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The War for a Talented Supply Chain 
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HR’s mission for 2013 (should you choose to accept it) 

In the last 6 months of 2012, over 400 (mainly young 
women) died in garment factory fires in Bangladesh 
and Pakistan.  
 
Factories whose doors were barred, fire escapes 
blocked, fire equipment faulty. Factories that had 
failed audit inspections, but were still open for 
Western business.  Worse still, factories that passed 
audits weeks before burning down.   
 
2013 has hardly got off to a better start. As well as 
the devastating Rana Plaza building collapse in 
Bangladesh, we have also had a horsemeat scandal 
wiping millions off retailer share prices.   
 
Whether it’s the clothes we buy, the food on our 
plates, or our beloved bit of tech, it’s increasingly hard 
to find something that hasn’t been produced on the 
back of exploitation, even death. 
 
So why bring this to the attention of HR’? Aside from 
the moral argument, we believe many of these 
problems can be solved by embedding good HR 
practices. 

After all, bad management practices, risk-taking 
cultures, discrimination, high turnover, low engagement 
-  are all HR issues, right? Human capital risks. Risks 
that you measure and manage internally, and yet we 
don’t measure across our supply chains? 
 

Written for HR Directors - by former HR experts - this 
HR Guide outlines: 
  
 What’s wrong with the current auditing process 
 Which HR tools could transform its effectiveness  
 How technology can get you as far upstream as 

your global supply chain finds itself 
 And how, through a little collaboration, this is not 

such a bold (or expensive) move as you might think 
  
Yes, it is yet another hat for HR who already wear more 
hats than Lady Gaga. But I believe this represents the 
brightest new frontier for HR - I hope you do too. 
 
 
 
Lindsay Soulsby, 
Msc CIPD                                    

http://www.minethegap.com/blog/bangladesh-here-we-go-again/
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Supply Chain Auditing 

Social audits emerged in the mid-90s after a number of brands (Nike, The Gap etc) were scrutinised for 
substandard conditions in their supply chains. 
 

This led to a kind of gold rush for labour standards, with Codes of Conduct (by the Fair Labor Association FLA in 
the US and Ethical Trade Initiative ETI in the UK) being joined by an industry of professional ‘social’ auditors paid 
prevent exploitation and worker abuse.  
 

You will know if you are a member of one of these organisations; or if your brand has its own Code of Conduct.   
 
But in case you don’t know, here’s how social auditing broadly works: 
 

 Self-assessment – Suppliers first complete a self-assessment covering compliance/due diligence 

requirements 
 
 

 Site visit/audit –  This is then often followed up by either a member of the internal buyer/ethical team or 

a 3rd party face-to-face site inspection,  including quizzing management on labour practices and standards, 
checking paperwork, walking around the site and interviewing a selection of workers  

 
 

 Reports – A report is completed for buyer and supplier to discuss and agree any required actions/changes 

(a Corrective Action Plan is often used) 
 
Whilst an established process, we believe there are 4 fundamental issues with it: 
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1. Auditing can’t scale 
 

Nike has 700 supplier factories or offices in 45 
countries outside the US.  But that’s small compared 
to Walmart with 20,000 suppliers in China alone.  
 

But very often suppliers aren’t isolated farms.  As 
well as China, Foxconn is in Mexico and Brazil (and 
the rumours suggest coming to America).  Most 
suppliers also have their own murky network of 
subcontractors.   
 

Even an army of inspectors can’t be everywhere at 
once.  As Oxfam’s Ethical Trade Manager, Rachel 
Wilshaw, points out, this means that:  
 

‘Auditors typically spend just 5 hours in a 

factory of 600 workers, who are afraid to 

speak out for fear of losing their (often 

precarious) jobs.’ 

2. Auditing is open to manipulation 
 
“They (the management) get people to hide in 

the bathrooms, so there are fewer people on 

the production line and it looks more 

efficient.” 
 

If you know when your in-laws are visiting, you make 
sure your house is spick and span.  So it’s hardly 
surprising that when auditors visit, suppliers ensure 
records are prepared, facilities cleaned, and any 
children are kept out-of-sight.  
 
The problem is what happens when the auditor 
leaves town.  
 

Of course, workers are interviewed (or a select few 
are). But given they are often badly informed about 
their rights, fear losing their jobs, even cultural and 
language barriers between them and the auditor, 
often the picture they paint – especially as a contrast 
to the rosy picture painted by management - is 
unreliable at best. 

Concerns with existing audit practices… 
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3. auditing is all stick and no carrot 
 
 Fire escape clear? Check. 
  
 Living wage paid on time? Check.  
 
Audits are designed to mitigate risk for buyers. For 
that reason, they are seen as top-down, tick-box 
exercises. Exercises that can be easily manipulated.  
 
But what’s worse here is that there is nothing in it for 
good suppliers over and above that all-important A+ 
grade. Compliance-only audits don’t give them the 
actionable HR information they need to transform 
into businesses (like yours) that offer little risk to 
buyers and add to their competiveness.   
 
A link that in turn would help them raise conditions 
for workers.  
 
Possibly even cut out the need to for audits, with 
auditors becoming change agents rather than 
monitoring inspectors. 

4.  auditing is unsustainable 
 
All of which means that not only is the money spent on 
auditing not solving the problem, it also doesn’t include 
cleaning up the mess: 
 
 The cost of switching suppliers when things go 

wrong 
 
 The money spent fighting lawsuits or paying out 

compensation  
 
 The marketing/PR effort spent spinning your way out 

of headline tragedies 
 
 The lost consumers who see your brand and think 

sweatshop (or worse) 
 
 The hidden cost of losing key suppliers whose 

loyalty to your brand won’t be so easily bought 
 
 And the extra effort to retain or attract employees 

who care about the values their employer upholds (a 
cost you no doubt can put a number on) 
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‘Without contrasting the views of managers and workers, how do we really 

know what the reality is on the ground?’ 

 

‘How do we aim to get suppliers to see the value of improving labour 

standards and practices, if they don’t get the kind of actionable intel that 

can link improvements to increased productivity and performance?’  

 

‘Why does our business base all its decisions on this kind of (HR) insight, but 

we expect our suppliers to step up without it?’ 

 

‘If our supply chain saw the value of adopting HR best practices – a fully 

engaged supply chain that could actually move beyond compliance and assess 

itself – wouldn’t that be a win, win for us as the buyer, but also our 

suppliers – even workers?’ 

 
 

All good questions. Questions we asked ourselves.   The strange thing is that, as a profession, HR and 
Supply Chain Management share a lot in common.  

Hopefully by now you are wondering… 
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In 2007, the Economist Intelligence Unit reported that human capital risks (HR’s game changer) were the most 
significant of all the risks facing businesses; while in 2008, they identified the supply chain as “the weakest 
link” from a sustainability perspective.  
 
If you consider that the supply chain is made up of people – people whose (mis) behaviours lead to lead 
painted toys or horse meat lasagne – the only surprise is that in 2009 the EIU didn’t herald the imminent 
marriage between HR and Supply Chain Directors.  
 
And yet, we must be careful here. The solution is not simply a case of translating your engagement survey and 
putting it online. It is important to understand who we mean by suppliers; and just as crucially for HR used to 
segmenting employees, who we mean by supply chain workers. 

HR Supply Chain 

Why bringing the 2 together makes sense 
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                                HR is often not on the radar 
 
What is common in most suppliers is a lack of HR sophistication. There is rarely a HR specialist at hand; and if 
someone is nominated as the HR person, they usually have to embed this into another substantive role.   
 

Add the fact that in many countries worker rights and employment legislation is inconsistent (locational risks 
on top of human capital risks) and you can see why, even at Foxconn employing over 1.2 million workers in 
China alone, it has taken years of high profile scandals and Apple’s active help to get them to raise their game.   

Compliance driven HR driven 

Child labour High turnover 

Forced overtime High levels of conflict 

Fire & building safety 
breaches 

Poor engagement 

Use of hazardous/toxic 
chemicals 

Little/no training or coaching 

Sexual harassment Disciplinary cases 

Bullying Absence issues 

Poor working conditions No talent management 

With suppliers unable to understand 
the link between good people 
practice and commercial benefit, 
this lack of knowledge and 
experience means that any HR 
involvement has to start from an 
appreciation of the variations in 
suppliers’ limited grasp of HR.  
 
This in turn will shape the tools you 
use and their application (which we 
will look at next).  
 
But it is perhaps more important to 
understand the workers in the 
factories, farms, or mines too.  
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Engaging the world’s most vulnerable workers 

It is vital for HR to understand who they are assessing: 
  
 Cotton pickers, call-centre colleagues, migrant workers 
 Full and part time employees, interns & vocational workers, even 

people (mostly women) who work from home  
 People often outside of the system, illiterate or uneducated 
 People vulnerable not just to the things we often bemoan (toxic 

leaders, glass ceilings) but child labour, slavery, discrimination, 
dangerous conditions, unpaid work, even routine violence  

 People often ill-informed about basic health, safety and labour 
standards  

 People who often do not have the time, knowledge or resources 
to resolve labour disputes or pursue their rights legally 

 
3 factors to recognise when designing the solution: 

 
 
 Cultural Differences 

• Not everyone is familiar 
with having their voice 
heard 

Anonymity 

• Workers may fear sharing 
their views so 
confidentiality is key 

Tact 

• Whilst 85% of the world 
have access to a phone,  
literacy is a factor 



Which of HR’s tool bag would fix auditing’s 

limitations and take it beyond compliance?  

 

Which could be repurposed and repackaged to 

engage workers and factory owners?  

 

How about these as a starter for 10… 
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So, what’s the solution? 
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 Commercially 
focused, cost 

effective HR tools, 
accessible to all 

Labour & Ethical Standards 

(ETI, FLA etc) 

HR Best Practice – Engagement, HR 
Metrics, Conflict, Turnover, Absence 

Country specific regulatory 
employment practices 

Technology –  

Phone & Web 

Our Supply Chain Mining Programme offers commercially-driven HR tools which help organisations improve 
labour standards and working environments in line with the following four components:   

commercially driven HR tools accessible for everyone… 

Phone and web-based 

survey that captures and 

contrasts the views of 

managers and workers 

A confidential worker 

helpline for workers to 

raise concerns without fear 

of reprisal 

Exit interview service for 

workers to share opinions 

and help raise standards 

when they leave 

A feedback service helping 

suppliers share their 

experience of the buyer 

relationship 



12 

Whistle while you work… 

As good HR managers, we know if managers are physically abusing 
employees.  
 

We know if sales teams are committing fraud or bribery.  
 
We know if the causes of high turnover are poor wages poor living 
conditions or poor communication between managers and employees.  
 

We know all these things before they escalate and go to court: and we 
count the cost when they do.  
 
We also probably know the cost of these issues when they become 
public and make headlines: before we lose contracts with our clients.   

Every supplier has worker-manager dialogue mechanisms to deal with grievance issues 
or worker concerns.   
 

Sometimes however,  workers are ill-informed about basic safety and labour standards or 
human rights, issues are highly sensitive and personal, or involve serious problems with 
managers themselves.  They need someone to talk to. 
 

Providing workers with an independent and confidential ‘mine blowing’ way to raise 
concerns about their working practices 24/7/365 can add huge value to you - and your 
suppliers.  
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HR Due Diligence… 
When it comes to knowing whether a supplier is a good fit, the 
vetting process is tough. Not only are suppliers often half way 
around the world, but even when you might be getting a good 
price, the farm might look clean and the factory goods might be 
great quality,  but are management putting on a show?  
 
As the ink dries, are conditions going to deteriorate to such an 
extent that not only might product quality suffer from high 
turnover, but the factory might burn down? All of which poses 
more than just a reputational risk to the business.  
 
Combining a bottom-up view from workers with a top-down 
view from the site manager, supplier mining gives buyer and 
supplier invaluable insights into the real working environment. 
 
 Site mining 

Site survey captures management HR 
metrics and people data 

Worker mining 

Worker survey asks what they think about 
the working environment and conditions 

Areas include: 
 

Demographics, Labour Provision,  
Age, Working Hours & Pay,    

Working Environment & Living 
Conditions, Worker Rights,  Health 
& Safety,  Social & Environment, 

Engagement, Communication,      
HR Resourcing, Cohesion & 

Diversity,  Absence & Wellbeing,  
Training,  Turnover & Tenure 
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Capacity building… 
For many brands, the number of good suppliers 
outnumber the potentially disastrous ones. Some 
countries or regions are more stable than others. 
Education levels are better at employee and 
management level.  Regulation is enforced. A 
willingness – even appetite – for best practices, is 
there.  They get it.  They just want to get on with it. 
 
For this reason, some brands (like Nike) are going 
one further than compliance monitoring to offer 
training and support to suppliers who want to adopt 
LEAN management principles and HR best practices.  
 
With the supplier mining tool, once we’ve captured a 
bottom-up and top-down view of the workplace, not 
only will this pinpoint areas for improvement but 
also identify where there is comparison and contrast 
between manager and worker.   
 
We can also then break this down further by worker 
demographics including gender, ethnicity, tenure and 
role.  
 
 

 
The mine blowing worker helpline can then provide 
an ongoing monitoring tool to help the supplier 
improve working practices, but also obtain a more 
robust risk management framework for the buyer.  
 
With both tools capturing quantifiable data which  
can be easily replicated to measure and benchmark 
progress, this capacity building approach 
strengthens the business link for suppliers between 
improving worker conditions and bottom line 
productivity.  
 
A productivity that in turn is passed back to the 
buyer, along with less need to do compliance audits. 
Even a willingness from suppliers to pay for the 
capacity-building HR tools themselves. 
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Moving towards a sustainable buyer and supplier relationship 

 

 

With turnover often through the roof 

in your supply chain, exit mining is 
an opportunity for  suppliers to learn 
what workers think before they leave 
in an independent and confidential 

manner. 

Two additional tools which can be 

brought to the table over and above 

engagement and people risk surveys to 

further embed good HR practice 

 

 

 

As the balance of power is no longer 
what it once was, asking your supply 
chain what they think about you as a 

buyer – mine reading - creates the 
kind of true transparency in which to 

form a strong partnership. 

 



And where does technology fit into this… 
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On top of increasing web connectivity, 85% of the world’s population have access to a 
mobile phone. Not your shiny smart phone. But a phone nevertheless. But while technology 
leverages great potential in terms of economies of scale and cost, there are a few caveats: 
 
Language – any survey needs to be in their own language – and as suppliers often use 

migrant workforces, some suppliers can have dozens of different language speakers on 
their production lines (and not just in Asia, but in the UK too) 
 
Questions and input – any survey needs to make the questions simple and easy to 

understand and the choices easy-to-use (press 1 for agree etc) 
 
Length – you would think that a short survey is best, but actually workers are happy to 

answer more questions than you might think 
 
Cost – in some locations where free phone lines make things tricky, cost is an issue; but in 

most it is easy to ensure that workers don’t get charged  
 
Anonymity – it’s vital workers can use their own phones to take the surveys outside of 

the factory floor and under certain circumstances report issues anonymously 
 
Quantitative – any survey also has to ask standardised, quantitative questions – 

questions which give you real actionable data 



So, the story so far…. 
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About the current situation: 
 
 The relationship between your brand and 

your supply chain is complex and 
multifaceted 
 

 The existing compliance auditing 
process is flawed:  
 

 It can’t scale 
 It is easily manipulated 
 It doesn’t systematically engage 

workers  
 Or give good suppliers anything 

valuable from a HR perspective 
 And it is costly 

 
 All of which means that scandals – in 

every industry, and impacting brands of 
any size – are getting worse than ever 

How HR can support their Supply Chain: 
 

 Suppliers are an extension of your workforce 
and the people risks need to be managed in 
the same way 

 

 Supply chain workers need to play a 
systematic part in the process -  your eyes and 
ears on the ground and a contrast with the 
often untrustworthy management view 

 

 Suppliers won’t see the value unless it makes 
commercial sense 
 

 Reporting non-compliance on poor 
performing suppliers as well as valuable data 
to build capacity with good suppliers can 
make a real difference 

 

 The tools need to be tailored to the 
environment and culture of your supply chain  

 

 The tools can not only create transparency for 
both buyer and supplier, but also provide HR 
with the opportunity to manage people risks 
on an internal and external level and truly 
manage your brand’s reputation 
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 Collaborating on scale – For buyers with vast and complex (tier 1-2-

3) supply chains, now you can scale the auditing solution to go as far 
upstream as you need to  

 
 Collaboration on cost – For buyers with overlapping supply chains, 

now you can share the cost of reaching out to workers who work on 
everyone’s production lines 
 

 Collaboration on influence –For buyers who want to make a big 

impact, now you can stand together collectively and really change 
supplier mind-sets 
 

 Collaboration on insight – For buyers who share scale and cost, now 

you can also share the data and insight 
 

 Collaboration on action -  For buyers who want to make a lasting 

difference, now you can coordinate actions which can be measured 
  

Collaboration is king 
  

Over the years, HR have become the ultimate collaborators, transforming their skills, knowledge, and top-table 
importance through working with IT to deliver assessments and analyse the results, Marketing to attract talent, 
Risk to add human capital risk to the business picture, and the rest of the board to ensure the People Strategy is 
aligned with the Business Strategy. Collaboration is what we do and there are many reasons why… 
 



Mining Clinic 
 
If you want to:  

 

 Learn more about our services and how they 
could add value to your supply chain 

 Understand the current people risks of your 
supply chain 

 Learn more about our collaborative projects 
and how you can join in 

 

We are offering a complimentary 1 hour 
consultation with the HR Director and/or Supply 
Chain Director.   

 

Call us on 00 44 (0) 1908 330242 

Or 

Email contact@minethegap.com 
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What Industry 

 
 
 

Garment 

 
 
 

Garment 

 
 
 

Homeware & 
Food 

Ready for action?  

2013 Collaborative Initiatives 
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Filling in a few gaps of our own 
 
mine the gap! create commercially-focused HR tools powered by 
world-leading 2.0 technology to reach workers and empower suppliers 
to see for themselves the benefit of raising labour standards and 
minimising buyer risk. Every cotton picker, farmer, labourer or migrant 
worker who takes our free multilingual worker surveys also helps us 
donate a % to charity. And not our charity: charities they pick. 
 
mine the gap! is a UK-based company founded by decorated HR 
veteran, Lindsay Soulsby, her research obsessed brother Stuart Shaw, 
and their cousin, IT guru, Stephen Shaw. Our website provides a useful 
background to what we do and why, supported by 2 eBooks for 2013 – 
‘Beyond Compliance’ and ‘The War for a Talented Supply Chain’. 
 
mine the gap! has been featured in various global publications. You 
can check out our latest thinking on our blog or on our clippings page 
which links to all the major articles and interviews we’ve published or 
conducted. You can also follow us on Twitter @Gminers. Or on LinkedIn.  
 
We look forward to hearing from you. 
 
 

 

T| 00 44 (1) 908 330242 

 

M| 07734 002938 

 

E | lindsay@minethegap.com  

 

W | www.minethegap.com  

https://twitter.com/gminers
http://www.linkedin.com/company/2881702
mailto:lindsay@minethegap.com
http://www.minethegap.com/

