporting standards on 
issues such as climate 
change, corruption and 
human rights. See www.
globalreporting.org.
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b) Does the company communicate clear performance in-

dicators on human rights issues?

Performance indicators: most of the companies are vague 

about their performance indicators. There are very few indica-

tors, and they do not provide an overall view of the human 

rights impacts. They are limited to statistics on some of the 

most sensitive issues such as child labour, freedom of asso-

ciation and occupational accidents34. Most of the Swiss com-

panies studied use the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) to re-

port on their human rights policy35. The GRI indicators are 

process-oriented rather than impact-oriented. They mention 

how many hours of human rights training were given to em-

ployees and how many audits were conducted, but do not say 

how many cases of child labour were discovered, how many 

villagers were displaced or how many farmers were affected 

by impaired access to water. They rarely provide an accurate 

picture of a firm’s human rights performance and impacts. 

c) Does the report describe the company’s general poli-

cies, its most salient human rights issues, the specific 

policies in place to address these issues, as well as con-

crete examples of how they are applied?

Content of the report: in their non-financial reports, most 

firms describe their human rights policies and provide general 

information on their implementation processes. Some compa-

nies provide interesting information on lessons learned as part 

of their due diligence process, but do not detail the issues 

encountered in different countries. Generally, the challenges, 

the specific situations and how they are addressed are not 

disclosed by the firms. The information published by most 

Swiss companies is therefore not sufficient to evaluate the 

effectiveness of their human rights policies, as required by the 

Guiding Principles.

d) Does the report include information about the consul-

tations engaged in with affected populations and their 

representatives? 

Information about the consultations with stakeholders 

(academia, experts, non-governmental organisations, 

community representatives): again, the companies provide 

information about their consultation process, but do not dis-

close all the names of the people and organisations consult-

ed. Just one company, Kuoni, reports the day-to-day sched-

ule of its assessments, discloses who was interviewed when 

and publishes a comprehensive list of external stakeholders 

who were consulted. 

e) Are the impact assessments published and accessible 

to the affected communities? 

Publication of impact assessments: Kuoni is once again 

the only company that communicates totally transparently by 

publishing the content of its impact assessments36. It gives 

specific examples of its adverse human rights impacts. In Ker-

ala (India), for example, the firm explains that houseboat tour-

36 See “Assessing Human Rights Impacts. India project report” and “Assessing Human Rights Impacts. Kenya pilot project”.
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ism has led to water pollution, a decline in the number of fish 

and in income from fishing, higher prices of rice and forced 

eviction of some residents for the construction of hotels. Kuoni 

analyses these issues without taboos, providing details and 

personal testimonies. At the end of the report, the company 

lists the specific measures that will be implemented to address 

these existing or potential human rights abuses. The action 

plan is published in its entirety, and Kuoni reports on progress 

made once per year.

3.6 Establishing grievance mechanisms and 

remediation processes

The Guiding Principles attach great importance to the griev-

ance mechanisms and remediation processes that companies 

must implement. These mechanisms do not replace judicial 

processes in the case of serious human rights abuses, but 

should help to identify problems, provide a channel for dia-

logue with the populations and ensure rapid solutions when 

adverse impacts occur. This is the case, for example, when 

the well water of a village is polluted by a mining company or 

when the dust raised by trucks harms the health of the inhab-

itants. For this study two criteria were used:

a) The company has implemented an operational-level 

grievance mechanism, including at its subsidiaries, sup-

pliers and trading partners.

Grievance mechanisms: most of the 14 Swiss companies 

studied have established a grievance mechanism for their em-

ployees (9), and in some cases for employees of their suppli-

ers or subsidiaries (4). Most of the time, however, this mech-

anism is simply a hotline managed by a company official, or a 

form that can be downloaded from the website. Few compa-

nies describe the grievance mechanisms that have been es-

tablished in the field, in their subsidiaries or business relation-

ships, and for people outside the company, in other words 

communities or local residents. Some companies, in particu-

lar SGS and ABB, have also set up a team of internal investi-

gators responsible for gathering information in the case of 

serious ethics or internal governance violations. However, it is 

unclear whether these investigations are conducted routinely 

in the field of human rights.

b) The grievance mechanisms meet the criteria defined in 

the Guiding Principles, namely legitimate, accessible, pre-

dictable, equitable, transparent, rights-compatible, a 

source of continuous learning, as well as based on en-

gagement and dialogue37.

Compliance with the standards of the Guiding Princi-

ples: of the 14 companies studied, none at this stage has 

assessed its grievance mechanisms based on the require-

ments of the Guiding Principles, namely that they should be 

legitimate, accessible, predictable, equitable, transparent, 

rights-compatible, a source of continuous learning, as well as 

based on engagement and dialogue.
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37 See “Guiding Principles”, op. cit., Principle 31.
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Workers at a Chinese supplier assemble smartphones. The brand company also has a responsibility to ensure 

that human rights are respected there and that the appropriate complaint mechanisms are in place. © Bread for All
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In his Guiding Principles, John Ruggie says that States should 

develop a smart mix of mandatory and voluntary measures to 

foster business respect for human rights 38. Concretely this 

means that the State should establish the political and legal 

framework within which businesses operate. This is particu-

larly important in a globalised economy, in which transnation-

al corporations have gained unprecedented weight and pow-

er. The turnover of the largest Swiss corporations is 10 to 20 

times the GDP of some of the developing countries where 

they invest39. Despite this power, their human rights obliga-

tions are still only voluntary. And our research shows that their 

voluntary responsibilities are largely ignored.

Quantitative findings

• Among the largest Swiss companies, two out of three 

do not have a human rights policy: The study shows that 

61.5  % of Switzerland’s largest corporations have no code 

of conduct or human rights policy requiring respect for hu-

man rights by their subsidiaries and other business rela-

tions.. Or that they do not communicate on the issue40. In 

their view, the abuses — child labour, use of toxic chemicals, 

forced displacement of communities, police violence, farm-

land pollution — committed by their suppliers, subsidiaries 

or subcontractors do not fall under their responsibility.

• Most of the companies that have begun to implement 

human rights policies have in the past been targeted 

in reports or campaigns. The study also shows that four 

years after the adoption of the Guiding Principles, only 11 % 

of the largest Swiss corporations have begun to implement 

them. Most of these corporations — including ABB, Credit 

Suisse, Glencore, Holcim, Roche, Trafigura, Nestlé, Syn-

genta and UBS — have in the past been targeted in reports 

or campaigns by non-governmental organisations for hu-

man rights abuses. These are companies that have already 

been subjected to public pressure.

Only a minority of companies have voluntarily adopted 

progressive and credible human rights policies. This con-

firms what John Ruggie said in a recent interview: “Self-disci-

pline can accomplish some things. Others can be achieved 

only through coercion. The monitoring of value creation chains 

since 1990 shows that there has been insufficient tangible 

progress on the ground”41. 

Qualitative findings

Since June 2011, a number of Swiss corporations have begun 

to develop new policies to implement the Guiding Principles 

in their supply chain. Among the 14 companies studied, the 

following trends emerged:

• They seek to integrate human rights policies – but only 

as a secondary priority and without a bonus system. 

Most of the 14 companies have a team of human rights 

experts and a board committee responsible for overseeing 

sustainability and human rights issues. In-house human 

rights training is commonly provided, but the form (face-to-

face or online) and scale vary widely. Despite these mea-

sures, human rights remain a lower priority in internal poli-

cies than regulations on corruption, money-laundering or 

competition. And not one of the companies has embedded 

human rights in its annual performance and bonus system.

• Dialogue with external stakeholders is still insuffi-

cient. Most of the 14 companies have not yet adopted a 

new culture of dialogue with independent external stake-

holders. Indeed, only five of the companies studied develop 

IV. Conclusion

38 Ibid., Principle 3 and 
Commentary. 

39 For example, the largest 
Swiss corporation, Vitol, 
whose annual turnover is 
around $ 270 billion, invests 
in Mozambique, which has a 
GDP of about $ 15 billion. 
Glencore,with $ 220 billion in 

turnover (2014), has two 
subsidiaries in the Democrat-
ic Republic of Congo,  
whose GDP is $ 39 billion.

40 Experience shows that  
the vast majority of firms that 
adopt social responsibility 
and human rights policies 
mention it on their websites 

and publish the related codes 
of conduct, because this 
demonstrates their commit-
ment and is an integral  
part of the transparency 
requirements of any human 
rights policy.

41 “Global responsibility of 
transnational corporations”, 

interview with John Ruggie  
by Nicolette de Joncaire,  
23 January 2015, L’AGEFI.

42 “Talking the Human Rights 
Walk. Nestlé’s Experience 
Assessing Human Rights 
Impacts in its Business 
Activities”, p. 25, 2013.
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their human rights policy in collaboration with external 

stakeholders. In human rights impact assessments, these 

firms engage more closely with people affected by their 

business operations (workers in factories, communities and 

local residents, for example). This engagement provides 

new approaches to problems and solutions, as pointed out 

by one of the companies studied: “In certain countries, the 

relation with local communities has significantly improved 

as a result of the external stakeholder component of the 

impact assessment”42.

• Even the most progressive companies are still at the 

pilot stage of their human rights policy. Today the most 

progressive companies are still only at the stage of expand-

ing pilot projects, and none of the 14 companies studied 

has carried out impact assessments in all its subsidiaries 

and business relationships. Nine of them, however, have 

conducted impact assessments in a limited number of 

countries or projects. Of these, Holcim, Nestlé, Kuoni and 

ABB have developed extensive and well-documented sys-

tems in the field.

• Indicators focus on processes instead of the impact. 

The human rights indicators used by Swiss firms remain 

incomplete and quite vague. They usually focus on process-

es rather than concrete impacts. They mention how many 

hours of human rights training were given to employees and 

how many audits were conducted, but do not say how 

many cases of child labour were discovered, how many 

villagers were displaced or how many farmers were affected 

by impaired access to water. More importantly, no mention 

at all is made of how these abuses were addressed.

• Communication regarding human rights policies and 

their implementation remains vague. In the end, the 

information published by most Swiss companies is there-

fore not sufficient to evaluate the effectiveness of their hu-

man rights policies, as required by the Guiding Principles. 

Just one company, Kuoni, has opted for full transparency 

by publishing its impact assessments country by country, 

as well as a list of corrective actions that it undertakes to 

carry out.

Only by making the principle of due diligence legally 

binding, can transparency and a level playing field be 

guaranteed. The qualitative analysis therefore shows that 

among the firms that have started to implement the Guiding 

Principles, innovative practices are emerging, some of which 

are well documented. However at other firms, the information 

communicated remains incomplete and difficult to compare. 

Again, binding standards would be helpful to clarify what is 

expected of firms in terms of implementing and communicat-

ing on human rights policy. Making due diligence mandatory 

for all Swiss companies would also prevent those which vol-

untarily comply from suffering a competitive disadvantage 

compared to others which make no such efforts. This is what 

the Responsible Business Initiative, launched by Bread for All, 

Swiss Catholic Lenten Fund and 75 other non-govermental 

organisations, calls for.

42 “Talking the Human Rights Walk. Nestlé’s Experience Assessing Human Rights Impacts in its Business Activities”, p. 25, 2013.
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Respect for human rights must be binding for all businesses. This is what the Responsible Business Initiative 

stands for. © Oliver Gemperle GmbH
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tions, we are committed to the right to food and to a fair economy. We support people in 
the South to allow them to free themselves from poverty and hunger, and to lead self-
determined lives. Together with our local partners, we denounce dysfunction and reinforce 
advocacy for the rights of the populations concerned.

Bread for All
Bürenstrasse 12 | PO Box 1015 | 3000 Bern 23
Tel. +41 31 380 65 65 | bfa@bfa-ppp.ch | www.breadforall.ch
Postal account 40-984-9

The Swiss Catholic Lenten Fund is the relief agency for Catholics in Switzerland. We are 
committed in both the North and the South to a fairer world: a world where men and  
women can live in dignity without suffering from hunger and poverty. We work with local 
organisations in 14 countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America. We are also committed  
in Switzerland and at the international level to setting up equitable structures, especially in 
the field of human rights and the economy.

Swiss Catholic Lenten Fund
Alpenquai 4 | PO Box 2856 | 6002 Lucerne
Tel. +41 41 227 59 59 | mail@fastenopfer.ch | www.fastenopfer.ch/english
Postal account 60-19191-7

Bread for All – Encouraging Action

Swiss Catholic Lenten Fund – Stronger Together
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