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Presentation of the guide 

 
 

 
 
Context 

In our business activities at local level, we are in contact with many different              
stakeholders, who are directly or indirectly involved with our operations. While we have            

good knowledge of our contractual stakeholders (suppliers, clients, etc.), our          

non-contractual stakeholders (neighbors, NGOs, communities, Media, etc.) are now as         

important and must be taken into account in our activity. Today, information, dialogue            
and consultation with our local stakeholders are essential components for the          
success of our contracts. 

While most of our entities have already initiated social engagement strategies at local level              

with their stakeholders, the Sustainable Development Department has developed a         

methodological guide, aiming at structuring, formalizing and promoting these        
strategies. We have a recognized know-how on stakeholder engagement: we need to           

enhance it at the Group level in order to maximize the benefits of our efforts and to turn it                   

into a competitive advantage. 

 

Who is this guide for ? 

The guide is directed to all Sustainable Development correspondents, in charge of           

impelling and implementing stakeholder engagement strategies at local level.  

More particularly, this guide seeks to assist the correspondents in: 

• Implementing dialogue and social engagement strategies at local level; 

• Convincing country and operational managers about the importance to adopt such           

strategies. 
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Rationale: why should we focus on 

our local stakeholders? 
 

 

 

A threefold challenge 

Without preliminary dialogue with users, local communities and civil society, nothing truly legitimate nor              

sustainable could emerge, since our activities need to be supported by as many stakeholders as possible.                

In a connected world, it becomes imperative to dialogue with our stakeholders who have greater               
expectations than ever before regarding our activities. The consultation process with our local             

stakeholders appears to be the requisite condition for effectiveness and legitimacy of our actions.  

Our Chief Executive Officer has made stakeholder engagement a priority for the new Veolia, in order to                 

prevent risks and identify opportunities. This dialogue requirement responds to a threefold challenge: 

1. Establishing our image 

as  a leading company on 
sustainable development and 
CSR issues 

 

2. Strengthening our 

local acceptability and our 
social license to operate 
around our sites in order to 
prevent risks 

 

3. Identifying 

opportunities and new ways 
of doing business, combining 
both economic sustainability 
and social impact, in order to 
meet our clients’ expectations 
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A four-step methodology 
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1.Mapping 
 

 

 

1.1 Identifying and mapping our stakeholders 

Objective: identifying the stakeholders who are involved, directly or indirectly, in the services or who may 

influence users’ perception. 

 

Most of the Group’s activities have understood and integrated the need for mapping their local stakeholders. It is 

important to structure and formalize this effort from one entity to another. 

Identifying our stakeholders: two categories 

 

Relations with our contractual stakeholders are well structured at Group level. Thus, this guide mainly               
deals with the relations with our non-contractual stakeholders. However, it will also occasionally deal              

with the issue of our relations with the most vulnerable contractual stakeholders: underprivileged             
customers and alternative suppliers (social enterprises, companies encouraging inclusion, etc.). Our           

clients are increasingly asking the inclusion of vulnerable stakeholders in our contracts and it seems that                

the boundary between contractual and non-contractual stakeholders is getting progressively blurred. 

How to identify our non-contractual stakeholders ? 

• Identify our stakeholders as early as possible, ideally as soon as the contracts are negotiated, in 

order to build trust from the very beginning of the process  
• Take into account the “silent majority”: the most visible stakeholders are not necessarily the 

most representative, influential or useful to our activities 
• Consult and mobilize employees within the Group to enrich the mapping process 
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1.Mapping 

 
 

Analyze the influence and  positioning of our stakeholders  

For each identified stakeholder, the objective is to understand and analyze: 
• Its influence 
• Its positioning regarding the Group and its willingness to cooperate (is it indifferent, hostile or               

favorable to our activities ?) 
• Its expectations and concerns regarding the Group 
• The background of its relationship with the Group (in particular for international stakeholders:             

NGOs, international organizations, donors, etc.) 

Stakeholders Influence Willingness to cooperate Concerns and 
expectations 

RELATIONSHIP 
BACKGROUND 

  Poor Avera
ge Strong Weak Neutral Positive 

What are their 
main 

expectations and 
concerns ? 

History 
Contact 

level 
(local or 
Group) 

Contractual stakeholders 
Collaborators                 

UNions                 

Collaborations family                  

Clients          

Suppliers          

Etc.          

Non-contractual stakeholders 

Residents                  
Local press                 
Local blogs                 
Local organizations                 
NGO                 
Authorities and local 
politicians                 

Companies                 

Professional organizations          

Experts and academics                 

Spiritual and community 
leaders 

                

Etc.          

 

How to assess our stakeholders’ positioning and expectations? 

. Internal auto-diagnosis: knowledge of local players, analysis of information resources, brainstorming            
sessions, etc. 
. Ideally, external interviews with the most important stakeholders to complete the analysis and to               
better understand their positioning and their willingness to cooperate. 
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1.Mapping 
 

 

 
1.2. Defining the action plan 

Objective: transforming the mapping into an operational management tool: depending on the            
nature, the influence and the positioning of each stakeholder, what kind of strategy is to be                
adopted? 

Perceptions Vs. Realities: identifying the real issues 
It is vital to distinguish between what is perceived by our stakeholders from what comes from some 
tangible operational performance. 
Our local stakeholders’ expectations are sometimes not driven by operational realities and have 
more to do with “subjective” perceptions. When facing concerns that could be deemed irrational, we 
must be able to adapt our speech and adopt a stance of listening and understanding, but  we must 
also respect our stakeholders’ expectations. Conversely, an operational problem may be the cause of 
some local stakeholders’ discontent. The issue is then operational and cannot be solved by dialogue 
and information alone. 
Schematically, sensitive issues can be addressed as follows: 

Defining the action plan 
The action plan aims at setting a hierarchy among our stakeholders and defining for each of them, 
depending on their positioning and expectations, our objective, our strategy, the tools to design, 
the organization and the agenda to establish.  
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1.Mapping 

 
 

 

 
 
Stakeholders 
 

Issues & 
expectation

s 
Objectives Action plan Tools Organization Agenda 

 

What are 
their main 
issues 
regarding 
our 
activities? 

What is my 
objective 
regarding 
this 
stakeholder? 

What are the 
key actions I 
want to carry 
out? 

What are the 
necessary 
tools to 
design? 

Who is in 
charge of 
managing and 
implementing 
the action 
plan? 

What are the key steps? 

PRIORITIES STAKEHOLDERS 

Stakeholder 1             
Stakeholder 2             
…             

IMPORTANT STAKEHOLDERS 

Stakeholder 1             
Stakeholder 2             
…       

OTHER STAKEHOLDERS 

Stakeholder 1             
Stakeholder 2             
…       

 

Implementing a coherent social engagement strategy at Group level 
It is important to implement actions that are congruent with the activities led by other entities of                 
the Group (countries, headquarter, Foundation, in-house consultancy firms, etc.).  

From this perspective, the Sustainable Development Department can help operational entities to            

have a better understanding of the background of the relationships of the Group with different               

international stakeholders (NGOs, international institutions) and to base their action plan on what             

has already been implemented in the Group. 
 

Which strategy to adopt with the most sensitive stakeholders? 
. It is important to be aware that it will sometimes be impossible to discuss with some                 
stakeholders (for example NGOs that are hostile to the public-private partnership concept). If no              
dialogue can be established, these organizations must at least be actively monitored.  

. The decision to cooperate with controversial organizations (religious organizations,          

organizations linked to political groups, etc.) needs to be thought about pretty carefully. The              

Sustainable Development Department can assist you in this process.  

Sustainable Development Department 
www.veolia.com  

10 

http://www.veolia.com/


 

 

1.Mapping 
 

 

 

1.3. Follow-up 

Objective : adapting our social engagement strategy over time 

 

The stakeholder mapping and action plan need to be regularly updated. It is particularly important to                
make sure that priorities are respected and that emerging issues and new opinion leaders are               
identified. The frequency of the update process must be adapted to each region/country (every month,               
every quarter, etc.). 

 

Simple and attractive follow-up tools  

It is important to communicate on this first stage (stakeholders mapping and action plan) through               

simple and visually attractive follow-up tools; as a result, it will be possible to share information                

internally, and raise awareness among managers.  
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2. Information & Dialogue 

 

Information on services, dialogue and local discussions are a central part of our stakeholders’              

expectations. This can take three different forms: 

• Institutional contribution to the national and international public debate on major           

sustainable issues development within large dedicated platforms, 

• National dialogue with key players (academics, NGOs, the media, etc.) on issues related to              
our core businesses, in order to be able to identify and take into account weak societal signal                 

and to anticipate new social trends, 

• Operational dialogue at local level with residents and civil society. 

The question of dialogue, whatever forms it may take, raises two issues: (1) Identifying subjects and                
opportunities of dialogue, and (2) Identifying and/or creating the platform and tools of dialogue.  

2.1 Institutional contribution to the public debate on sustainable development within large and             
dedicated platforms 

Objective: addressing issues related to sustainable development in order to prove the Group’s 
engagement and leadership on these topics and enhancing our institutional reputation. 

First of all, we can contribute to the public debate through existing platforms, groups or think                
tanks that gather corporations, NGOs, national political institutions and academics. These kinds of             

organizations allow us to exchange ideas in a « neutral » way and constitute an opportunity to build                

trusting relationships. Furthermore, collective voices are sometimes more credible, legitimate and           

efficient to convey our message to the public opinion. 

2.2 Prospective dialogue with key stakeholders to anticipate societal trends related to our core              
business 

Objective: identifying, in partnership with external stakeholders, issues and long-term trends 
related to our core businesses in order to reinforce our ability to anticipate and address the 
challenges of tomorrow.  

While our working environment and activities are continually evolving, it is important to be able to                

anticipate the mega-trends of tomorrow in order to adapt our vision and our business. To do so, it                  

may be relevant to create and/or participate in dialogue platforms with various stakeholders             
linked with our industry (academics, NGOs, experts, etc.) in order to detect weak societal signals,               

identify underlying societal trends and think about answers we could offer. This kind of platform has                

been launched at the headquarter level, through the Critical Friends committee. On the same model               

as the “Critical Friends ” committee at corporate level, several operational entities have implemented             

local platforms in order to initiate dialogue with their stakeholders and enrich the discussion on major                

future issues that will be important to Veolia’s business.  
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2. Information & Dialogue 

 

 

2.3  Operational dialogue at local levem 

Objective: ensuring good neighborly relations with residents and local communities around our 
facilities.  

 
In order to prevent risks at local level, it is important to inform and discuss continuously with                 
residents around our sites. While users’ expectations are increasing and public consultation is now              

a legal obligation in more and more countries (France, USA, etc.), it is becoming essential to involve                 
local communities in our projects.  

 

This dialogue process must be initiated during “times of peace” and must be thought in the 
long run in order to foster trust and to prevent potential future conflicts.  

 
Two types of dialogue are possible at local level: 
=> A “direct” dialogue, conducted by Veolia 
Local entities can manage their dialogue strategies with their local stakeholders themselves.            
Two kinds of strategies can be implemented: 

• Bilateral or multilateral dialogue (depending on local context) with civil society organizations: it             

is recommended to set up a permanent informal dialogue with these organizations in order to “keep in                 

touch”, to be informed of on-going projects or simply to “discuss” without communicating about this               

relationship.  
• Public meetings with all the residents: in some cases (legal obligation, exceptional event,             

circumstances of high tensions, etc.), we must go one step further and discuss with all the residents,                 

during a public meeting for example.  

 

=>“Intermediated” dialogue, conducted in collaboration with community stakeholders 
Depending on the local context and on the history of Veolia’s relations with local communities, it may                 

be relevant to deliver our messages through one or several local intermediary(ies) within the              
community. This kind of strategy can indeed be very useful as it contributes to reinforce our                
legitimacy and credibility.  
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2. Information & Dialogue 
 

 

 

Organizing a public meeting 

• Prepare carefully the logistics for the meeting 

• Prepare the arguments and messages that will be exposed during the meeting 

• Fill in the gaps as much as possible between the operational reality of our services and                
the communities’ perception: explain the technical questions in very simple terms  

• Anticipate the reactions and operational change : a public meeting will be deemed useful              

and legitimate only if participants feel that they will be listened to and that arrangements are                

possible. It is therefore risky to organize a public meeting if we know in advance that no                 

changes will be accepted. 
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2. Information & Dialogue 
 

 

 

Summary - Key success factors of a dialogue strategy with local stakeholders 

• The commitment of the Direction: the good quality of the relationship with local stakeholders depends               

on the involvement of the direction of the entity. Indeed, this commitment represents a sign of                

credibility for employees, but also constitutes a strong signal sent to all the external stakeholders.  

• Time: information, dialogue or cooperation require time. More fundamentally, trust - essential            

ingredient to any discussion - cannot be taken for granted and is necessarily the result of a long-term                  

process – before  potential crisis. 

• Follow-up and continuity: more than the time spent in the field, what really matters is the constancy of                  

the relationship. To do so, it can be useful to keep a record of the relations with our local stakeholders                    

in order to ensure the follow-up of our actions (particularly if the owner in charge of the team changes).  

• Another approach to the expertise: our local stakeholders’ expectations are sometimes not driven by              

operational realities and have more to do with subjective perceptions. It is therefore imperative to be                

able to “quit” sometimes our position of expert to be able to be understood by everyone and to                  

respond to everyone’s concerns and expectations. 

• Dedicated expertise: building a trustful relationship with civil society requires particular skills. It is              

therefore important to train or recruit people able to do the work.  

• Prepared staff: Sustainable Development teams are not the only ones to interact with local              

stakeholders. As it is important that the company speaks with a single voice, arguments and rationale                

must be prepared in advance for every type of stakeholders with key messages, communication tools,               

data to remember, etc. 
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3. Engagement 

 
 

 
With the most influent and most benevolent stakeholders, it can be smart to set up - beyond                 
information and dialogue strategies - more ambitious engagement programs in order to contribute             
to the social and economic development where Veolia is established. 
These engagement strategies can be implemented towards three kind of stakeholders:  
 

. Local communities 

. Vulnerable customers 

. Alternative suppliers 

 
3.1 Contributing to the social and economic development of local communities 

Objective : strengthening our local acceptability by setting up programs that match the 
community’s expectations. 

In many countries (mainly poor and emerging countries), our facilities are regularly solicited to support               

local actions. These cooperation projects should be adapted to local contexts. Thus, multiple options              

are possible (cf. schema below).  

To be credible and efficient, an engagement project has to respond to a twofold constraint:  

• Meet a real local community need 

• Meet a business interest for Veolia 
 

 

  

Sustainable Development Department 
www.veolia.com  

18 

http://www.veolia.com/


 

 
3. Engagement 

 
 

 

Example - Partnerships with schools 

In addition, many entities of the Group have set up partnerships with schools. This type of                

partnership offers three advantages: 

• Neutrality 

• Optimization of institutional relations with local authorities 

• Raising awareness among children, who can be useful messengers within the community 
 

3.2 Engagement with vulnerable customers 

Objective : addressing the needs of underprivileged customers, by developing programs that 
provide and safeguard access to basic services. 

 

As part of our operations, we commit to offer a fair and continuous access to services for all. This                   

implies to design and implement – often in partnership with local players - social and societal                
engineering strategies, adapted to each context.  

Two issues have to be taken into account: 

• Provide access to services for those in need, 

• Safeguard access to services,  through social mediation programs. 

 
Providing access to services  

In our contracts, we may have to implement some innovative strategies to ensure access to               
resources for all (e.g. guaranteed price stability for energy in Varna, Bulgaria, etc.). These initiatives               

are not presented in this guide since they are often developed internally and do not involve external                 

stakeholders. 

Beyond our contracts, some entities have developed partnerships with external stakeholders           
to foster access to basic services (particularly water and energy). These partnerships can take two               

forms :  

• Philanthropic support to humanitarian organizations 
• More ambitious hybrid partnerships 
It is also possible to implement more ambitious social innovation projects, in partnership with local               

organizations, in order to provide access to our services to all (ex: Grameen Veolia Water in                

Bangladesh, social connections program in Morocco, etc.) 
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3. Engagement 

 
 

 

Safeguarding access to services, through mediation actions 

Veolia also commits by setting up mediation programs in order to keep in touch with               
underprivileged users. These programs - that must be conducted in close collaboration with local              

authorities - represent today an opportunity for our contracts. Indeed, while the number of              

vulnerable users keep increasing (particularly in OECD countries), politicians are getting more and             

more sensitive to the fact that we integrate dedicated support and mediation programs in our               
commercial offers.  

 

Mediation programs can be divided into two models :  

• Individually, through dedicated organizations or community networks: it is possible to carry            

out our own mediation program for Veolia users. For legitimacy and efficiency issues, it is highly                

recommended to operate through local organizations, or even directly with community           
members. 

• Collectively, through “pooling” platforms with other companies: another strategy consists in           

developing smart forms of partnerships with other companies providing public services, through            

pooling customers service departments. 
 

3.3 Engagement with alternative suppliers 

Objective : positioning ourselves as a responsible leader by working with “alternative 
suppliers ”  that we are not used to work with. 

 

As a responsible company, we are increasingly asked to integrate in our value chain unusual               
suppliers and subcontractors that have a strong social impact – reintegration firms that hire              

employees in precarious situations, social entrepreneurs, etc. 

For a couple of years, requests related to vulnerable users have progressively risen and are today                

totally integrated in our contracts. Similarly, requests related to “vulnerable suppliers” will also             
increase in the near future. Some entities of the Group have already anticipated this trend and are                 

now starting to work with these kind of stakeholders. 
 

 

Sustainable Development Department 
www.veolia.com  

20 

http://www.veolia.com/


 

 
3. Engagement 

 
 

 

Key Success Factors of a Local Engagement Strategy 

 

• Start from community’s needs and avoid “top-down” actions 

When populations are not consulted regarding their needs, they do not feel respected: they do not                

think they should support a project established without their consent. This is why it is so important to                  

design a project after having completed our stakeholder mapping, with a clear analysis of our               

stakeholders’ concerns and expectations. When it comes to community projects, co-creation           

remains the golden rule. 

 

• Do not overestimate the most vocal stakeholders’ influence 

Companies tend to focus on stakeholders that are the most vocal. This kind of strategy can have                 

negative effects. Communities could think that they have to become hostile in order to feel heard. It                 

is therefore key to properly conduct the stakeholder mapping to take into account the “silent               

majority”. 

 

• Maintain continuity over time in the management of the project 

Many local projects stop because of the lack of continuity. It may create consequently a form of                 

natural mistrust and disillusionment towards the company. 

 

• Limit the number of projects and put more means towards one visible action 

It is better to limit the number of projects to focus on large and visible projects where our actions                   

can be better recognized. In this perspective, platforms can contribute to strengthen societal             

engagement, by structuring our actions and our engagement.  

 

• Work in close partnership with the Veolia Foundation 

The Veolia Foundation can intervene in many sectors and can therefore help many business units               

to initiate local partnerships. In many countries, the Foundation has been able to forge very               

constructive contacts and can be very useful in the stakeholder mapping.  
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4. Measurement & Communication 

 
 

Just like for any project, it is important to be able to assess and highlight (when possible) our                  
commitments, our engagement programs and our contribution to social and economic           
development at local level. This process can be conducted with external stakeholders.   

4.1 Assessing and measuring our impact 

Objective : proving, in a rational and if possible quantified manner, our social impact and our                

contribution to local development. 

Assessing our impact is important at two levels: 

• Externally: it is important to be able to prove to our stakeholders the real impact that we have at                   

the local level in order to strengthen our local acceptability and our social licence to operate. In                 

order to do so, we must initiate rigorous processes to assess our impact. 

• Internally: impact assessment can be a management tool for site managers or people in charge               

of local entities. Some companies have even adapted the wage scale for their managers, which               

depends now on objectives and indicators related to social and environmental performance.  

Conducting an impact assessment study 

• Beforehand, define the scope of the impact assessment. There are basically two models  : 

• Stricto sensu impact assessment that measures the effect of a strategy or a program              

on a given population. 

• Assessment of the global contribution - direct or indirect, wanted or unwanted - of all               
the actions of a company on the development of a territory. 

• Arbitrate between scientific rigor and operationality. Many impact assessment methods          

exist but they all differ in their scientific rigor and their financial cost. Two criteria seem key                 

when determining the relevance of one method: scientific rigor on the one hand and flexibility               

of the process on the field on the other hand. The use of these two criteria enables to define an                    

“efficient frontier”, which identifies the most relevant method for a given level of operational              

constraint.  

Stricto Sensu Social Impact Assessment 

To strengthen the credibility and the rigor of an impact assessment process, it can be relevant to work                  

with an academic organization. The academic unit J-PAL of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology              

(MIT) is today internationally recognized as the leading academic institution for impact assessment.             

Veolia has been one of the first international companies to work with J-PAL in Morocco 
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4. Measurement & Communication 
 

 

 

 

Evaluation: a cyclical process 

The evaluation of our dialogue and social engagement programs is a process which must be updated                

regularly. The social and business value created by each project must be reassessed every year in                

order to decide of its continuation or its stop the following year. 
 
4.2 Promoting our actions 
 

Objective: consolidating our reputation by communicating on our societal engagement          
strategies and on our efforts to support local stakeholders. 

 

Two communication strategies are possible: directly or through a third party.  

“Direct” communication 

It is possible to communicate on our own about what we have accomplished. However, to avoid                

criticism of social washing or accusation of exploiting partners, this type of communication must be               

handled carefully. 
 

How to communicate directly? 

• Provide quantitative data and figures  

• Beyond accomplishments, underline what remains to be done 

• Entrust our local partners with the communication, because they usually have a stronger             

credibility and  legitimacy 

 

Promoting through a third party 

To avoid being accused of “social-washing”, it may be relevant to not communicate yourself but to                

have your activities promoted by an independent third party. Several entities of the Group, all               

very socially committed, have seen their efforts rewarded and certified by external organizations.             

Such external recognition is the safest way to promote our activity.  
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Contact 

 
 

 

Nathalie de Lataillade 
CSR Network & Stakeholders Relations Coordination  

nathalie.de-lataillade@veolia.com 
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