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Abstract

This paper analyzes the impact of a focusing event, the 2013 Rana Plaza building collapse, on
garment lead firms’ labor standards policies in the light of new governance approaches,
particularly the path-breaking Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh (‘Accord’).
Based on a sample of 20 Australian and German garment firms, we find that firms with low
prior baseline standards revised their supply chain and sourcing policies and signed the
Accord. Firms with medium and high baseline standards responded variously, from making
no changes to revising their policies and signing the Accord. Differences in firm responses are
explained by variations in stakeholder pressure occurring in different national industrial and
institutional contexts following the Rana Plaza focusing event. These results suggest the wider
applicability of the focusing event framework for industrial relations scholarship and highlight

some of the mechanisms driving changes in industrial relations institutions.
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FOCUSING EVENTS AND CHANGES IN THE GOVERNANCE OF LABOR
STANDARDS IN AUSTRALIAN AND GERMAN GARMENT SUPPLY CHAINS

Introduction

Intense global competition facilitated by trade liberalization encourages lead firms in
advanced economies to pressure suppliers to continually improve productivity. Consequently,
exploitation of workers in developing economies has become a major concern, especially in
the global garment industry. The Rana Plaza factory collapse in April 2013 (hereafter ‘Rana
Plaza’), which left 1,130 mainly female Bangladeshi garment workers dead and over 2,000
injured, constituted a focusing event that generated public criticism of grossly inadequate
building safety and related labor standards in garment supply factories. These developments
opened policy windows at firm, national, and transnational levels to improve building safety

and labor standards.

Three main policy initiatives were introduced to address safety in Bangladeshi garment
export factories. First was the signing of the Bangladesh Accord for Fire and Building Safety
(hereafter ‘Accord’) by two global union federations and several local counterparts together
with over 200 retailers and brands from Europe, North America, Asia and Australia. This five-
year multi-stakeholder, transnational collective agreement extended a prior memorandum of
understanding on building and worker safety by two lead firms following earlier factory
accidents. The intention was to introduce worker participation into safety committees with
union support. The provision of legally binding arbitration and the inclusion of clauses
relating to maintaining continuity of orders and supplier transparency makes the Accord an
innovative form of labor governance. A second, alternative policy initiative is the Alliance for
Bangladesh Worker Safety (hereafter ‘Alliance’), which is a unilateral, non-legally binding,
five-year initiative supported by 29 mainly US and Canadian firms in the wake of Rana Plaza.

A third initiative, the National Action Plan, was set up by the Bangladesh government to



address building and worker safety in export factories not covered by the Accord or the
Alliance. All three initiatives are complemented by a voluntary program, Better Work
Bangladesh, directed by the International Labour Organization (ILO) to improve productivity,

worker safety and labor relations more generally in garment export factories.

While research has focused on the governance logic of the Accord (Anner 2015; Anner,
Bair and Blasi 2013; Donaghey and Reinecke 2017), the politics of its emergence (Reinecke
and Donaghey 2015), and its weaknesses (Labowitz and Baumann-Pauly 2014), little is
known about lead firms’ responses to Rana Plaza in the light of these policy innovations. In
particular, why did some lead firms join the Accord, thereby signaling a preference for high
safety standards and a commitment to shared decision-making, while other firms responded
by changing their sourcing policies, consolidating their supply chains, or making no changes?
Answering this question allows us to assess the extent to which the disaster encouraged
changes in lead firms’ labor standards policies that went beyond the immediate concern for

improving building safety.

In order to address this question we examine similarities and differences in firms’
responses to the Rana Plaza disaster across a sample of 20 comparable Australian and German
garment retailers and brands. This design enables us to explore why several major Australian
retailers signed the Accord despite very limited sourcing from Bangladesh, whereas a number
of leading German retailers that were known to source from Bangladesh — including from the
Rana Plaza building — did not sign this collective agreement. The focus of the paper relates to
ongoing theoretical debates concerning the influence of national institutional systems on
firms’ responsible business practices (e.g. Jackson and Apostolakou, 2010; Kang and Moon
2012; Fransen 2013) and the potential of new transnational institutional arrangements for
improving labor governance in a globalized economy (e.g. Locke, Rissing and Pal 2013;

Marginson 2016; Meardi and Marginson 2014). Our findings indicate that differences in firm



responses are explained by variations in stakeholder pressure occurring in different national
industrial and institutional contexts, including differences in firms’ experience with global
sourcing. We show that stakeholder pressure is shaped by the Rana Plaza focusing event
which provided new opportunities for stakeholder mobilization. Accordingly, we contribute to
industrial relations knowledge by suggesting that a focusing event perspective adds a dynamic
dimension to extant structure-oriented explanations of industrial relations phenomena, such as

changes in labor governance institutions.

Understanding Firms’ Responses to Rana Plaza: A Focusing Events Perspective

Labor standards in the global garment industry are generally weak due to suppliers’ thin profit
margins, lead firms’ low switching costs, a lack of national-level labor law enforcement in
developing countries, an absence of international law regulating labor standards, and weak or
non-existent supply chain regulation (e.g. (e.g. Bulut and Lane, 2011; Locke, Qin and Brause
2007; Locke et al 2013). Reliance on ‘soft law’ policies (e.g. the United Nations Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights) and private regulation, mainly in the form of codes
of conduct and monitoring by lead firms, are insufficient for improving labor standards except
under particularly favorable conditions (Egels-Zanden and Bartley 2015), such as when state
and private regulation act in a complementary manner (Amengual and Chirot 2016).
Together, these factors constitute a systemic regulatory problem in the garment industry,

contributing to the high risk of factory disasters in Bangladesh (Taplin, 2014).

Given its scale, the Rana Plaza collapse provided unforeseen leverage for workers and
their allies to mobilize for building and labor standards improvements in garment supply
chains (Berliner et al. 2015: 142). It can thus be seen as a focusing event, defined as a sudden,
major and often harmful, highly publicized occurrence that creates opportunity structures for
advocacy groups to mobilize for institutional or organizational change (Birkland 1998). By

raising awareness around a specific, morally-charged issue, a focusing event opens the door to



policy innovation. A focusing event requires three mutually reinforcing pre-conditions:
acknowledgement of a problem that needs resolution; a consensus favoring a policy proposal
to solve the problem; and political pressure compelling policy makers to act (Kingdon 2003).
However, conversion of a major event into a focusing event is not inevitable: key stakeholders
may perceive the event differently and it may be ‘crowded out’ of the relevant political
agenda by competing problems. Even if an event succeeds in gaining policy makers’
attention, contestation over goals or means may prevent a viable policy solution (Farley et al.
2007). Focusing event framing has been used to explain national policy changes in fields such
as comparative politics (e.g. Wright 2014) but this approach has not, to our knowledge, been

used in industrial relations.

The focusing event framework helps us to move beyond structure-oriented arguments
regarding lead firms’ labor standards and building safety policies by explicating the salience
and meaning of a policy problem at a particular point in time and in a particular context. For
instance, being publicly listed might either make firms more sensitive to reputational damage
and thus supportive of collective regulation (Marx 2008), or favor short-term returns and
discourage the adoption of collective regulation (Milberg and Winkler 2009). Such sometimes
contradictory conjectures can be resolved by paying attention to how firm-level and national-
level context conditions matter in a specific temporal context. Drawing on the literature that
seeks to explain inter-firm variation in support for more stringent, multilateral forms of
private regulation, we note several factors that might increase the salience of a focusing event

for lead firms.

First, firms change their policies in response to stakeholder pressure from NGOs and
trade unions, which may mobilize consumers directly or via traditional and social media
(Donaghey et al. 2014). Several studies indicate that typically large, strongly branded firms

are more frequently targeted by stakeholders because they are more directly involved in



governing global supply chains and can thus be held accountable for labor standards
violations (Bartley and Child 2014; Lakhani, Kuruvilla and Avgar 2013). Such firms are more
inclined to implement stricter forms of labor standards regulation (Fransen and Burgoon
2012). A focusing event might intensify this process, concentrating stakeholder attention on
specialty garment product firms that serve morally sensitive consumers (Bartley and Child
2014) and thereby encouraging large, strongly branded firms to readily support collective
institutions. On example is the first garment industry global framework agreement signed by
Inditex following the collapse of the Spectrum Sweaters factory in Bangladesh in 2005
(Miller 2011). Alternatively, a focusing event might raise the pressure for other kinds of
firms, as consumers, activists or the media become more aware of a problem or gain
legitimacy to act upon it. Importantly, forms of stakeholder activism and stakeholder relations
also vary across countries (e.g. Bair and Palpacuer 2012; Egels-Zanden and Hyllman 2006),

thus leading to different forms of stakeholder mobilization following a focusing event.

Second, national-level government policies and national discourse regarding CSR vary
across countries and influence the salience of a focusing event for firms. For instance, firms
embedded in countries with a more mature national CSR discourse are found to be more
supportive of stricter forms of labor standards regulation (Fransen and Burgoon 2012). Such
firms might face stronger normative pressure to improve labor standards following a focusing
event than firms in a country with weak norms around CSR. However, firms embedded in
such countries might already adhere to more stringent labor standards regulations, and hence
see no need for additional regulation such as the Accord. In Germany, for instance, national
policy makers initiated the multi-stakeholder Textile Partnership in response to the Rana
Plaza disaster, thus shifting policy responses away from the firm level towards a national
collective arena where firms, represented by their business associations, negotiate with NGOs,
unions and policy makers regarding stricter supply chain governance. As a consequence,

stakeholder pressure in the light of a focusing event might play out differently in the light of



varying CSR norms and institutionally embedded understandings of responsible business

practices (Brammer, Jackson and Matten 2012; Preuss, Gold and Rees 2015).

Third, industry characteristics, including global value chain configurations (Gereffi,
Humphrey and Sturgeon 2005; Lakhani et al. 2013), may define the salience of a focusing
event for firms independent of stakeholder pressure. Fransen and Burgoon (2012) argue that
particular types of firms that mainly compete on price, such as supermarkets and discount
retailers, will avoid strong labor standards because their customers overwhelmingly prioritize
low prices. Such firms may remain unaffected by a focusing event. By contrast, strongly
branded firms selling higher value garments tend to support higher standards for two reasons:
because their customers prefer garments that are not tainted by labor exploitation, or because
an emphasis on quality in producing complex garments encourages lead firms to more
carefully monitor suppliers’ production processes to ensure contract fulfillment. Such firms
may more readily support collective institutions such as the Accord, not least because they are
structurally able to meet certain obligations regarding maintaining continuity of order
volumes and suppliers’ financial status (Accord 2017). Global supply chain configurations are
to some extent related to national institutional context (Lane and Probert 2009), again
suggesting different dynamics of contestation following a focusing event in different

countries.

These considerations indicate that different opportunity structures exist for private
policy makers to support or avoid stronger regulation in the light of a focusing event. In sum,
we seek to demonstrate that focusing event framing in conjunction with the structural factors
referred to above provide a particularly useful framework for understanding the effects of the

Rana Plaza disaster on lead firms’ labor standards policies.

Methodology



Lead firms have been attracted to sourcing from Bangladesh because it has among the lowest
minimum wages of all major garment manufacturing countries (ILO 2014:17). In 2014, the
EU and the US accounted for 61% and 24% respectively of Bangladesh’s garment exports.
Most of the remaining 15% of exports went to Japan, Turkey and Australia (BGMEA 2014).
Garments represent more than 80% of Bangladesh’s exports and around a quarter of the
nation’s GDP (Labowitz and Baumann-Pauly 2014). Following earlier incidents such as the
2012 Tazreen factory fire, Rana Plaza laid bare inadequate building and worker safety
regulation leading into a broader debate about labor standards in the Bangladesh garment
industry and the social responsibilities of lead firms. Our study was undertaken in the years

2013-15 when the new initiatives described earlier were being established.
Comparative Research Design and Sample

Our research is designed to explore inter-firm and cross-national variation in two countries,
Australia and Germany. Firms from both countries signed the Accord, with Germany
comprising the largest number of signatories among European countries and Australia
constituting the second largest number of non-EU signatories after the US®. In both countries
the national garment markets are highly competitive with increasing penetration by large
multinationals (e.g. H&M and Uniqlo) and online retailers. These characteristics, together
with low average real wage growth in both countries, encourage cost-conscious consumerism,
irrespective of product complexity. Australian firms have been comparative latecomers to
Bangladesh, evidenced by the proportion of total Australian garment imports from
Bangladesh increasing from only 2% in 2009-10 to 9.2% in 2014-15 (Queensland Statisticians
Office 2017). German imports from Bangladesh comprised 14% of total garment imports in
2015 having increased from 7% in 2008 (Commerzbank 2016). For both countries,

Bangladesh is the second largest source of ready-made garment imports after China

% Some of the largest US lead firms established the Alliance as a counter to the Accord. Including these
companies in our study would have complicated the envisaged comparison beyond the scope of our available
resources.



(Australian Government 2013; Statistisches Bundesamt 2017). In addition, these countries
differ along the relevant dimensions outlined above, thereby providing a suitable basis for

comparison, as discussed below.

First, Australian and German societies vary in firm-stakeholder relations and in the way
unions, NGOs and investors influence management decisions regarding labor standards. In
both countries, NGOs, sometimes in collaboration with unions, exert the most influence. In
Australia, stakeholder campaigns are relatively recent (George 2017) while in Germany they
are sporadic and are mainly coordinated by organizations based in other EU countries (Bair
and Palpaceur 2012). The erosion of German welfare capitalism (Thelen 2014), which is
particularly pronounced in the retail sector (Geppert et al. 2014), has given rise to quite
contested relations between businesses, civil society and the state. Furthermore, investors play
a larger role in Australia than in Germany, where even large retail conglomerates such as Aldi

or Lidl are privately owned.

Second, a public discussion of responsible business practices has developed in Germany,
along with other European countries, since 2001 when the European Commission Green
Paper on CSR has been published (Albareda, Lozano and Ysa 2007). In the light of these
norms and possible EU regulations, large retail firms from Germany have lobbied for
voluntary, “explicit” rather than state-regulated CSR policies in the late 1990s, which led to
the inclusion of labor standards in the European Business Social Compliance Initiative
(BSCI), a firm-driven association (Hiss 2009). In Australia, successive governments have not
provided any leadership on CSR or sustainability and no collective standard-setting initiatives
exist. For instance, an Australian National Action Plan (NAP) on business and human rights
was first mentioned in 2015 (GCNA/AHRC 2015) with no formal planned date for
completion. Germany’s involvement in the EU also means that the federal government is

party to the Sustainability Compact with Bangladesh, a trade agreement that requires the
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Bangladesh government to implement and enforce stronger labor standards than in the past.

Australia’s trade agreement does not contain a social clause.

Third, garment industry characteristics influence the size and distribution of different
types of firms. The German market is more than three times larger than its Australian
counterpart > and includes a relatively large sub-sector comprising brand retailers and
manufacturing retailers selling complex fashion garments based on production know-how in
the form of in-house design and quality production skills (Lane and Probert 2009). This
implies relatively strong production oversight and a preference among some retailers for
longer-term, relational ties with offshore suppliers. By contrast, Australia’s largest market
segment is simple and moderately complex basic fashion garments requiring less in-house
production knowledge with a focus mainly on price and arms’ length supplier relations
(Weller 2007). Given that outsourcing of garment production occurred much later in
Australia, problematic factory safety and labor standards had been a more prominent feature
of discussions between stakeholders and German lead firms in the wake of earlier incidents,

such as the 2012 Tazreen factory fire in Bangladesh.

With the above observations in mind, our research design aimed to create comparable sets
of lead firms based in Australia and Germany that are typical of the main types of garment
retailers in these countries, with a focus on larger firms which are more likely to source from
Bangladesh. The estimated distribution of retail firm types by country (Australia/Germany)
are: specialty garment retailers (48%/49%), department stores (10%/7%), online retailers
(15%/14%), discounters (20%/12%), supermarkets and other mixed retail (7%/18%). Brand
manufacturers account for around 5% of garment firms in Germany compared to

approximately 1% in Australia (own estimates based on BTE 2016; Euromonitor

3 German market sales value were €32.7 billion in 2015 (Statista 2017a: 27) compared to Australian sales of
around €9.28 billion in FY2014-15 (Magner 2015).
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International, 2017; MarketLine, 2016). Except online and mail order retailers, our sample
includes firms representing all these segments. The main Australian online retailers are based
abroad and German online retailers did not to participate in the research. The sample is not
statistically representative of the overall population of garment firms in each country, which
would be difficult to achieve given the lack of detailed, comparable enterprise data. Majority
foreign-owned firms are excluded from our analysis in order not to complicate cross-national

comparisons between Australian and German companies.

Data Collection and Analysis

We approached 19 firms representing the different main retailer types (supermarkets,
specialty retailers, department stores, discounters and brand manufacturers) in Australia, 10 of
which agreed to participate in our study which was undertaken in 2014. In addition,
interviews were requested of 30 German firms in the main retail firm market categories. We
attempted to include both Accord signatories and non-signatories for each type of retailer.
Except for supermarkets, where access to the Accord-signing German supermarkets was
denied, we succeeded in obtaining access to a broadly matched sample of 10 German firms.
Apart from this exception, the firms that did not participate in our study do not differ
significantly from the firms that did participate, as they comprised Accord-signatories and
non-signatories in different market segments and retailer types. Table 1 presents the
characteristics of sample firms in Australia and Germany by market segment, size and

ownership type.

INSERT TABLE 1 NEAR HERE
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CSR and purchasing managers were the most knowledgeable about supply chain labor
standards and although their positions in the firm implied different perspectives, our questions
were largely factual so that differences in their standpoints were unlikely to affect our
findings. Appendix 1 presents information on 15 CSR or purchasing manager interviewees in
Australia and 11 in Germany. Our questions concentrated on firms’ supply chain structures,
supplier relationships, and labor standards policies before Rana Plaza (which we refer to as
baseline standards), and importantly how firms were affected by and responded to the
focusing event. Field experts and stakeholders were also interviewed to obtain information on
retailers’ supply chain and labor standards policies before and after Rana Plaza, and to

understand complementary national-level campaigns and reactions.

Interviews were recorded using a digital device and then fully transcribed and analyzed
using the coding software Atlas.ti and transferring relevant information into different coding
matrixes. Firm-level and industry-level archival data (e.g. annual reports, social reports, press
releases) and insights from participation in several industry events were also drawn on to

provide an accurate picture of lead firm responses. Appendix I provides further details.

Our analysis proceeded in four steps. First, we examined data based on all Accord member
firms, analyzing their reasons for joining and when this occurred. In addition, we identified
other organizational responses to Rana Plaza; these mostly concerned changes in sourcing
policies and supply chain governance including reductions in the number of suppliers or
withdrawal of sourcing from Bangladesh. In a second step we compared the firms that
decided not to join the Accord, assessing if they instead made any other kinds of changes and
their rationales for doing so. In a third step we sought to identify different lead firm response
patterns and explanations for these patterns. We identified three groups of firms among the
Accord members and three among the non-members, each varying in the extensiveness of

their responses and in their pre-Rana Plaza baseline labor standards policies (see Tables 2 and
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3 for a summary). We then examined different explanatory factors derived from our
theoretical framework such as the exposure to stakeholder pressure, reference to societal
norms or alternative regulations, market segment, and the extent to which firms actually
sourced from Bangladesh. Baseline standards were classified as “strong” when a firm was
already a member of a multi-stakeholder initiative (MSI) (e.g. the Fair Wear Foundation) and
pursued an explicit sustainability strategy characterized by predominantly direct, long-term
supplier relationships. We coded standards as “moderate” when a firm expressed commitment
to collective standards (e.g. BSCI) and emphasized frequent oversight of suppliers. The
coding label “weak” was applied when relations with a supplier were unilaterally decided by
the lead firm and regulated mainly by informal procedures. As a final step in our analysis we
conducted a closer examination of whether the rationales for responding and the forms in
which societal pressure were applied showed cross-country differences. This prompted us to

identify particular political economic aspects that contribute to explaining firms’ responses.

Findings

Accord members

Table 2 indicates that there are eight Accord members in our sample of 20 firms, three

Australian and five German.

INSERT TABLE 2 NEAR HERE

Six of these firms claimed to source a significant proportion of their garments from
Bangladesh while a further two firms sourced an insignificant amount or none at all. Group |

firms are characterized as those making various changes to their supply chains and sourcing
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policies in addition to signing the Accord. The group includes two Australian and one German
firm. All are general retailers with low baseline standards prior to Rana Plaza. These
companies sourced a significant share of their garments from Bangladesh and signed the
Accord within two months of the disaster in response to intense pressure from consumers,
NGOs, the media and/or investors. The two Australian firms joined the Accord in response to
threats to corporate reputation amplified by the media. According to the sustainability

manager of SUP_AS5, a supermarket that marketed private label garments:

“The main objective of the policy ... is to protect our brand. Our branding is very important to
us. It’s the brand weve put on all our stores and customers come trusting that brand. So what
we don’t want is anything negative to be associated with that which we can partly control to the

extent that it’s possible... If it’s in the media that’s the pain factor... It’s the reputation risk.”

This firm signed the Accord because managers believed that a collaborative, multi-
stakeholder mechanism was necessary to maintain the firm’s legitimacy. According to the

Same€ manager:

“There’s literally no governance framework [in Bangladesh] — there’s one on paper but it
basically never works because it’s not resourced... A situation like Bangladesh, there’s not
really one [that a] buying company can fix [on its own] so you have to all grow together to the

same end...”

The manager explained further that having union support for the Accord was a positive
feature from a legitimacy point of view. A sourcing manager of DISC A6, a large Australian

general retailer, adopted a similar position:

“The American Alliance came later and was being portrayed by many NGOs and others as a — I
suppose a poor second effort. (...) The Accord was being spoken about by NGOs as the

appropriate forum and vehicle for retailers to have a positive change in Bangladesh in the wake
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of the Rana Plaza collapse and the Tazreen fire. So that was the [initiative] that we thought

made sense for us to get involved with.”

The German firm in this group, DISC G2, was directly associated with the Rana Plaza
disaster by the German media, as labels of this firm’s garments were found in the rubble. The
company had been associated with earlier factory accidents and had avoided collective forms
of regulation in the past because the standards, particularly those set by NGOs, were
considered too high. But as the company’s CSR manager explained, “with Rana Plaza, reality
caught up with us”. Yet, reputational concerns were not mentioned as the main reason for
signing the Accord. Instead, like SUP_AS5, this firm emphasized the Accord as a vehicle for
establishing industry-wide standards to which suppliers would need to conform. In addition,
the CSR manager welcomed the Accord as a tool to persuade senior management to

consolidate the firm’s supply chain:

“Since Rana Plaza there is a greater understanding in our firm that we cannot continue to
increase the number of suppliers, because auditing is already very expensive. Now we can say
that if we sign the Accord, we need to know who our suppliers are, because we are already in

the line of fire.”

These three firms also made changes to their sourcing policies and supply chain organization.
SUP_AS introduced a new ethical sourcing policy including more frequent auditing of its
Bangladesh factories supplying private label garments. In addition, the firm also changed its
policy of terminating non-compliant suppliers to working with suppliers to resolve problems
and publishing the names and addresses of all garment and footwear suppliers, including
those located in Bangladesh, on the firm’s website. Stronger supply chain transparency
satisfied a prime NGO requirement and provided more opportunities for labor standards

enforcement. DISC A6 claimed that:
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“There's a lot that we can do better, not just in the ethical sourcing space, but just in the
business space about cutting down the number of suppliers we work with, about becoming an
easier customer to deal with....One of the big things at [the Company] too is to reduce our
[product] range. So we reduce our range and have more depth in each product that we sell.
This will also help in terms of working with our suppliers. It gives us more volume [from the

preferred suppliers], makes the factories more efficient, all that sort of thing...”

DISC_G2 also revised its sourcing policies by introducing the various initiatives outlined in
Table 2. The CSR manager explained that these changes mean “(...) we have now at least

caught up with the industry standard regarding sustainability”.

This quote sums up the common denominator among Group I firms: as general retailers
with no specialized experience in garment manufacturing, these companies did not exercise
strong oversight over their supply chain processes prior to Rana Plaza, and consequently, their
baseline labor standards policies were weak. Rana Plaza attracted public attention to these
firms, which were previously not targeted by activists or consumers, pressuring them to

review and revise their labor standards. This included signing the Accord.

Group II firms comprised two German companies that claimed to source a significant share
of their garments from Bangladesh and did not make any additional changes beyond signing
the Accord. Both firms, OUT G1 and BR_G9, are specialty garment retailers with a history
of garment manufacturing, one specializing in outdoor garments, the other in quality men’s
garments. These firms are both well-known brands that emphasize close, long-term supplier
relationships and quality products. They favor an informal approach to labor standards
regulation that assumes high quality production based on superior technical knowledge will
be supported by satisfactory labor standards. With a focus on quality rather than labor
standards, these firms are not active in MSIs, but are members of the BSCI, thereby fulfilling
a widely accepted standard in the German retail industry. Managers of both firms claimed to

support the Accord because “it allows us to check our suppliers on safety issues that the BSCI
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does not cover” (correspondence, BR_G9). However, the managers conceded that joining the
Accord early resulted mainly from pressure by major (German) retailers to whom they supply
garments and who had already signed the Accord. Both firms were confident that because of
past achievements their supplier structures were satisfactory. A manager from BR_G9 implied

that the threat of reputational damage following Rana Plaza had not increased because:

“We already were active after the Tazreen factory fire [in 2012] and examined our most
important supplier sites in Indonesia, Vietnam, China and Bangladesh through the Global Risk
Consultants. Thus we knew [following Rana Plaza] that there wasn’t a heightened risk

regarding our suppliers.”

Group III comprises three firms, one Australian and two German, with a history of
engagement in MSIs. Their business models continue to reflect sustainability concerns.
Although only one of these firms, DISC G4, a discount retailer, sourced significantly from
Bangladesh, all emphasized that signing the Accord was a means of establishing industry-
wide labor standards through collective action, a strategy designed to minimize recurring
violations. BR_A9 is an Australian firm marketing quality specialty and basic fashion items.
Prior to Rana Plaza, NGOs recognized BR_A9 for having relatively strong labor standards
policies based on its supplier code of conduct and its membership of a reputable MSI.
Nevertheless, the incident posed a potential risk for the firm, as a sourcing manager

explained:

“You think about the Rana Plaza scenario and the sort of implications that could have on a
business like ours would that have been one of our factories [this] is not something to just easily

dismiss from a risk point of view”.

In addition to joining the Accord, this company made changes to its sourcing policies
including disclosing the names and locations of its Bangladeshi suppliers’ factories on its

website. These changes occurred mainly in response to external pressure: NGOs organized a
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petition with several thousand signatures demanding the firm join the Accord. This was
widely reported in the media. The ensuing decision to become an Accord member was based
on anticipated benefits flowing from inter-firm co-operation and learning. According to

BR_A9’s quality manager:

“One of the underlying reasons for actually participating in the Fire and Safety Accord is the
leverage that we can have partnering with other buyers who may source from the same factory

... to actually drive some of the improvements that we want to make.”

BR A9 managers also anticipated reduced risks to supply chain operations and brand
reputation. DISC G4, like several other German firms, mentioned that it had already changed
its supply chain structures in response to previous disasters. Excepting building standards,
these firms claimed to have implemented effective processes. However, to rectify the gap in
building standards regulation, Rana Plaza prompted the firm to join the Accord, whose
previous draft the firm already supported. This company claimed that there was no
stakeholder pressure except for customer requests to explain some of their activities. In
contrast, ETH G10 was asked by NGOs to sign the Accord to send a positive signal of

endorsement to other firms in the industry.

Non-Accord members

As indicated in Table 3, seven Australian and five German lead firms did not join the Accord.

INSERT TABLE 3 NEAR HERE

Group IV comprises four large general retailers (3 Australian, 1 German) with low baseline
standards. These firms responded to Rana Plaza by revising their sourcing policies and supply

chain structures, but decided against signing the Accord. The main reason for the three



19

Australian firms not signing the Accord was that sourcing from Bangladesh was very limited.
Yet, the media associated these firms with global labor standards problems and pressed them

to publicly respond in other ways.

SUP_A1 sold branded garments and more recently private label items (mainly basic
garments), sourcing from only one Bangladeshi factory prior to Rana Plaza. Reducing brand
risk and improving ethical investment ratings were major objectives, so the company decided
to re-affirm an earlier decision to cease sourcing from Bangladesh and to source from fewer
countries, including selecting suppliers on a longer-term basis. A new supply chain
transparency system was introduced to “go further down into the supply chain to understand
the standards that are operating within them right back to the source” (SUP_Al sourcing and
quality manager). Pressure from NGOs was the main reason for defining the problem as
primarily one of brand defense: “the heat’s been turned up, not just for [SUP _Al] but for
everybody,” particularly from Baptist World Aid, an NGO that researched and campaigned
for higher supply chain standards and more transparency. This change rationale differed from
the German firm, SUP_G3, a large German supermarket that services the medium to low end
of the garment market. Garments account for only a small proportion of the firm’s revenue.
SUP_G3’s sourcing director referred to a trend towards more direct sourcing relationships in

the industry, not because of social standards, but:

“(...) to see all aspects and work on improvements together with suppliers, to negotiate the
right prices, because the money does not lie in the showrooms, but in the factories, and the aim
is to identify aspects for improvement so that the buyer can source more cheaply and the

supplier can benefit from these new advantages.”

This manager argued that Rana Plaza provided an additional incentive to reduce the number
of agents and move towards direct supplier relationships. This was more a matter of process

control associated with supply chain innovation and efficiency than of limiting reputational
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damage, as the manager claimed not to have received any stakeholder pressure. Our media

analysis confirms this statement.

Group V comprises two Australian firms with medium baseline standards that responded
to Rana Plaza in a distinctive way, but not by fundamentally revising their sourcing
procedures and supply chain structures. Again, as in Group IV, the two firms reported
intensive pressure from NGOs, the media and in the case of BR A10, also individual end
customers, to change their sourcing practices despite not sourcing from Bangladesh. BR_A10

explained:

“We haven't had to change anything because we haven't had a problem as an outcome of an
investigation, but yes, there's been more work, because I will get Uniting Church, I'll be going
to get Baptist World Mission, I'll get Oxfam, I'll get World Vision, I'll get whoever constantly

ringing.”

The third group of non-Accord member firms (Group VI) comprises two Australian and four
German firms. These companies had medium to high baseline standards prior to Rana Plaza
and claimed to be largely unaffected by the event, despite two of the German firms in this
group sourcing large volumes of garments from Bangladesh. All three brand manufacturers in
our sample are in this group. No stakeholder or media pressure was applied to these firms,
possibly because their quality was perceived as signifying the presence of acceptable labor
standards or, as in the case of the department store DEPT G7, they were not perceived as
participants in global sourcing despite having a strong private label line. BR G5, a publicly
owned firm that sells moderately-priced women’s fashion garments and has two Bangladeshi
suppliers responsible for less than 10% of its sourcing volume, nonetheless changed its
internal sourcing policies in response to Rana Plaza. The sole CSR manager of this company
saw the event as an opportunity to increase her influence by achieving a veto right on supplier

selection decisions.
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Explaining response patterns and cross-national differences

The six groups of lead firms discussed above are shown in Figure 1 in relation to their
baseline standards (X axis), which relates to their response patterns (Y axis). The figures and
brackets refer to the numbers of firms, signified also by the thickness of box width. An arrow
indicates that the Rana Plaza disaster resulted in a shift from low towards at least medium
labor standards among the firms in our sample. Note that firms with higher baseline labor
standards prior to Rana Plaza are less likely to have required significant changes compared to

those with lower standards.

INSERT FIGURE 1 NEAR HERE

Excepting Group II, which only comprises German firms, and Group V, which is restricted to
Australian firms, we find similar response patterns in the two countries: firms with the lowest
baseline standards made the most far-reaching changes. However, the dynamics of
contestation behind firms’ responses differed to some extent across countries, particularly
regarding the ways in which stakeholder pressure was applied. These differences reflected
Germany’s longer experience with global sourcing and existing alternative collective

regulation.

Rana Plaza triggered the strongest response among firms that had not been participating
in any collective labor governance initiative and had little oversight of their supply chains
prior to Rana Plaza, working mostly through intermediary agents or importers (Groups I and
IV). All firms in these groups were general retailers who often discount their products, and
who had previously avoided NGO scrutiny. Rana Plaza was a strong signal for these firms to

develop socially acceptable labor standards policies and consolidate their supply chains (see



22

Figure 1). Whether these firms signed the Accord depended largely on whether they actually
sourced garments from Bangladesh. NGOs, especially Baptist World Aid and Oxfam,
together with the Textile Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia (TCFUA) and
institutional investors, were important in prompting Australian garment firms, regardless of
whether or not they sourced from Bangladesh, to make various changes. In contrast, only
those German firms found to be sourcing from the Rana Plaza building were frequently
reported in the German media immediately following the disaster. These firms specialized in
marketing low priced, basic garments and had escaped NGO targeting in the past because they
served mainly lower income customers who were strongly concerned about price. This
opinion changed because several discount retailers could be tied directly to the Rana Plaza

building, leading to a public critique of their practices.

Cross-country differences are also notable regarding Groups II and V. German firms in
Group II signed the Accord in response to pressure from retail clients, a pattern we do not see
in Australia. Australian firms in Group V were pressured by NGOs to change their sourcing
policies despite already being committed to ILO core labor standards and not sourcing from
Bangladesh, a pattern we do not observe in Germany. Our interviews with stakeholders
revealed that for NGOs in Australia, Rana Plaza opened the policy window on a significant
moral issue for garment brands and retailers that had so far avoided local media headlines.
This reflected the weakness of an established CSR discourse in Australia. As a BR_A9

manager put it:

“What we're also seeing here in Australia is I think a bit of a catch-up in terms of the awareness
around corporate social responsibility. The growing interest in this space in Australia (...) in
the last 12 to 18 months has been quite astounding. Because whilst in the EU and the US this
has kind of been the norm where you get all sorts of stakeholders showing interest and
expecting some form of reporting, here in Australia I think that's something that's to come for

”»

us.
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The Accord was welcomed as a regulatory instrument that firms could use to alleviate the risk
of reputational damage in the absence of strong regulatory alternatives in Australia, regardless
of whether lead firms were actually implicated in Bangladesh. Australian firms highlighted
continuous and constructive engagement with NGOs, seeing them mainly as knowledgeable

partners whose advice they valued, including whether to sign the Accord.

In contrast, many large German garment retailers already adhered to a collective, albeit
unilaterally determined set of labor and environmental principles, the BSCI. Excepting one
ethical firm, only those German firms that sourced significantly from Bangladesh signed the
Accord, which was seen as a complement to extant regulations because of its focus on
building standards. NGO and media pressure was focused on a few discount firms and,
possibly because they were not publicly listed, brand reputation was not a major concern
among the German firms in our sample. Instead, with few notable exceptions, German firms
preferred to retain unilateral control over supply chain issues, repeatedly stressing the adverse
effect of “excessive demands” by NGOs in MSIs, including the German Textile Partnership,

which many German firms view unfavorably.

Across both countries, firms in Group VI that sourced from Bangladesh and had medium
or high baseline standards were not pressured by stakeholders, possibly because their brands
signaled acceptable standards and most were small and privately owned, therefore less subject

to public scrutiny.

Discussion and Conclusions

Previous research has indicated that the Rana Plaza disaster opened a policy window at a
transnational level, particularly through the establishment of the Accord, which was
anticipated to significantly improve Bangladeshi building safety standards and introduce
norms of joint regulation and transparency (Donaghey and Reinecke 2017; Reinecke and

Donaghey 2015; Anner 2015). Our findings indicate that, more broadly, Rana Plaza
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encouraged reconsideration of garment lead firms’ sourcing policies and supply chain
structures, often beyond a concern for improving building safety in ways that might benefit
labor standards. Importantly, this suggests that Rana Plaza also opened a policy window at the
firm level — not only among firms that sourced from Bangladeshi factories, but also among
those associated with low baseline standards who were susceptible to reputational damage,
and others who used the event to support a stronger sustainability orientation on a firm and

industry level.

We observed a general tendency among garment retailers to replace transactional, market-
based relations with more direct, longer-term, relational sourcing relationships. These
arrangements were intended to gain more control over firms’ supply chains and limit
reputational risk, which was accelerated by the disaster. Thus, the impact of a focusing event
on labor standards might be mediated by extant global value chain governance configurations
(Gerefti et al., 2005; Lakhani et al. 2013), while at the same time contributing to changing
these configurations. We also noted that some firms — both those with previously very low
labor standards policies and those pursuing a “high road” sustainability strategy — appreciated
the multilateral nature of the Accord as setting a “level playing field” for global competition.
However, this view is not shared widely among the lead firms in our sample, several of which
preferred to retain or return to unilateral determination of labor standards. Rana Plaza thus
constituted a focusing event that had a diffuse rather than concentrated effect in terms of the
closer scrutiny it generated on lead firms’ labor standards policies across the garment

industry.

Building upon extant theory emphasizing the role of industry characteristics and firm-
stakeholder interactions (Fransen and Burgoon 2012; Marx 2008), our findings largely
confirm the role of these different factors in driving firms’ support for stronger labor

standards regulations. We add the importance of temporal dynamics following a focusing
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event which can activate stakeholder pressure for previously untargeted firms and provides
micro-political opportunities for firm-level policy makers to promote change. For instance,
the extant literature claims that general retailers and discounters typically receive little
stakeholder pressure regarding labor standards issues from NGOs or consumers (Bartley and
Child 2014). Rana Plaza changed this pattern by legitimizing the public targeting of these
firms which were quick to respond. This finding is attributable to a combination of having
exercised little oversight of production in the past and perceiving negative spill-over effects
into non-garment sales. A focusing event thus has the potential to overcome the influence of
specific structural factors on a firm’s labor standards policies; in our case making general

retailers and discounters vulnerable to reputational damage.

Our findings also inform the debate about which aspects of national political economies
influence firms’ labor standards policies (Fransen 2013; Kang and Moon 2012), again
pointing to the value of a temporal perspective, particularly regarding industry development
and the history of firm-stakeholder interactions. National political economy factors can help
to address the empirical puzzle of why some major (especially Australian) retailers which
did not source from Bangladesh signed the Accord, and why other major (especially
German) retailers did not sign the Accord, despite sourcing extensively from Bangladesh. In
Australia, the longstanding protection of the local garment industry by trade barriers meant
that lead firms came relatively late to offshoring production; suppliers’ labor standards were
not considered a problem (Weller 2007). In contrast, many German brand marketers and
manufacturers revised their labor standards policies in the early 2000s in the light of
emerging EU norms and NGO activism. Several German retailers had anticipated the
possibility of a focusing event like Rana Plaza causing reputational damage, having
experienced similar but less severe events in the recent past, particularly the 2012 Tazreen
fire which was frequently mentioned in interviews. Many German firms’ responses thus

focused more narrowly on signing the Accord to address building safety concerns, rather
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than revisiting their sourcing and labor standards policies more broadly. By contrast, Rana
Plaza constituted a ‘wake-up’ call for Australian firms, who had remained outside NGO and
media scrutiny regarding labor standards issues in the past. In the light of these historical
differences, Rana Plaza meant that stakeholder pressure was exerted quite narrowly on a
small group of firms in Germany, but provided the catalyst for widespread NGO and media
action in Australia, drawing investor and consumer attention to Australian lead firms’
general neglect of suppliers’ labor standards. NGOs and unions, including the TCFUA,
increased the salience and breadth of the problem beyond building safety by associating lead
firm behavior with labor exploitation, regardless of whether or not lead firms sourced from

Bangladesh.

The limited history of activism regarding supply chain labor rights in Australia also meant
that lead firms had relatively favorable relations with NGOs, who pursued a collaborative
strategy and were able to bring expertise and moral legitimacy to the relationship. Our
findings thus support and extend Bair and Palpacuer’s (2012) argument that NGO activism
varies cross-nationally, pointing to the role of an industry’s history in providing different

opportunity structures for stakeholders following a focusing event.

Informing the broader debate on emerging labor governance institutions on different
levels (e.g. Marginson 2016), our findings indicate national regulatory alternatives also played
a role in shaping firms’ attitudes towards new transnational initiatives. Most notably, the
establishment of the Textile Partnership, which included BSCI members, was a reason for
several German firms not joining the Accord or changing sourcing policies in other ways.
While some German firms welcomed the Accord as a new collective regulatory instrument,

most German Accord members in our sample joined in response to specific pressure.

Our study has three main limitations that indicate possibilities for further research. First,

we were unable to analyze changes in policy implementation, the influence on suppliers’
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practices and the labor conditions of workers employed by suppliers at the first tier level and
beyond. This requires deeper and longer access at lead firm and supplier levels, a challenge
we are currently pursuing. Second, our study highlights ways in which theories based on
large-n studies of firms’ labor standards governance approaches (Bartley and Child 2007;
Fransen and Burgoon 2012; Marx 2008) can be questioned and refined, for instance,
regarding the role of baseline labor standards and cross-national variation in stakeholder
strategies. Given a lack of available garment enterprise population data, medium-n studies
using QCA methodology might be promising in this regard. Third, an extension to other
national economies, particularly the US, where several lead firms signed the Alliance rather
than the Accord, promises additional insights regarding changes in lead firm labor standards

policies.

It is too early to judge whether Rana Plaza has triggered a paradigm shift in labor
standards governance beyond the firm level, particularly in light of a currently difficult
process of renewing the Accord. Nonetheless, given the ‘problem focused’ and ‘policy
oriented’ traditions of industrial relations scholarship (Kochan 1998), and acknowledgement
that key events such as the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in New York and the 1984-
85 Miners’ Strike in Britain initiate significant changes in regulation, there is potential to
utilize focusing event framing to investigate in more detail the politics of mobilization and
creation of meaning attached to emerging problems, contestation and decision-making leading

to particular outcomes, and the multi-level consequences of a focusing event over time.



28

References

Accord, 2017 Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh.
http://bangladeshaccord.org/wp-content/uploads/the accord.pdf

Albareda, Laura, Lozano, Josep M., and Ysa, Tamyko. 2007. Public policies on corporate
social responsibility: The role of governments in Europe. Journal of Business Ethics 74: 391-
407.

Amengual, Matthew, and Chirot, Laura. 2016. Reinforcing the state: Transnational and state
labor regulation in Indonesia. /LR Review 69(5): 1056-1080.

Anner, Mark. 2015. Labor control regimes and worker resistance in global supply chains.
Labor History 56(3): 292-307.

Australian Government. 2013. Composition of Trade Australia 2012-13. Canberra: Department
of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

Anner, Mark, Bair, Jennifer, and Blasi, Joseph. 2013. Toward joint liability in global supply
chains: Addressing the root causes of labor violations in international subcontracting
networks. Comparative Labor Law & Policy Journal 35(1): 1-44.

Bair, Jennifer, and Palpacuer, Florence. 2012. From varieties of capitalism to varieties of
activism: The antisweatshop movement in comparative perspective. Social Problems 59(4):
522-43.

Bartley, Tim, and Child, Curtis. 2014. Shaming the corporation the social production of targets
and the anti-sweatshop movement. American Sociological Review 79(4): 653-79.

Berliner, Daniel, Greenleaf, Anne Regan, Lake, Milli, Levi, Margaret, and Noveck, Jennifer.
2015. Labor Standards in International Supply Chains: Aligning Rights and Incentives.
London: Edward Elgar.

BGMEA (Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association). 2014. Bangladesh’s
RMG export to world (July-September, FY13-14 & FY 14-15). The Apparel Story.
September-October: 40.

Birkland, Thomas, A. 1998. Focusing events, mobilization, and agenda setting. Journal of
Public Policy, 18(1), 53-74.BTE (Bundesverband des Deutschen Textileinzelhandels) (2016).
Statistikreport 2016. Textileinzelhandel. Koln.

Commerzbank AG. 2016. Branchen-Report Deutschland. Industriebranchen im Fokus.
Frankfurt a. Main.

Brammer, Stephen, Jackson, Gregory, and Dirk Matten. 2012. Corporate social responsibility
and institutional theory: New perspectives on private governance. Socio-Economic Review

10(1): 3-28.



29

Bulut, Tugce, and Lane, Christel. 2011. The private regulation of labor standards and rights in
the global clothing industry: An evaluation of its effectiveness in two developing countries.
New Political Economy 16(1): 41-71.

Donaghey, Jimmy, Reinecke, Juliane, Niforou, Christina, and Lawson, Benn. 2014. From
employment relations to consumption relations: Balancing labor governance in global supply
chains. Human Resource Management 53(2): 229-52.

Donaghey, Jimmy, and Reinecke, Juliane. 2017. When industrial democracy meets corporate
social responsibility — a comparison of the Bangladesh Accord and Alliance as responses to
the Rana Plaza disaster. British Journal of Industrial Relations DOI: 10.1111/bjir.12242.

Egels-Zandén, Niklas, and Bartley, Tim. 2015. Responsibility and neglect in global production
networks: The uneven significance of codes of conduct in Indonesian factories. Global
Networks 15(s1): S21-S44.

Egels-Zandén, Niklas, and Hyllman, Peter. 2006. Exploring the effects of union—-NGO
relationships on corporate responsibility: The case of the Swedish clean clothes campaign.
Journal of Business Ethics 64(3): 303-316.

Euromonitor International 2017. Apparel and Footwear in Australia. London: Euromonitor.

Farley, Joshua, Baker, Daniel, Batker, David, Koliba, Christopher, Matteson, Richard, Mills,
Russell, and Pittman, James. 2007. Opening the policy window for ecological economics:
Katrina as a focusing event. Ecological Economics, 63(2): 344-54.

Fransen, Luc. 2013. The embeddedness of responsible business practice: Exploring the
interaction between national-institutional environments and corporate social responsibility.
Journal of Business Ethics, 115(2), 213-227.

Fransen, Luc, and Burgoon, Brian. 2012. A market for worker rights: Explaining business
support for international private labor regulation. Review of International Political Economy
19(2): 236-66.

George, Maria. 2017. Australian Non-Profit Organisations’ Advocacy Strategies, Policies and
Practices regarding Labour Standards in Supply Chains. Masters Thesis, UNSW.

Geppert, Mike, Williams, Karen, Wortmann, Michael, Czarzasty, Jan, Kagnicioglu, Deniz,
Kohler, Holm-Detlev, Royle, Tony, Riickert, Yvonne, and Uc¢kan, Banu. 2014. Industrial
relations in European hypermarkets: Home and host country influences. European Journal of
Industrial Relations 20(3): 255-271.

Gerefti, Gary. 1999. International trade and industrial upgrading in the apparel commodity

chain’. Journal of International Economics 48(1): 37-70.



30

Gerefti, Gary, Humphrey, John, and Sturgeon, Timothy. 2005. The governance of global value
chains. Review of International Political Economy 12(1): 78-104.

GCNA/AHRC. 2015. Australian Dialogue on Business and Human Rights: Summary and
Outcomes Document. Global Compact Network Australia/Australian Human Rights
Commission.

Hiss, Stefanie. 2009. From implicit to explicit corporate social responsibility: Institutional
change as a fight for myths. Business Ethics Quarterly 19(3): 433-51.

International Labour Organization (ILO). 2014. Wages and working hours in the textiles,
clothing, leather and footwear industries. Geneva: ILO.

Jackson, Gregory, and Apostolakou, Androniki. 2010. Corporate social responsibility in
Western Europe: An institutional mirror or substitute. Journal of Business Ethics, 94(3): 371—
394.

Kang, Nahee, and Moon, Jeremy. 2012. Institutional complementarity between corporate
governance and corporate social responsibility: A comparative institutional analysis of three
capitalisms. Socio-Economic Review 10(1), 85-108.

Kingdon, John W. 2003. Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (2nd edition). New York:
Longman.

Kochan, Thomas A. 1998. What is distinctive about industrial relations research? In Keith
Whitfield and George Strauss (Eds.), Researching the World of Work, pp. 31-45. Ithaca: ILR
Press.

Labowitz, Sarah, and Baumann-Pauly, Dorothée. 2014. Business as Usual is Not an Option:
Supply Chains and Sourcing after Rana Plaza. New York: NYU Stern Center for Human
Rights.

Lakhani, Tashlin, Kuruvilla, Sarosh, and Avgar, Ariel. 2013. From the firm to the network:
Global value chains and employment relations theory. British Journal of Industrial Relations
51(3): 440-72.

Lane, Christel, and Probert, Jocelyn. 2009. National Capitalisms, Global Production
Networks: Fashioning the Value Chain in the UK, US, and Germany. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Locke, Richard M., Rissing, Ben A., and Pal, Timea. 2013. Complements or substitutes?
Private codes, state regulation and the enforcement of labor standards in global supply chains.
British Journal of Industrial Relations 51(3): 519-52.

Locke, Richard M., Qin, Fei, and Brause, Alberto. (2007). Does monitoring improve labor
standards? Lessons from Nike. /LR Review 61(1): 3-31.



31

Magner, Len. 2015. IBIS World Industry Report G4251: Clothing Retailing in Australia.
Accessed at http://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry/default.aspx?indid=407. (26 June, 2017)

Marginson, Paul. 2016. Governing work and employment relations in an internationalized
economy: The institutional challenge. /LR Review 69(5): 1033-1055.

Market Line. 2016. Apparel Retail in Australia. Accessed at
https://www.marketresearch.com/MarketLine-v3883/Apparel-Retail-Australia-10329508/

Marx, Axel. 2008. Limits to non-state market regulation: A qualitative comparative analysis of
the international sport footwear industry and the Fair Labor Association. Regulation &
Governance 2(2): 253-73.

Meardi, Guglielmo, and Marginson, Paul. 2014. Global labour governance: potential and limits
of an emerging perspective. Work, Employment and Society 28(4): 651-662.

Milberg, William, and Winkler, Deborah, 2009. Financialisation and the dynamics of
offshoring in the USA. Cambridge Journal of Economics 34(2): 275-293.

Miller, Dough. 2011. Global social relations and corporate social responsibility in outsourced
apparel supply chains: The Inditex global framework agreement. In Papadakis, Konstantinos
(ed.) Shaping Global Industrial Relations. The International Labour Organization. Palgrave
Macmillan, London: 179-198.

Queensland Statisticians Office. 2016. Overseas commodity imports. Accessed at:
http://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/products/tables/trade-data-overseas-imports-commodity-
htisc/index.php (3 digit SITC revision table) (6 June, 2017)

Preuss, Ludger, Gold, Michael, and Rees, Chris (Eds.). 2015. Corporate Social Responsibility

and Trade Unions: Perspectives across Europe. New York: Routledge.

Reinecke, Juliane and Donaghey, Jimmy. 2015. After Rana Plaza: Building coalitional power
for labor rights between unions and (consumption-based) social movement organizations.
Organization 22(5): 720-40.

Statistisches Bundesamt. 2014. Accessed at the Genesis-Online database,

http://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/25568 1 /umfrage/wichtigste-herkunftslaender-fuer-

deutsche-textilimporte (accessed 29 July, 2017)

Taplin, Ian. 2014. Who is to blame? A re-examination of fast fashion after the 2013 factory
disaster in Bangladesh. Critical Perspectives on International Business 10(1-2): 72-83.

Thelen, Kathleen. A. (2014) Varieties of Liberalization and the New Politics of Social
Solidarity. New York, Cambridge University Press.

Weller, Sally. 2007. Retailing, Clothing and Textiles Production in Australia. Working Paper
No. 29. Melbourne: Victoria University.



32

World Bank. 2015. Market Capitalization of Listed Domestic Companies. Accessed at
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/CM.MKT.LCAP.GD.ZS (30 June, 2017)

Wright, Chris F. 2014. How do states implement liberal immigration policies? Control signals

and skilled immigration reform in Australia. Governance 27(3): 397-421.



Response to Rana Plaza disaster

Figure 1: Firms’ labor standards policy changes in relation to Rana Plaza

No change

Signing Accord

Group lll

Changes in
sourcing policies

Changes in

supply chain eanred

Low Medium High

Baseline labor standards

33



Table 1. Characteristics of sampled firms in Australia and Germany

Australia Germany
Market segmen ¢V Firm Size” Ownership” Firm Size Ownership
Supermarkets SUP Al Large Public SUP G3 Large Private
SUP_A5* Large Public
Discounters DISC_A6* Medium | Public DISC _G2* Large Private
DISC A8 Medium | Private DISC G4* Large Private
Department DEPT A2 Large Public DEPT_G7 Large Private
Stores
Specialty BR_A9* Large Public BR GO9* Large Private
retailers (brand, | BR _A10 Large Private BR G5 Large Public
outdoor, ethical
garments) OUT_A3 Large Public OUT_G1* Medium | Private
ETH A7 Small Private ETH G10* | Large Private
Brand BMFC A4 Medium | Private BMFC_G6 Large Private
Manufacturers BMFC G8 Large Public

* Firm signed the Accord.

34

Note: 1) Classification based broadly on Gereffi (1999). Brand manufacturers own at least some factories of their
own; brand retailers are garment brands with own retail stores embracing both “manufacturers without factories”
and specialty garment retailers, as these categories are increasingly blurred in practice. General retailers sell also

non-garment goods. Discounters and department stores may be either general or specialty retailers, whereas

supermarkets are always general retailers.
2) Based on EU firm size classification: Micro < €2 million; Small +2 < €10 million; Medium +10< €50 million;

Large > €50 million.

3) Some Australian firms are (partly) owned by foreign companies, but sourcing decisions are taken in Australia.
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Table 2. Comparison of Accord signatories

Firm Reasons for signing Baseline Relevance of Other responses to Rana Plaza
the Accord standards | Bangladesh
sourcing

Group I: Firms with low baseline standards facing widespread stakeholde

1 pressure

SUP_AS Protect brand reputation | Low Important Increased auditing; formally reviewed ethical
and contain criticism by sourcing policy; disclosed all garment factories in
NGOs and investors its global supply chain; shifted focus from
terminating suppliers with non-compliant
factories to working with them to resolve
problems
DISC_A6 Protect reputation of Low Important Conducted fire risk assessment of all Bangladesh
corporate group and factories; introduced zero tolerance policy for
contain criticism by unauthorized subcontracting; conducted a risk
NGOs profile of all supplier countries; ended contracts
with Bangladeshi suppliers whose factories were
found to be unsafe
DISC G2 Counteract legal action | Low Important Formal inclusion of four basic CSR standards in

and pressure from
NGOs and media

sourcing decisions and implementation of an
auditing process; increased CSR staff;
commitment to increase direct sourcing
relationships via agents rather than via importers
and achieve higher transparency; formalized
relationships with agents to clarify legal liability;
joined the German “Textile Partnership”

)

Group II. Firms with medium baseline standards facing specific stakeholder pressure

OUT _Gl1 Pressure from large Medium Important None
retail customers
BR_G9 Pressure from a large Medium Important None

retail customer

Group III: Firms with high baseline standards suppo

rting industry-wide

regulation in cooperation with NGOs

BR_A9

Accord as an
opportunity to leverage
participation of other
Australian firms in
collective initiatives;
intense discussion with
and public campaigns
from NGOs

High

Unimportant

Commitment to transparency of Bangladeshi
suppliers’ factory locations; strengthened
sourcing policies

DISC_G4

Addressing building
standards; being able to
shape the Accord in a
way that it was
acceptable for other
firms to join

High

Important

Double-checked its Bangladeshi suppliers

ETH G10

Approached by NGOs
to sign for symbolic
reasons

High

Not relevant

None
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Table 3: Comparison of non-Accord signatories

Firm

Reasons for not
joining the Accord

Baseline
standards

Relevance of
sourcing from
Bangladesh

Other responses to Rana Plaza

Group IV: Firms with low baseline standards making several changes mostly as a result of stakeholder pressure

SUP_Al Had already decided to Low Unimportant Designed and implemented a new supply chain
discontinue sourcing transparency system; consolidated supply chain by
from Bangladesh so no sourcing from fewer countries; affirmed decision to
perceived need to sign discontinue sourcing from Bangladesh; seeking
the Accord, but longer-term contracts with suppliers
media/NGO pressure

DISC_A8 Worked together with Low Unimportant Risks associated with Bangladesh prompted
NGO (Oxfam) to changes in sourcing practices: shift to more direct
change own supplier sourcing, consolidation of supplier base, audited
processes since Accord compliance of remaining Bangladeshi suppliers’
was limited to factories with new code of conduct
Bangladesh

DEPT A2 Accord’s focus deemed | Low Unimportant Accelerated implementation of a stronger new code
too narrow so did not of conduct devised prior to Rana Plaza; agreed to
sign; institutional appointment of a new CSR manager position; new
investors pressured for supplier relations strategy, including training to
code of conduct improve branded supplier awareness and

compliance with ethical sourcing policy

SUP_G3 They wanted to control | Low Important Implementation of self-conducted audits replacing

processes themselves;
several changes
perceived necessary
following industry
trends but not in
response to stakeholder
pressure

previous self-reports by suppliers; new strategy to
reduce working through agents and importers so as
to increase control over factories

Group V: Firms with medium baseline standards responding with minor adjustments facing stakeholder pressure

BR_AI10

No Bangladeshi
suppliers so no
perceived need to sign
the Accord, but pressure
by NGOs and end
customers

Medium

Not relevant

Required suppliers to provide more evidence of
factory compliance with firm’s sourcing policies

OUT A3

No Bangladeshi
suppliers so no
perceived need to sign
the Accord, but
media/NGO pressure

Medium

Not relevant

Changed communication practices to engage more
with external stakeholders and the media about
sourcing practices

Group VI: Firms with medium/high baseline standards largely unaffected by Rana Plaza

ETH_A7

No Bangladeshi
suppliers so no
perceived need to sign
the Accord; small size;
no pressure

High

Not relevant

None

BMFC_A4

No significant external
pressure, small size; no
pressure

Medium

Unimportant

None

BR_G5

Costs of signing Accord
weighed up with actual
limited activity in
Bangladesh, no pressure

Medium

Unimportant

Visits to the two suppliers in Bangladesh and
subsequently implementing a veto right on
sourcing decisions for the CSR department

BMFC_G6

No Bangladeshi
suppliers so no
perceived need to sign
the Accord; no pressure

Medium

Not (yet)
relevant

None

DEPT G7

Firms’ lawyers
recommended not to
sign because promises
could not be fulfilled;
firms’ suppliers were
covered by either
Accord or Alliance

Medium

Important

Double-checked all Bangladeshi suppliers
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BMFC_G8 | No perceived need to Medium Important None
sign because high
standards related to
quality production are
said to be in place

Notes: V Classification of baselines standards: “high” characterized by membership in MSIs and explicit strategies regarding
sustainability; “medium” characterized by close supplier relations and oversight and commitment to collective standards (e.g.
BSCI); “low” characterized by off-hands supplier relations and unilateral, informal CSR procedures

D “Not relevant” means no sourcing from Bangladesh; “important” and “unimportant” as stated by the lead firm.




Appendix I. Interviews, documents and observational data
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| Australia | Germany
Interviews
Firms 15 interviews 11 interviews
- SUP_Al (1, Ethical sourcing |- OUT G1 (1, CEO and sourcing director,
manager, in person) phone)
- DEPT A2 (2, Sustainability manager, |- DISC G2 (2, Head of CSR and CSR
CSR manager in person) manager , in person)
- OUT_A3 (2, Sustainability manager, |- SUP_G3 (1, Director purchasing non-food,
purchasing manager, in person) phone)
- BMFC A4 (2, Purchasing manager, |- DISC G4 (1, Category Leader Corporate
in person (interviewed twice)) Responsibility Product & Strategy, phone)
- SUP_AS5 (1, CSR manager, in person) |- BR G5 (1, Social compliance manager,
- DISC A6 (2, Corporate affairs phone)
manager, sourcing and quality |- BMFC G6 (1, Head of supply chain
manager, in person) controlling, phone)
-  ETH A7 (1, Managing director, |- DEPT G7 (1, Director technical product
phone) management, phone)
- DISC_A8 (1, Sourcing and quality |- BMFC G8 (2, Chief operating officer,
manager, in person) phone and in person (interviewed twice)
- BR_A9 (2, Ethical sourcing manager, |- BR G9 (0, Chief operating officer and
purchasing manager, phone) CSR manager, in writing)
- BR_A10 (1, Purchasing manager, |- ETH G10 (1, Director corporate
phone) responsibility, phone)
Experts 15 interviews 13 interviews
- NGOs (7) - NGOs (3)
- Unions (2) - Unions (2)
- Financial Institutions (2) - Financial Institutions (2)
- Industry Associations (2) - Industry Associations (3)
- Consultants (2) - Consultants (2)
- Political representatives (1)
Total 30 interviews 24 interviews
Documents
Firm level Website, annual reports, CSR reports, NGO and media analyses of individual firms, firm
rankings
Industry level |- Industry data published by the |- Industry data published by the Federal
Australian Bureau of Statistics Statistics Office, by industry associations
- Industry reports published by investor and by trade unions
and consulting firms - Industry reports published by banks and
- Academic publications on the industry associations
industry - Academic publications on the industry
Observations
Industry - NGO forum on labor standards - Major fashion trade show, including an
events (03/16) ethical fashion show (01/15)
- Non-public meeting among executive
product and purchasing managers in high-
end fashion firms (02/15)
Other None - Foreign Trade Day of the German Textile

and Garment Industry organized by the
Ministry of Economics and the main
garment industry association (03/15)




