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	Outline of Topic

Over the last few years businesses have faced unprecedented challenges: a global pandemic, geopolitical instability, economic uncertainty, and supply chain disruptions. Concurrently, stakeholders’ demands are growing. While consumers are still prioritizing value (Ruvio et al, 2023), there is also an increasing intent to buy goods with sustainability claims (Frey et al, 2023). Investors want businesses to demonstrate a clear link between their ESG efforts and financial performance (Gelb et al., 2023). Meanwhile, businesses are subject to an increasing number of regulations requiring greater transparency of their ESG efforts. Reporting frameworks such as the CDP and Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) are become industry standard for environmental sustainability and governance, however reporting on social sustainability is lagging (United Nations, 2024).

The United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) were published in 2011 under the ‘Protect, Respect and Remedy’ framework, which outlined the states’ responsibility to protect human rights and the corporate responsibility to respect human rights and remedy violations (UN, 2011). To achieve this, the guidelines state that “business enterprises should have … a human rights due diligence process to identify, prevent, mitigate and account for how they address their impacts on human rights …”. While some businesses embraced the framework, overall voluntary adoption of the principles has been slow (Dupont et al., 2024).

Research conducted by McCorquodale et al. (2017) in 2015 highlighted multiple challenges faced by companies trying to implement human rights due diligence (HRDD), including oversight and influence over supply chain actors with whom they did not have direct contracts. While the research was not specific for agricultural supply chains, this challenge may be especially pertinent for the industry, since retailers and manufacturers often do not have direct influence at farm-level. The issue of human rights in agricultural supply chains has been the subject of increasing scrutiny over the last few years. Whilst many transnational food and agriculture companies have stated their commitment to respecting human rights, the complex, global nature of supply chains means that knowledge and traceability back to farm-level is a major problem, with many companies admitting they do not know their entire supply chain (Heasman, 2018). 

Despite the challenges, there are several drivers for organizations to implement HRDD. Firstly, legal requirements in relation to HRDD are advancing, with the European Commission’s adoption of the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) this year (Shift, 2024). This follows the corporate duty of vigilance law passed in France in 2017 (ECCJ, 2017) and Germany’s supply chain due diligence act which came into effect in January 2023, in addition to other county-specific regulations. 

HRDD has the potential to protect businesses against various risks including legal, financial, reputational, and operational risk (McCorquodale et al., 2017). Marsden (2020) argues that there are four ways in which human rights, as an element of corporate social responsibility (CSR), contributes to the financial performance of a business. In addition to mitigating risk and reducing the potential for reputational damage, these are lowering cost of capital by reducing risk, driving growth through enhanced customer loyalty and trust, and attracting and retaining top talent. However, while there is extensive literature on the benefits of a robust corporate ESG strategy, very little exists on the specific opportunities that HRDD unlocks. McCorquodale et al. (2017) and a follow up study by Smit et al. (2020) provides some insight into barriers, however with the landscape shifting so rapidly, it is possible that these have evolved. 

Benchmarking has been completed to determine how advanced the food and agriculture industry is with their human rights strategy. The World Benchmarking Alliance (2023) published the 2023 Food and Agriculture Benchmark ranking the sustainability performance of the 350 most influential food and agriculture companies. Data revealed that only 51% had a public commitment to protecting human rights. KnowTheChain (2024) also benchmarked 60 food and beverage companies on the human rights practices in their supply chain in 2022-2023. The average industry score across all aspects of HRDD was a mere 16%. What are the barriers preventing these businesses from embedding HRDD in their organizations? Are there really business benefits or is HRDD just a costly tick-the-box exercise? And do these barriers and opportunities vary depending on an organization’s position in the supply chain?

The aim of this research is to build an understanding of the barriers faced by food and agriculture businesses in implementing HRDD and the opportunities that undertaking the process will present. The objectives of this research are to:
1. Outline why HRDD is needed within the food and agriculture industry including an overview of legislation and progress that has been made to date. Provide insights into the existing research on the barriers and opportunities for HRDD implementation. 
2. Critically assess internal and external barriers food and agriculture businesses face in developing and conducting an HRDD process, and how these vary depending on an organization’s position within the supply chain.
3. Explore individual tier and industry-wide benefits to HRDD in agricultural supply chains.
4. Summarize key forces impacting the implementation of an HRDD process in the food and agriculture industry, to enable industry professionals to build internal awareness and design a business case for HRDD. 


	Indicative Literature 

Human Rights Due Diligence

A variety of literature sources will be utilized to provide an overview of HRDD and current and pending regulations which impact businesses. In addition to the UNGPS themselves and associated guidance from the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, sources will include journal and online articles from reputable sources as well as guidance from legislative bodies. For example:
· The UNGPs — Five Years on: From Consensus to Divergence in Public Regulation on Business and Human Rights. Netherlands Quarterly of Human Rights. Neglia (2016)
· The Concept of ‘Due Diligence’ in the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. The European Journal of International Law. Bonnitcha and McCorquodale (2017)
· Directive on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence: Frequently asked questions. European Commission (2024)

Human Rights in the Food and Agriculture Industry

The history of human rights in agricultural supply chains will be summarized and include examples of negative media coverage. Additionally, guidance from consultants and industry bodies will provide insights into the support available to the industry. For example:
· Cocoa’s child laborers. The Washington Post. Whoriskey and Siegel (2019)
· CGF Human Rights Coalition – Working to End Forced Labor. Consumer Goods Forum (2022)
· 10 Human Rights Priorities for the Food, Beverage, and Agriculture Sector. BSR (2024)

HRDD Barriers and Opportunities and Industry Benchmarking

Journal articles and research reports detailing prior quantitative and qualitative studies on business and HRDD will be utilized to inform the survey, and as a comparison for the analysed findings. Previous benchmarking data will provide a baseline for the current state of HRDD in the industry, as well as the sample population for the study. For example:
· Human Rights Due Diligence in Law and Practice: Good Practices and Challenges for Business Enterprises. Business and Human Rights Journal. McCorquodale, Smit, Neely and Brooks (2017)
· Human rights due diligence in global supply chains: evidence of corporate practices to inform a legal standard. The International Journal of Human Rights. Smit, Holly, McCorquodale and Neely (2020).
· Food-and-Agriculture-Benchmark-2023-Public-Dataset. World Benchmarking Alliance (2023)

Library collections including ProQuest Central, Springer and LexisPlus UK will be utilized to access relevant articles and reports.    



	Proposed Methodology

The positivism paradigm with be utilized to collect quantitative data in the form of a survey (Hall, 2020), in addition to a desk-based literature review of pertinent sources to achieve objective one. The empirical data will provide key insights to satisfy objectives two and three. A web-based, self-completion questionnaire will be designed following the process and principles outlined by Ekinci (2015) using multiple choice and rating scale, closed-ended questions to ensure standardized data (Fraenkel et al., 2011). 

A survey design was chosen to collect information related to the opinions, attitudes and experiences of the population towards HRDD (Hall, 2020). A benefit of this approach is the ability to collect data from a large population and compare viewpoints based on respondent characteristics (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). However, a self-completion questionnaire does have some disadvantages including possible response bias (Creswell and Creswell, 2018), potentially poor response rates, misinterpretation of questions and the failure of respondents to fully complete the questionnaire (Hall, 2020). These challenges will be considered during the design and distribution of the questionnaire in an attempt to mitigate the risk of them occurring.

As a student at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), the research will abide by the UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (2022a) and Research Data Management Policy (2022b). An application will be made for ethical approval prior to the data collection taking place. Due to the potentially sensitive nature of the questions, the survey will remain anonymous for both the respondents and their organizations, a benefit of utilizing a third-party, online survey tool. Taking into consideration the global nature of the target population, data protection laws will be reviewed in each country and the approach to data collection adjusted as required to ensure compliance.

The target population for the survey will be the 350 most influential food and agriculture companies, as listed by the World Benchmarking Alliance (2023). Contact details for human rights, sustainability, procurement or legal professionals employed within these organizations will be sourced via personal connections or LinkedIn. An introductory message will be crafted outlining the purpose of the research and containing a link to the online survey. Targeting individuals who work for these organizations, in a function linked to human rights, will improve the reliability of the information, however due to the anonymous nature of the survey there will be no guarantee that respondents will have an in-depth knowledge of their organization’s human rights strategy. It will also not be possible to monitor whether more than one response is received from the same organization. 

The empirical data will be analysed according to theme (Biggam, 2015), including barriers and opportunities for the implementation of HRDD. Relevant findings will be presented graphically in the form of pie and bar charts. Benchmarking data such as the location of the organization and its segment in the industry will be utilized to investigate correlations in the data. To understand the variations based on where in the supply chain an organization resides, respondents will be grouped by supply chain tier and their responses to the barriers and opportunities questions analysed. These insights will form the basis to satisfy objectives two and three. The opportunities and benefits will be plotted on a force field analysis diagram (Willis and Edwards, 2014) to provide a visual representation for industry professionals to satisfy objective four. The validity of the results will depend largely on the number of respondents overall and in each tier. Once the survey is closed, it will be determined whether the sample size is statistically relevant using an online sample size calculator.    

Key findings will be discussed and compared with the literature research. Limitations to the study will be reviewed and the conclusion will include suggestions for further investigations. While nuances in individual supply chains will dictate how companies tackle HRDD, this research will provide a high-level understanding of the issues which may impact the process and potential benefits to the organization and industry. 


	Time and Resource Management

The Gantt chart below illustrates the timeline for completion. Literature for review will be sourced online through the UWTSD library at no cost, however a small budget may be necessary for purchasing relevant books. One of the benefits of conducting an on-line survey is the low-cost. While many tools are available for free, a month monthly subscription may be required to create a questionnaire of the length and detail necessary. No additional resources will be required.
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