
 
 

 
 
Beyond Compliance 
social auditing just got social 
 



2012; supply chain hall of shame 

JANUARY-MARCH 
 

• Chinese Foxconn Workers Threaten Mass Suicide 
Over Xbox Pay Dispute 

 

• The Scandal of Asia Plywood Company in 
Sarawak, Wickes, B&Q, SCS and FSC 

 

• Foxconn Audit Finds Illegal Overtime and 
Unpaid Wages at Apple Factory 

 

APRIL – JUNE 
 

• Exposed: The Reality Behind London's 'Ethical' 
Olympics 

 

• ‘Forced labour’ of migrants in UK food industry 
 

• Walmart Supply Chain Workers Hit NYC to 
Expose Forced Labor Cover-up 

 

 

 

JULY-SEPTEMBER 
 

• Samsung Probes Supplier's Underage 
Workers  

 

• Hershey Sued over African Cocoa Farm 
Child Labor Accusations 
 

• Zara Caught In ‘Slave Labor’ Scandal 

 
OCTOBER-DECEMBER 
 

• The Nintendo Wii – Made For Kids, By Kids  

 

• Wal-Mart, Sears Must Put Out Factory Fires 
in Bangladesh 

 

• China Labor Watchdogs Expose Dark Side of 
Global Toy Empire  

 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/erikkain/2012/01/12/chinese-foxconn-workers-threaten-mass-suicide-over-xbox-pay-dispute/
http://www.fsc-watch.org/archives/2012/02/08/The_scandal_of_Asia_
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2012/mar/29/apple-foxconn-audit-labour-violations
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/exposed-the-reality-behind-londons-ethical-olympics-7644013.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-18070849
http://www.guestworkeralliance.org/2012/06/walmart-supply-chain-workers-hit-nyc-to-expose-forced-labor-cover-up/
http://www.guestworkeralliance.org/2012/06/walmart-supply-chain-workers-hit-nyc-to-expose-forced-labor-cover-up/
http://www.guestworkeralliance.org/2012/06/walmart-supply-chain-workers-hit-nyc-to-expose-forced-labor-cover-up/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-19185771
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-19185771
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-19185771
http://articles.latimes.com/2012/nov/02/business/la-fi-mo-hershey-cocoa-child-labor-20121102
http://greengopost.com/zara-slave-labor-scandal/
http://greengopost.com/zara-slave-labor-scandal/
http://greengopost.com/zara-slave-labor-scandal/
http://techcrunch.com/2012/10/18/the-nintendo-wii-u-made-for-kids-by-kids/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-12-02/wal-mart-sears-must-put-out-fires-in-bangladesh-factories-view.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-12-02/wal-mart-sears-must-put-out-fires-in-bangladesh-factories-view.html
http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/14246/china_labor_watchdogs_expose_dark_side_of_global_toy_empire/
http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/14246/china_labor_watchdogs_expose_dark_side_of_global_toy_empire/
http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/14246/china_labor_watchdogs_expose_dark_side_of_global_toy_empire/
http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/14246/china_labor_watchdogs_expose_dark_side_of_global_toy_empire/


2013; time for a fresh start 

2013. Time for a fresh start. To work smarter. 
Certainly smarter than 2012.  
 

After all, 2012 was the ‘Year of the Scandal’.  A year 
that for many business leaders still makes for 
uncomfortable reflection.  Although with building 
collapses in Bangladesh, not to mention horsemeat 
burgers, 2013 has got off to a flying start too.  
 

And whilst your brand may not have been in the 
spotlight, are you sure your suppliers weren’t 
exploiting their workers?  Did you get lucky, or just 
look away? Care to bet you won’t make our ‘2013 
Hall of Shame’?   
 

Of course, we appreciate the investment brands 
make to audit their supply chains. But if 2012 was 
the year when ‘Nike moments’ gave way to ‘Foxconn 
moments’, 2013 must see the arrival of auditing’s 
‘Napster moment’.   
 

And not because it makes moral or legal sense; 
because it makes commercial sense. 
 

 

 

Following an Exec Summary, this ebook is divided 
into 3 sections.  
 

section 1 – Focuses on the 4 areas of compliance-
based auditing failing brands, suppliers and workers.  
 

section 2 - Looks at how combining technology and 
HR buyers can bring supply chain workers into the 
auditing process for the first time.  
 

section 3 – Points to the exciting new frontiers  of 
collaboration available through a cost-effective, 
worker-centric approach  
 
Thank you from the mine the gap! authors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 Lindsay Soulsby                     Stuart Shaw 

 

 



exec summary 

Social or ethical audits emerged in the mid-90s 
after a number of high profile brands were widely 
scrutinised for substandard conditions in their 
supply chains.   
 
This led to a kind of gold rush for labour standards, 
with codes of conduct (the FLA or ETI) being joined 
by an industry of professional ‘social’ auditors paid to 
prevent exploitation and worker abuse.  
 
Today, over $80bn is spent annually on audit and 
compliance activity. 
  
And yet, 20 years on, all too often this auditing 
activity and the standards used are shamed by 
horror stories: one of the Pakistan apparel factories 
that burned to the ground with its windows and 
doors barred was given a prestigious SA8000 
certification weeks before hundreds of workers lost 
their lives.  
 
All of which leaves consumers knowing that 
everything from the clothes they wear to their much 
loved bit of tech has at some point been sourced 
from factories or mines where child labour, 
unhealthy conditions, unpaid work, even violence, is 
commonplace.  Tweeting too: ‘Made for kids, by kids.’ 

 

 

Through extensive research coupled with speaking 
with many auditors themselves, it’s clear the 
industry is failing brands, suppliers, and workers 
alike.  
 
Here are the 4 main reasons: 
 

1. scale - With thousands of suppliers and at 
5hrs per factory of 600 workers, auditors just 
can’t do the job that needs to be done 
 

2. manipulation – Document falsification, 
bribery, and worker coaching are still issues  
 

3. benefit – Suppliers don’t see the benefit of 
compliance-based audits  
 

4. unsustainable – $80bn spent on auditing 
doesn’t include the cost when things go wrong 

  

 So what can be done? 
  
  
  
 
 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/20/world/asia/pakistan-factory-passed-inspection-before-fire.html?pagewanted=all&_r=2&
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/20/world/asia/pakistan-factory-passed-inspection-before-fire.html?pagewanted=all&_r=2&


exec summary 

We believe three fundamental things need to 
change to make auditing work: 

 

1. HR needs to get in the mix – Engagement 
surveys, whistleblower hotlines, exit interviews 
etc – assessment tools need to be in play 

 

2. workers need to have their say – The 
world’s supply chain workers need to be at the 
heart of a bottom-up process  

 

3. the process has to go mobile – With 85% 
of people now having access to mobile phones,  
social auditing has to finally be social 

 

And we believe that combining simple but effective 
HR tools with web and phone technology, and 
taking a worker-centric approach, buyers and 
suppliers can move towards a transparent and 
sustainable relationship: 

 

• Giving buyers the holy-grail insider view of 
their global supply chain to cut out brand risk 
 

• Suppliers the actionable intel they need to 
raise standards and productivity 
 

• Auditors the chance to move into a Web 2.0 
world and shift to change agents 
 

• NGO’s and training providers the insight they 
need to tailor training programmes in line with 
the real issues as well as quantifiably measure 
their impact 
 

• Workers the opportunity to play a real part in 
creating better and safer places to work 

  

Would this new ‘beyond compliance’ approach have 
stopped the 2012 apparel factory fires in Pakistan, 
or the fires and building collapses in Bangladesh 
from happening, saved us from the ongoing 
Foxconn scandal, or horsemeat burgers?  

  

 

 

 



exec summary 

Here are a few thoughts: 
 

• Bangladesh - Giving workers an anonymous and 
free whistleblower hotline to raise fire and 
building safety issues might just have raised the 
alarm earlier – especially if it was the buyers 
who anwsered their calls for help  

 

• Horsemeat - Asking factory workers to share 
their views about their working environment 
might have identified risk-taking practices 

 

This approach also opens up the possibility for new 
forms of collaboration, and not just between brands 
who can share the (lower) costs of surveying 
workers in overlapping supply chains.  

 

Furthermore, as new transparency legislation kicks 
in, with consumers and investors turning off brands 
with persistent scandals, and the media and brand 
watch agencies raising their connected voices, 
brands (and suppliers) now have an opportunity to 
regain control of their shared brand story.  

 

 

Of course, this is not going to be easy.  Just look at 
what happened to the worlds of publishing or 
music when they went digital.   

 

Connecting a traditional auditing process to 
connected workers will be disruptive and 
challenging.  Adding HR questions into the mix will 
necessitate new skills.  Bypassing management to 
ascertain the worker’s perspective will expose the 
real truth about your supply chain, a truth that you 
will have to act on.  

  

But here’s a parting thought: 

 

In 2010, if Apple had surveyed the 250,000 + 
Foxconn workers (rather than just 35,000 in 2012) 
who assemble their ithings and uncovered the real 
issues driving them to jump from the factory roofs 
– and ensured Foxconn acted on that information – 
brand watch agencies and journalists would have 
had no one left to interview, and gone looking for 
stories elsewhere.   



SECTION 1 – COMPLIANCE AUDITING  
 

 An introduction to the board 

 What compliance auditing is and how it works 

 And 4 areas where it’s failing  
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intro to the board 

Jeff Bezos once said: “Your brand is what people say 
about you when you’re not in the room.” Question is, 
whose views matter most?  

 

Sure we care what customers think. For most brands, 
that’s their biggest concern. But more recently, 
brands have turned their attention to employees. 
After all, they are the front-line.  And employees 
pose risks too.  Following the global financial crisis, 
we know that a rogue employee can quite literally 
bring your brand to its knees.  There is good reason 
why HR and Risk sit side-by-side at the top table. 
Why whistleblowing while you work is not just 
encouraged, it’s applauded.  

 

Regulators have stepped up too. Just ask the newly 
minted Financial Conduct Authority.  Add unions, 
shareholders, responsible investors and a media 
whose sceptical voices continue to chorus, and our 
room is getting rather full. 

 

But there is an elephant in the room: suppliers. 

 

 

Suppliers who can count for 70% of your carbon 
emissions and whose (mis) behaviours can cause 
your brand reputation and share price to plummet.  
 
Today’s feeding frenzy, tomorrow’s piranha and chip 
wrapper? For some, sure. But sustainability is now 
as normal as having a cup of tea.  And by 
sustainability we mean environmental and social 
sustainability. 
 
And many brands get this equation. The supply 
chain strategy is aligned with the business strategy.  
The Supply Chain Director has a big seat at the big 
table too.  And results aren’t confined to the 
backpage of the annual report.  
 
Why? Because it makes business sense, especially 
when the war for talent is joined by the war for a 
talented supply chain: a supply chain that’s full of, 
well, people. 
 
But there is still a problem here.  Even the few 
brands who invite their suppliers into the room 
aren’t hearing from those that really matter: supply 
chain workers.   
 

http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2012/10/22/workers-need-sustainability-too.html


intro to the board 

A dilemma on moral, commercial and reputational 
fronts because it is the world’s underage underpaid 
and overworked cotton pickers, miners and 
machinists – their headline-grabbing misery, 
protests, riots, deaths and suicides – that are 
animating the conversation of everyone you do 
invite into your (board) room.  And by everyone, we 
mean customers, employees, regulators and 
investors. 

 

But we have hundreds of suppliers.  

In 50 countries. PC illiterate, all speaking 
different languages.  

How can you reach them?  

What would you ask?  

 

IKEA’s Chief Sustainability Officer, Steve Howard, 
even asked recently:  

  

‘Do you put webcams in factories?’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You could. But it would actually be much easier to 
simply call up or reach out over the web to every 
one of the workers in those factories and get them 
to tell you what it’s really like to work there.  Much 
cheaper too. 

 

But before we jump into solution mode, let’s ensure 
we understand what the current state of play is for 
many buyers and suppliers. 

 



compliance auditing 

Everyone remembers the store boycotts over 
apparel sweatshops in the 1990’s.  

 

20 years later, everyone could be forgiven for 
thinking that those dark days of child labour, 
discrimination, dangerous working conditions, 
unpaid work, even routine violence were a thing of 
the past.  They would be wrong.  

 

Pick a brand or industry and shine a light into the 
darkest recesses of their supply chains and you will 
find just as bad practices still going on today.  
Actually, you don’t need to bother these days: the 
scandals are so regular and so media friendly that 
you can’t escape them.  

 

So what’s going wrong? Why isn’t social or ethical 
compliance auditing spotting bad apple suppliers 
before their misbehaviours hit the headlines?   

 

Here are four of the main reasons.  

 

1. auditing can’t scale 
 
Nike has 700 supplier factories or offices in 45 
countries outside the US. Aside from Foxconn, 
Apple have over 150 suppliers. But that’s small 
compared to Walmart with 20,000 suppliers in 
China alone.   

 

The current audit process: self-assessment 
followed up by a trained auditor (or auditing team) 
travelling (announced or unannounced) to a factory 
or farm, quizzing management, checking 
paperwork, looking for signs of worker happiness, 
interviewing a selection of workers and then 
completing lengthy reports, can’t keep up.  

 

As Oxfam’s Ethical Trade Manager, Rachel Wilshaw, 
points out:  

 

‘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.’ 

http://www.wal-martchina.com/english/walmart/index.htm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sustainable-business/blog/social-audits-flawed-companies-developing-world


compliance auditing 

2. auditing is too open to manipulation 
 
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 clean,  and 
children out-of-sight.   
 
Here’s Ratna, (a worker at PT Panarub, an Indonesian 
factory which produced Olympics sportswear for 
Adidas): 
 

“If Adidas wants to ask questions, the 
workers are prepared beforehand with 

questions and answers.  We can never tell 
the truth, otherwise we might lose our 

jobs.” 
 

Given workers are also often badly informed about 
their rights, fear losing their jobs and those of their 
colleagues, even cultural and language barriers 
between themselves and the auditor, it’s hardly 
surprising the report presented to buyers is viewed 
with suspicion.  
 
And when the auditor leaves town… 

 

3. auditing is all stick and no carrot 
 

Fire escape clear? Check.  
Living wage paid on time? Check.  
 
Compliance-based audits are designed to mitigate 
risk for buyers. For that reason, they are seen by 
suppliers as top-down, tick-box exercises.  
 
But what’s just as bad here is that for the many 
good suppliers out there – suppliers that want to 
get something out of the process (a process they 
often pay for) – there is nothing in it for them over 
and above that all important A+ grade.  
 
Compliance-only audits are not designed to provide 
the supplier with the kind of capacity-building 
actionable HR information it needs to transform 
into a business that not only offers little risk to 
buyers, but adds to its independence and 
competiveness.  
 
A link that in turn would help raise conditions of 
workers.  Possibly even cut out the need to for tick-
box compliance audits completely.  

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/factory-workers-are-forced-to-lie-during-adidas-safety-inspections-7644018.html


compliance auditing 

4. auditing is unsustainable 
 

The colossal amount of money spent by brands on 
auditing activity also doesn’t include: 
 

• The cost of switching suppliers when things go 
wrong 

 

• The cost of internal CSR/Ethical departments 
 

• Money spent on lawsuits or 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 extra effort to retain or attract employees 
who care about the values their employer  

 

• The cost of losing key suppliers whose loyalty 
to your brand  isn’t easily bought  

 

All of which leaves you with a choice:  
 

• Create a supply chain where workers play a 
systematic and vocal part, with suppliers who 
can stand on their own feet, and who see the 
link between improved conditions and the 
bottom line 

 

• Or keep going on with compliance-only 
auditing and if something bad happens – it 
always does - pay up and move to another 
supplier, hoping consumers, regulators, even 
employees, go easy on you 

 

Not much of a choice.  Especially when many now 
argue that continually switching to another country 
with cheap labour is no longer an option. Though 
you are probably right to still be thinking: ‘but how 
can we reach the thousands of supply chain 
workers in our global supply chain?  And even if we 
could, what would we ask them?’ 
 

Let’s find out. 

http://stream.wsj.com/story/latest-headlines/SS-2-63399/SS-2-227847/


SECTION 2 – THE ‘NAPSTER MOMENT’ 

 

 The use of mobile and web technology to reach supply chain workers 

 The role of HR assessments to turn data into action 

 Case study 1: Apple/Foxconn 

 Case study 2: Bangladesh/Pakistan 
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technology 

Let’s start with the technology. 
 

Every day we’re told that the future is mobile. In fact, 
every mobile player is engaged in a hugely 
competitive supply chain war because of it. And 
according to a recent report from Ericsson, 85% of 
the world’s population has access to a mobile phone 
with voice and text capabilities – crucially for us, 
with India and China growing most rapidly, followed 
by Brazil, Indonesia, and Bangladesh.  
 

They may not all have access to a shiny new smart 
phone, but they have access to a phone nonetheless. 
Which means you can put a survey online or over 
the phone for workers to complete.  
 

Multilingual, free, and anonymous - just in case 
workers are frightened their honest views might 
inadvertently lead to their dishonest dismissal - this 
use of technology will radically transform the way 
auditing is conducted. 

 

So what do you ask them?  Time for HR. 

 

what face-to-face technology enabled 

Efficiency Audit takes  6-8 
weeks or longer 

Set up in less than 24 
hours: data capture, 
analysis and reporting 
complete within 2 
weeks 

Data Capture Qualitative – 
inability to assess 
issues  to scale (e.g., 
by industry) 

Quantitative – ability to 
benchmark, compare 
and contrast by site, 
industry, country, global  

Scale A handful of workers Opportunity for 100% 
of workers to complete 
the survey  

Scope Focused on meeting 
buyer compliance 
requirements 

Combines compliance 
with engagement 
survey; 2 in 1 

Cost Significant cost with 
little value 

Significantly cheaper 
than a combined audit 
and engagement survey  

Collaboration Top down approach  Bottom up approach 

http://www.ericsson.com/res/docs/2012/traffic_and_market_report_june_2012.pdf


hr 

Today, when you want to know whether your 
suppliers meet ethical labour standards, you carry 
out a face-to-face, compliance-based management 
audit. Yet, if you want to know what your employees 
really think about working in your company, how do 
you go about it? Simple: you ask them.  

 

Engagement, team work, management capability, 
working relationships - you send out a survey across 
the areas you’d like feedback on, crunch the data, 
and review the findings.  

 

Putting these assessments onto the phone and web 
creates a winning combination for any brand/buyer 
with a complex global supply chain. It moves the 
focus away from the flawed audit/compliance 
culture to a transparent, HR-led and technology-
driven, sustainable partnership.  

 

But don’t take our word for it. Let’s look at a couple 
of examples, starting with Apple, and show how 
things might have been approached very differently.  

 
From To 

Audit/compliance Partnership/collaboration 

Risk of pass/fail Ongoing capacity development 

Supply chain audit 
mangement 

Supply chain human capital risk 
management 

Data shared by request Proactive data sharing 

Data manipulation & 
coaching 

Data transparency & 
empowerment 

Face-to-face audits 
Web & phone HR and 
engagement surveys 

Compliance driven 
questions 

HR insight, people metrics 

Qualitative Quantitative 

Reacting to legislation Informing legislation 



apple 

“Although every suicide is tragic, Foxconn’s 

rate is well below the China average.”   

Steve Jobs 

 

For Students & Scholars Against Corporate 
Misbehavior (SACOM), even though they recognised 
that Apple wasn’t the worst in the industry, Job’s 
email apparently defending Foxconn over the 2010 
mass suicides was "…the main reason for us to 
target Apple." Negative attention that has, years 
later, cost Apple dearly.  
 

But Jobs’ response was part of a more revealing 
exchange, which you can read on MacStories.  And 
Jobs might have been right (in terms of doing more 
than every tech company – they do now). Its current 
auditing activity is impressive, if audit activity is the 
measure of success.  Apple aren’t confining their 
attention to Foxconn either. They are doing some 
serious transparency mining. 
 

The question though is: Why, given Apple were ‘all 
over it’ back in 2010, are we still discussing it now?  

 

 

 

Let’s start with the argument for the defence, that 
because the suicide rate at Foxconn is below 
(Chinese factory) average,  Foxconn is actually a 
better workplace than most (an argument lucidly 
put forward by Tim Worstall in a Forbes article.) 

 

Emerging nations might have to go through 
industrialisation pangs. But if you have the means 
to make this transition painless – e.g. listening to 
workers and raising HR practices to enable 
suppliers to mature faster – why not use them?  

 

History doesn’t have to repeat itself. You might 
actually consider it a smarter move for it not to, 
especially if you want a better supply chain than 
your competitors.  

 

And these suicides were different. They were en 
mass, and public.  

 

So what were the causes?  

http://sacom.hk/
http://www.macstories.net/stories/steve-jobs-email-conversation-about-foxconn-suicides/
http://www.apple.com/supplierresponsibility/
http://www.apple.com/supplierresponsibility/
http://www.zdnet.com/apple-ceo-tim-cooks-media-tour-5-takeaways-7000008423/
http://www.zdnet.com/apple-ceo-tim-cooks-media-tour-5-takeaways-7000008423/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/timworstall/2012/11/13/the-very-silly-applefoxconn-game-in-a-permanent-save-state/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter


apple 

In a signature Bloomberg article (echoed by the FT) 
Alexandra Harney placed Foxconn’s problems firmly 
within the context of far more sweeping trends than 
can be fixed by hiking wages or cutting overtime.  
Here are the abridged headlines: 

 

• China can no longer rely on an endless stream 
of migrant workers happy to accept exhausting 
and monotonous work 

• Dissatisfaction is compounded by awareness of 
the lifestyle richer Chinese are leading 

• The one-child policy has meant an increase in 
male workers, less easily corralled than the 
female workforce that used to line factory 
floors 

• Factories do a bad job of training workers or 
offering them a credible career path 

 

Note here that Harney’s solutions (combined with 
our own) are straight out of the HR rule book: 

 

 

diversity - Educate foremen and hiring managers 

on the benefits of a diverse workforce and 
encourage them to provide the facilities that meet 
their needs. Find ways of attracting women who 
see production line work as beneath them into 
better paid managerial roles, with generous 
maternity leave. Crack the glass ceiling by creating 
an open and transparent talent system. 

 

education - If your workforce (particularly one 

located on site) is mostly composed of an 
underclass of poorly educated men, many of whom 
will go through life without ever finding a wife, 
cloistered and shackled to jobs with no promise of 
escape, while also well aware of the opportunities 
that others are enjoying, offer them education into 
practical life skills that will actually reward them in 
later life. The prospect of advancement and real 
skills would help Chinese workers (and parents) to 
see a factory job as part of a career. 
 

Instead, Apple became the first tech brand to join 
the FLA and send in the compliance cavalry.  

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-10-01/china-s-low-glass-ceiling-threatens-its-growth.html
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/79c0f828-0c9b-11e2-a776-00144feabdc0.html
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/0f1fab44-b49a-11e1-bb68-00144feabdc0.html


apple 

• A crack team of 30 FLA assessors spent a month 
touring 3 facilities evaluating the functioning of 
all aspects of the employment relationship, 
even randomly surveying over 35,000 workers.   

• They found "serious and pressing 
noncompliances",  excessive overtime and 
health and safety risks  

• Foxconn have committed to making 
improvements and continue monitoring.  

• To their credit, Apple and the FLA made the 
results public – read the full report here. 

 

Not that the FLA’s efforts were universally 
applauded. The Economic Policy Institute  said its 
view that a "genuine transformation is under way" at 
Foxconn's were "unfounded." Some even suggested 
the FLA report was nothing more than an Apple-
sponsored “fig leaf”.  

 

We don’t buy this argument. But we would have 
done things very differently: 

 

step 1: We would have conducted the 35,000 

worker interviews anonymously by phone and web 
and analysed demographics and HR data and 
contrasted this to worker feedback covering things 
like Health & Safety, Engagement, Communication, 
Absence, Diversity, and Training.  

 

Both Apple and Foxconn could then discuss the 
core issues and agree an action plan. Change would 
be measured by repeating Step 1 or analysing 
ongoing data from exit interviews and helplines. 

 

step 2: We would have implemented an 

independent, multilingual exit interview and 
worker helpline platform to capture anonymous 
feedback 247365 for ongoing monitoring. 

 

step 3: We would have extended the same Steps 

1 and 2 to all Foxconn factories to assess the 
broader cultural issues in order to ensure any 
Foxconn client can manage risk at a strategic level 
and put in place preventative action.  

 

http://www.fairlabor.org/affiliate/apple
http://www.epi.org/
http://www.epi.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/14/technology/critics-question-record-of-fair-labor-association-apples-monitor.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/14/technology/critics-question-record-of-fair-labor-association-apples-monitor.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/14/technology/critics-question-record-of-fair-labor-association-apples-monitor.html


bangladesh/pakistan 

Everyone knows of the almost 300 deaths in 
Pakistan’s port city of Karachi, and the 112 deaths in 
the Bangladeshi capital of Dhaka in 2012. We have 
spoken to Supply Chain Directors who were there: 
they will never forget it either. 

 

Of course,  as with Pakistan, the finger of blame for 
the Bangladesh Tazreen Fashions fire was pointed in 
many directions: 

  

• Failures by governments to regulate and protect 
(or even care about) worker rights over the need 
to woo trade 

• Failures by industries driven by a focus on low 
wages (and admittedly low margins) resulting 
in little or no regard for workplace standards 

• All coupled of course with failures by big name 
brand buyers - Walmart, Carrefour, Disney, Sears, 
IKEA and C&A etc -  to adequately manage the 
ethical and people practices of their supply 
chain workers  

 

One of the main issues here of course is 
unsanctioned supplier outsourcing. In fact, Walmart 
issued a statement to CNN distancing themselves 
from the whole thing – their defence being that 
their supplier had subcontracted work to Tazreen (a 
factory Walmart’s sourcing team had identified as 
‘high risk’ back in May 2011) “without authorization 
and in direct violation of our policies.”   

 

Which begs the question: why was the factory still 
open for business if auditors and brands knew it 
was a risk to workers? The International Labor 
Rights Forum (ILRF) asked these tough questions. 

 

A powerful new research publication – Fatal 
Fashion - undertaken by The Centre for Research on 
Multinational Corporations (SOMO) - an 
independent Dutch research organisation - and the 
Clean Clothes Campaign - into the 2012 factory 
fires in Pakistan and Bangladesh further backs up 
these allegations and points at a deeply flawed and 
failing audit system.  

 

http://edition.cnn.com/2012/11/27/business/asia-factory-deaths/
http://laborrights.org/sites/default/files/publications-and-resources/Deadly_Secrets.pdf
http://laborrights.org/sites/default/files/publications-and-resources/Deadly_Secrets.pdf
http://laborrights.org/sites/default/files/publications-and-resources/Deadly_Secrets.pdf
http://laborrights.org/sites/default/files/publications-and-resources/Deadly_Secrets.pdf
http://somo.nl/publications-en/Publication_3943
http://somo.nl/publications-en/Publication_3943


bangladesh/pakistan 

Here again they – like us – outline the 4 main 
causes of these failures within the social 
compliance audit system:  

 

1. Workers aren’t in the picture - Workers, 

workers’ organisations, women's and labour 
NGOs are marginalised in the social audit 
process (workers are also badly informed about 
their rights or too scared to speak up) 

2. Inspections are announced - Allowing factory 

managers time to prepare and convey a false 
impression of working conditions.  

3. Workers are coached - Factory managers 

coach workers before they are interviewed by 
auditors to convey false or incomplete 
information and by falsify records.  

4. Time and money - Social audits are usually 

too short, too superficial and too sloppy to 
identify certain types of code violations (so 
called compliance only,  tick-box auditing) 

 

 

But where we have been kind to suggest that the 
profession is well-intentioned but fundamentally 
lacks HR and technological expertise, the report 
suggests that the profession is in a far more 
vulnerable state: something highlighted by two 
further fires in Bangladesh garment factories as 
well as the horrific Rana Plaza building collapse.  

 

Here are the two main (abridged) highlights: 

 

• Auditors lack the skills needed - The vast 

majority of social audits are conducted by 
global firms whose staff are generally 
unskilled and inexperienced to do the job, and 
whose business model conflicts with the 
requirements for credible, independent social 
auditing. Auditors lack the expertise to assess 
electrical machinery and construction deficits.  

• Lack of transparency - The audit industry is 

closed and secretive, preventing serious 
discussion about its policy and practices and 
possible improvements to its methods 

 

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


bangladesh/pakistan 

We would argue that the lack of skills needed here 
are on two levels: one is in the very basic areas 
described here: ensuring that core health and safety 
requirements are met. Recognising that this report is 
focusing on the factory fires in Bangladesh and 
Pakistan, we would also add that at the other end of 
the spectrum there are just as many factories that 
legitimately and routinely tick compliance boxes but 
are not being encouraged to take the next step up 
with a ‘beyond compliance’ approach.  

 

But perhaps the most damning aspect of the report 
is its focus on the lack of transparency with audit 
results. Of course, most brands use their own 
independent auditing teams (internal teams and/or 
external providers).  When they detect serious non-
compliances, they often cut business ties.  The 
problem is that even when they know that – 
especially common in the garment, but also in the 
tech or food industries for example – they share that 
factory space with multiple other brands – they very 
often don’t share audit results with other brands.  

 

Worse still, where serious issues - fire or building 
safety – are uncovered – they don’t share these 
findings with worker representatives or 
government bodies who could enforce any local 
laws that are being broken.  

 

The sad irony here is that this leads to another 
related problem because as factories aren’t publicly 
shamed or closed down they can still be 
outsourced to, even behind the backs of brands that 
audited - and failed - them and thought they had 
moved on.  

 

So what’s the solution? Here’s out 5 step plan for 
Bangladesh: 

 

step 1 – Implement a Worker Helpline accessible 

to all workers (yes, 3.4 million garment workers) so 
they can raise any immediate concerns or issues 
about their working environment (including health 
and building/fire safety). 

 

 

 

 



bangladesh/pakistan 

step 2 – Systematically carry out a phone/web 

based multilingual worker survey across all sites/ 
factories to determine the extent of the issues 
across the broader working environment. 

 

step 3 - Assess the core issues and risks and agree 

a bottom-up  action plan working with local unions, 
NGO’s, government bodies, buyers and suppliers. 

 

step 4 - Implement change. 

 

step 5 – Measure the impact by feedback 

following the implementation of the worker 
helpline completing step 2. 

 

A few benefits:  

 

• The Worker Helpline immediately provides a 
solution for workers to raise concerns and 
ensure preventative action is taken 

 

 

• Buyers, suppliers, NGO’s, unions, and 
government bodies working together rather 
than blaming each other 

• Provides buyers with a true and accurate 
picture of their supply chain – nowhere for bad 
suppliers to hide - and positive reinforcement 
for suppliers operating good working practices 

• The ability to manage risk by site, industry and 
country 

• Data shared to all potential buyers thus 
significantly reducing the volume of 
audit/compliance activity for each supplier 

• Provides suppliers with a useful survey tool to 
reliably inform their people strategy 

 

All of which leads us to Section 3 that deals with 
the powerful new opportunities for collaboration 
this innovative new approach affords. 

 

 

 

 

 



SECTION 3 – COLLABORATION 

 

 Between buyers  

 Between buyers and suppliers 

 Between suppliers  

 Between all stakeholders 
 

23 



collaboration 

There are many stakeholders in the supply chain: 
auditors, regulators, ethical and government bodies, 
brand watch agencies and change agents, NGO’s, 
union reps and training providers.  
 

All with different agenda’s and motivations; some 
would argue often in competition with each other.  
But some are at least working collaboratively: 
 

collaborating on product development - For the 

launch of its Tivo product, Virgin Media worked  
with key suppliers to improve everything from the 
device’s shape right through to the box design, 
packing of the pallets, and container sizes.  
 

collaborating on environmental sustainability – 

Asda’s Sustain and Save Exchange Programme 
allows the retailer and its suppliers to share best 
practice and innovations in energy, waste, and water 
efficiency through a dedicated portal. After it 
inspired innovations that saved £13m over 10 
months, it is expanding the scheme. 

 

‘multistakeholder initiatives’ - Between buyers, 

auditors and local NGO’s also work well, especially 
in mapping the extended supply chain: Nestlé 
collaborate with NGOs to gather data on the 
interlinked suppliers in their complex supply chain. 
 

But coupling technology with HR, collaboration can 
go much further: 
 

buyers working with buyers - Foxconn produces 

TVs for Sony, handsets for Nokia, PCs for Dell, and 
all three big game consoles. Who can blame those 
clients for letting Apple take the flak? But if they 
had used an online/phone survey approach, they 
would have been able to reach every factory 
manager and every one of the 1.2 million workers. 
The results would have been shareable – and 
measurable – too.   
 

Even Samsung, who don’t use Foxconn but have 
suffered similar allegations about their Chinese 
factories, could benchmark their findings.  

 

 

 

http://www.businessgreen.com/bg/news/2213705/asda-to-build-on-green-savings-with-new-sustainable-supply-chain-scheme
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2012/sep/05/samsung-accused-exploiting-workers-china


collaboration 

buyers working with suppliers - By being able to 

press a button and audit every factory in your supply 
chain on compliance and HR, means that you no 
longer have to visit them all. But when you do, your 
interventions (corrective plans or training) are 
targeted and based on impact, risk and cost. 
 

suppliers working with buyers -  Buyers are made 

up of lots of departments – procurement, logistical 
and ethical teams. For the first time, now buyers can 
elicit feedback from suppliers based on the strength 
– or not – of these relationships.   
 

suppliers working with other suppliers - Another 

novel aspect of this is that it enables suppliers to 
benchmark results against other suppliers. Even 
work with each other when the data identifies 
shared Issues. 
 

supply chain directors and HR - One opportunity 

for collaboration is between Supply Chain Directors 
and HR. Here are some of the activities they can 
share: 

 

 

 

• Helping suppliers borrow expertise/ 
knowledge from your own HR function  

• Championing HR supply chain sustainability at 
board level 

• Creating a supply chain charter stating the 
people principles you’re aiming to achieve 

• Setting public goals and targets that you’re not 
willing to compromise on  

• Educating CSR or Ethical Trade Managers on 
the value of HR data and analysis 

 

collaborating with legislation - The California 

Transparency in Supply Chains Act came online in 
January 2012.  Many brands have already made 
public how hard they work to meet it. Gucci and 
Starbucks to name a few. But this is not just a US 
thing. In June 2012, Labour MP Michael Connarty 
submitted a Private Members Bill - The 
Transparency in UK Company Supply Chains 
(Eradication of Slavery) Bill - to introduce similar 
legislation.   Follow its progress here.  

 

 

 

http://www.gucci.com/us/about/show
http://globalassets.starbucks.com/assets/a8684b10437b48b3ab59a84ac0d17a39.pdf
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2012-13/transparencyinukcompanysupplychainseradicationofslavery.html


collaboration 

But this is disclosure legislation. Its aim is to give 
consumers a choice of whether to buy from you, or 
not.  And the opportunities here are enormous: 
 

By having access to your supply chain workers, you 
have the ready-made data to not just meet 
legislation requirements, but supersede them: more, 
you have the opportunity to own the conversation 
about your brand’s supply chain currently being 
dictated by brand watch agencies and charities.  

To let those workers do the auditing - and the 
talking for – rather than against – you.  
 

Of course, right now, you might be getting away with 
not knowing.  But ignorance is not bliss; and it is no 
longer an option in a connected world.  
 

Rather than waiting around to become the next Nike 
– or Apple/Foxconn – moment – it’s time to  
welcome your supply chain’s Napster moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

1. right now – Factories that passed by face-to-

face compliance audits are burning down  

2. right now – Brand watch agencies are 

pouring media-friendly scorn on your auditing 
efforts 

3. right now – Consumers are weighing up the 

eco and ethical credentials of your brand 

4. right now – Employees are also weighing up 

whether your brand connects with their values 

5. right now – Legislators are making supply 

chain transparency a legal requirement  

6. right now – Responsible investors are making 

their own judgements too  

7. right now – The analytical HR tool bag is 

now at your disposal  

8. right now – Web 2.0 mobile and web-based 

survey technology are too 

9. right now – Workers - who know the truth 

about conditions - are waiting for your call 

10. right now – You can throw more money at 

what’s not working - or go beyond compliance 

 

 

 



the gminers 

mine the gap! create commercially-focused HR tools 
powered by 2.0 technology to reach workers and 
empower suppliers to see for themselves the benefit 
of raising standards and minimising buyer risk.  
 

Every cotton picker,  labourer or migrant worker who 
takes our free multilingual worker surveys helps us 
donate a % to charity: charities they pick. 
 

mine the gap! is a UK-based family 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 why 
we do what we do,  supported by 2 eBooks – ‘Beyond 
Compliance’ & ‘The War for a Talented Supply Chain’. 
 

mine the gap! has been featured in global 
publications from Supply Chain Digital to the 
Huffington Post.   

 

 

 

 

For more information about mine the gap! and 
what we do, visit out website or contact us.  

 

Web – www.minethegap.com 

 

Tel – 01908 330242 

 

Email – contact@minethegap.com 

 

Follow - @Gminers 

 

 

 

http://www.minethegap.com/resources/beyond-compliance/
http://www.minethegap.com/resources/beyond-compliance/
http://www.minethegap.com/resources/hr-guide/
http://www.supplychaindigital.com/procurement/a-safer-solution-to-supplier-auditing
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/26/bangladesh-factory-disaster_n_3164040.html
http://www.minethegap.com/
mailto:contact@minethegap.com
https://twitter.com/gminers
https://twitter.com/gminers


mining now in 2013 

The first global web and phone based engagement survey combining HR, ethical and 
labour practices to get to the real issues and ensure buyer risks are identified, 
preventative measures are in place, and suppliers realise the commercial benefits of 
good people practice. 
 

 

The first global 247365 web and phone based worker helpline helping buyers 
proactively identify risks whilst providing suppliers with an effective tool to take 
ownership of their working practices. 
 

 

 

For enlightened buyers who want to create loyal supplier partnerships, an opportunity 
to understand what your supply base really thinks about you  as a buyer. 

 
 

 

And for suppliers to increase attraction and retention rates, an independent and 
impartial exit interview service for departing workers to make a lasting impression.  

 

 

 


