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Multi-stakeholder initiatives in Bangladesh after Rana Plaza: global
norms and workers’ perspectives

Abstract

The collapse of the Rana Plaza building in Bangladesh in April, 2013 resulting in the death
and injury of more than 2000 workers from the country’s export garment industry was one
of the worst industrial disasters in recorded history. The tragedy galvanized a range of
stakeholders to take action to prevent future disasters. Prominent in these efforts were two
multi-stakeholder agreements which brought together lead buyers, trade unions and NGOs
in a concerted effort to improve health and safety conditions in the industry. These
initiatives represent a move away from the buyer-driven compliance-based model that
continues to dominate CSR to what is being described as a ‘cooperation-based’ model, which
brings together multiple stakeholders who affect, and are affected, by the business
operations of lead multinational corporations (MNCs) in global value chains. This paper is
concerned with the experiences and perceptions of workers with regard to these new
initiatives. It examines competing interpretations of stakeholder analysis within the CSR
literature and uses these to frame its key research question: has the shift from compliance to
co-operation as the basis of CSR been a promising way forward or merely a shift in rhetoric?
We use a survey of garment workers to explore the extent to which these initiatives have
brought about improvements in wages and working conditions in the garment industry,
where progress has been slowest and why.

Keywords
Global value chains, export garment production, corporate social responsibility, stakeholder
theory labor standards
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1. Introduction

1.1 The objectives of the paper

On April 24th 2013, the Rana Plaza Tower, an eight story commercial building located on the
outskirts of Dhaka, Bangladesh collapsed. A municipal engineer had visited the previous day
in response to complaints about cracks in its structure. He deemed the building unsafe and
recommended evacuation. The various shops, a branch of BRAC Bank and five export
garment factories that were all housed in the building were closed that afternoon but the
garment workers were instructed, on threat of dismissal, to report for work the next day.
1133 workers died when the building collapsed and around 1800 were left injured, making it
the ‘worst industrial disaster in recorded history’ (Sobhan, 2014). One of the questions raised
in the aftermath of the tragedy was why it was this group of workers, and not the others
working in the building, who reported for work that day. We will come back to this question
in the concluding section of the paper.

The scale of the tragedy of Rana Plaza galvanized a range of concerned stakeholders into
coordinated action to address the challenge of health and safety in Bangladesh’s export
garment industry. Prominent in this response were two multi-stakeholder initiatives—Accord
for Fire and Building Safety (Accord) and the Alliance for Bangladesh Workers’ Safety
(Alliance)—which brought lead retailers and brands into alliance with a range of other actors
to tackle the problem in the factories that supplied their garments. These initiatives have
been described by many as ‘historic’ and ‘game-changing’ (UK Parliamentary Committee,
2013): they represented a move away from the buyer-driven compliance-based model which
had hitherto dominated CSR to what has been described as a ‘cooperation-based’ model
with multiple stakeholders.

The opportunity to explore this new form of governance in global value chains provided the
impetus for the Garment Supply Chain Governance research project on which this paper is
based (www.garmentgov.de). The project brings together scholars from Bangladesh, UK,

Australia, Germany and Sweden to research the views and experiences of three key sets of
institutional actors with a direct stake in the industry: lead firms in UK, Germany, Sweden
and Australia who signed the Accord and Alliance agreements, the managers in the export
factories in Bangladesh that supplied these firms, and the workers in these factories.
Interviews were also carried out with other relevant stakeholders, such as government
officials, concerned donors, and civil society actors. This paper focuses on the views and
experiences of workers with regard to the new initiatives. The rest of this section of the
paper explores some of the different ways in which CSR has been conceptualized and whose
interests have been given prominence in these different approaches. We will use this
discussion to frame the main questions that will be addressed in the paper. Sections 2, 3 and
4 present the findings from our survey data while section 5 discusses the findings, draws
conclusions and assesses recommendations for the way forward.

1.2 The promise of CSR in global value chains: optimists, skeptics and cynics
While there are different strands within the CSR literature, theorizing what it means and
assessing its potential, we can broadly distinguish between those that conceptualize it in
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positive terms and those that are skeptical, even cynical. Early formulations of CSR offered a
normative vision of the business entrepreneur as agent for social change with the potential
to introduce new and progressive values that could challenge and transform the existing
social order (Falck and Heblich, 2007). Subsequent attempts to reconcile CSR objectives with
shareholder interests shifted the emphasis from this normative rationale to an instrumental
one. The idea of ‘strategic philanthropy’ (Porter and Kramer, 2002), for instance, argued that
by engaging in socially responsible activities, a company could enhance its reputation and
increase the value of its brand. Stakeholder theory further expanded this focus by bringing in
the external environment in which the range of actors who could affect, or be affected, by a
company’s activities and, hence, had a stake in its performance (Freeman, 1984).
Corporations needed to take account of stakeholder interests in order to maximize their
current and longer term success but to distinguish between ‘key’ stakeholders who had
direct power to affect corporate profits, and ‘minor’ or ‘emerging’ stakeholders who could
be accorded varying degrees of importance, depending on the extent of their influence.

The arguments for CSR took on fresh life in the context of globalization as the pursuit of cost-
cutting strategies by multinational corporations (MNCs) led them to relocate the production
or sourcing of labor-intensive goods and services away from the socially regulated and high
wage economies of the global North to low-wage and poorly regulated economies in lower
income countries. The resulting ‘race to the welfare bottom’ sparked off widespread civil
society activism, primarily based in the North, aimed at exposing the violations of
internationally agreed labor standards entailed in these strategies. The threat to their
reputations and profitability posed by this emergent category of stakeholders helped to shift
MNC strategies from seeking to exploit the governance gap in supply chain capitalism to
attempting to fill it by developing their own private regulatory mechanisms. Corporate codes
of conduct, backed up by periodic audits, set out the minimum labor standards with which
suppliers would have to comply in order to do business with the global buyers and brands in
guestion. Corporations were thus positioned in this compliance-based model of CSR as
bearers of the social responsibility for enforcing labor standards among their supplier firms.

The adoption of this new model since the 1990s has seen a proliferation of corporate codes
of conduct but evaluation studies have generally proved disappointing. Impacts tended to be
limited to ‘outcome’ standards rather than ‘process’ rights and rarely went beyond first-tier
factories that dealt directly with MNCs to addressing conditions prevailing in lower tier
factories that worked on a subcontracted basis (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Egels-Zandén,
2007; Locke and Romis, 2007; Lund-Thomsen et al., 2012). In addition, the top down
approach embodied in the compliance model led to considerable resentment on the part of
suppliers, accompanied by efforts at evasion and deception (Barrientos and Smith, 2007;
Oxfam, 2013).

A reformulation of stakeholder theory to take account of these findings saw a shift from the
instrumental concerns of individual corporations to a broader ‘developmental’ perspective
which emphasized the converging interests of multiple stakeholders as the basis for more
collaborative efforts. One example of this ‘win-win’ framework was spelt out in a World Bank
publication by Kotikula et al. (2015). They argued that despite their different interests, the
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main stakeholders involved in the global garment trade stood to benefit from an
improvement in the working conditions of supplying factories. While lead firms might make
their sourcing decisions on the basis of profit maximization, they also had an incentive in
improving conditions in the factories they sourced from in order to avoid reputational risk.
Their suppliers might baulk at the costs of improving working conditions in their factories,
but if such improvements were shown to increase worker productivity or give them a
competitive edge in gaining orders, it could help to overcome their reluctance. Governments
also had a stake in improving working conditions in their export industries, not only because
of the concern they might have for their working population but because it would help them
attract foreign investment and boost their exports. And finally workers had an unambiguous
stake in good working conditions because it increased their quality of life and might also
increase their productivity.

The UK Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), the Dutch Sustainable Trade Initiative, the Danish
Ethical Trade Initiative, and the Norwegian Sustainable Trade Initiative are some examples of
collaborative approaches to CSR, bringing together firms, NGOs, trade unions and others in
order to build longer-term, trust-based relationships between buyers and suppliers within
global value chains (Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2013). The Accord and Alliance Initiatives
in Bangladesh can be seen as the latest examples of this collaborative approach.

However, the shift from compliance to co-operation as the basis of CSR has not silenced all
its critics. Skeptics point out that for all its rhetoric about shared stakeholder interests, CSR
initiatives operate in a wider political economy in which the raison d’étre of corporations
continues to be defined, first and foremost, in terms of shareholder dividends. Consequently,
the normative justifications for CSR generally have to be backed by economic gains for the
rhetoric to translate into practice (Margolis and Walsh, 2003).

Others question whether co-operation between unequally positioned stakeholders operating
within intensely competitive global markets is ever possible. As Lund-Thomsen and
Lindgreen point out, international consumers dictate the price and quality of particular
goods and services, MNCs place orders for these goods and services in the quantity, quality
and price range demanded with vast networks of suppliers in low wage economies who
engage in fierce competition for this business: ‘In this competitive context, there is very little
scope for cooperation, beyond the limits set by international consumer markets that
demand simultaneously constant price decreases, shorter lead times, and maintenance of
product quality’ (p. 18).

The other critique levelled at both compliance and co-operation based models is that very
few ‘Southern’ voices have taken part in their evolution (Banerjee, 2018; Khan and Lund-
Thomsen, 2012). Both emerged mainly in response to advocacy efforts by Northern-based
consultants, academics, and NGOs. As Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen (2013) point out, the
absence of Southern voices means that shift from compliance to co-operation has done little
to alter suppliers’ perceptions that ‘CSR in global value chains is a form of economic and
cultural imperialism.” Economic because lead firms insist that their local suppliers adopt the
changes required by CSR but are not willing to share the costs. And cultural because the
norms and values underlying CSR rhetoric originated in Europe and the USA and may be

4
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perceived as impositions by country suppliers who are located in very different contexts. The
question we might ask is whether they are also perceived as cultural impositions by workers
in these countries.

These debates help us to formulate in greater detail some of the questions that will be
address in this paper. Given that improvements in working conditions provide the major
rationale for CSR initiatives, we are interested in what has been achieved on this front by the
Accord and Alliance initiatives in Bangladesh in the five years after Rana Plaza. We will be
asking how the new multi-stakeholder initiatives in Bangladesh envisage the interests of
workers in the ready-made-garment (RMG) sector, whether these resonate with the
priorities of workers themselves and the extent to which these initiatives have made
progress in terms of these different sets of priorities.

1.3 A brief history of the export garment industry in Bangladesh: from laissez faire to
multi-stakeholder collaboration

The history of the export garment industry in Bangladesh has been a remarkable one.
According to estimates by the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association
(BGMEA) (2015), the number of garment factories rose from 384 factories in the mid-1980s
to over 4000 factories in 2015, while its share of the country’s exports have grown from 4%
to 80% over the same period. It is now the world’s largest exporter of garments after China.
Unlike some other garment-exporting countries, domestic entrepreneurs dominated the
industry from the early years of the industry, primarily because of the active role played by
the government to incentivize local capital as part of its drive for export growth.

As in the export garment industry elsewhere in the world, it was largely women who took up
jobs in the new industry, despite strong cultural norms on women’s mobility in the public
domain and historically low rates of female labor force participation (Kabeer, 2000). High
rates of poverty combined with lack of work opportunities in the countryside led to a steady
migration of young women into urban areas in search of these jobs. Estimates of the labor
force in 1985 ranged from 80,000 and 250,000, with around 85 per cent of them female. By
2012, the labor force was estimated to be 4 million workers but its gender composition has
been changing with the growing importance of knitwear within the industry.

Knitwear exports have been rising since the mid-1990s following the introduction of stricter
rules of origin in EU trade policy which required greater backward linkages for less developed
countries to gain duty free access to its markets (Curran and Nadvi, 2015). These rules
favored knitwear because knit fabric making is relatively less capital intensive than woven
fabrics and more easily produced locally, often in integrated facilities. The rise of the
knitwear sector has been accompanied by a rising share of male employment in the industry,
partly because knitwear firms operate their knitted fabric making sections through the night
and partly the widespread use of piece work makes it possible to achieve higher earnings,
attracting male workers. Current estimates suggest men made up 54% in of the labor force in
the garment sector in 2016 (Farole and Cho, 2017).

While the government played an active role in encouraging domestic capital in the garment
sector, it has been less supportive of its labour. Bangladesh is a signatory to most of the
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international labor organisation’s (ILO’s) core labour conventions: freedom of association,
the right to engage in collective bargaining, elimination of forced and compulsory labour and
elimination of discrimination.' However, enforcement has been weak, deliberately so in the
RMG sector. Enforcement has also been made difficult by the widespread practice of first
tier firms that deal directly with global buyers of subcontracting some of their orders to
smaller, often unregistered second and third tier firms. These have lower wages, longer
working hours and more dangerous working conditions but they escape the regulatory
scrutiny associated with compliance requirements and allow exporting firms seeking to
compete in global markets to meet deadlines and lower costs.

Nor has there been much scope for improvement. Transparency International Bangladesh
(2013) noted strong links between the leadership of the BGMEA and the political elite,
including 10% of parliamentarians with a direct business interests in the RMG sector (p. 17).
Such connections have enabled employers to influence legislative processes of the country,
creating favorable tax regimes for themselves, but blocking efforts to promote the rights of
workers. For instance, it took over a decade of negotiation between government, employers
and trade unions to approve a new Labor Law in 2006, which was intended to consolidate
and update 25 different pieces of legislation that had, till then, dealt with labour conditions
in the country (Mahmud and Kabeer, 2006).

Although trade unions are legally permitted in Bangladesh, except in its Export Processing
Zones (EPZs),” they do not have a very active presence in the garment sector—or in the rest
of the country. Most unions are poorly resourced, subject to restrictive labour laws and
efforts to organize within factories are met with dismissal and frequently violent repression
(Bangladesh Institute of Labour Studies, 2010). In 2013, according to the Labour Directorate,
there were 157 registered trade unions and 34 trade union federations in the RMG sector
with a membership that made up of less than 4% of the work force (TIB, 2013),® while
according to Human Rights Watch (2015), less than 10% of the country’s 5000 or more
garment factories had trade unions.

At the same time, it is not only employers who are politically connected. All the major unions
are affiliated to political parties and have a history of disruptive politics in which party
interests generally dominate over those of their membership. As Rahman and Langford
(2012) point out in their analysis of the mainstream trade movement in Bangladesh, the
subservience, corruption and nepotism of the trade union bureaucracy and the lack of a
democratic trade union culture are best understood in terms of the historical forces that
explain the continued underdevelopment of Bangladesh within a capitalist world-system.
The low ‘social acceptance levels’ of unions among the general public (Zajak, 2017), their

! Bangladesh has not ratified the Minimum Age Convention No. 138, and has not established a
uniform minimum age for admission to work. National legislation sets forth different minimum wages
for employment in different sectors.

> While unions were banned in the EPZs, which were established to attract foreign investment,
conditions are considerably better and they have avoided industrial disasters. However, EPZs account
for just 10% of employment in the industry (Ahmed and Nathan, 2014) and 4% of factories in 2015
(Khan and Wichterich, 2015). The ban was lifted in 2017.

* In reality, according to TIB, only 40 factory-based unions and 9 federations were active.
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internal divisions and ideological rifts, together with the hostility of employers and the state
explain why the trade union movement has made very little headway in the garment sector.

A great deal of the industry has therefore been characterised by the absence of written
contracts, routine violations of health and safety regulations, long hours of overtime often
without pay, low levels of unionisation and high rates of turnover in the work force. Not
surprisingly Bangladesh has drawn a great deal of attention from anti-sweatshop campaigns
against poor labour standards and has seen the proliferation of codes of conduct among the
lead buyers and brands seeking to do business in the country. Government and employers
have also come to recognize that compliance with these corporate codes were as important
to the industry’s ability to compete in the global market for clothing as low wages and short
delivery times. However, what has largely been overlooked in these efforts were critical
aspects of health and safety: this is evident in the list of industrial accidents in the sector
since 2005 compiled by Reuters.? It took the collapse of Rana Plaza to bring these issues to
the forefront of the agenda of various stakeholders.

The EU, together with the Bangladesh government, the US and the ILO, launched the
Sustainability Compact in July 2013 whereby the government agreed to take immediate and
long term action to address health and safety in the RMG sector. It also agreed to improve
the legislation and regulation of working conditions, beginning with the amendment of the
2006 Labor Law to bring it more in line with international labor standards.

The other prominent outcome of these renewed efforts was the adoption of the two multi-
stakeholder initiatives referred to earlier. The Accord was signed by more than 200
international brands from 20 mainly European countries, two European-based international
unions (UNI Global Union and IndustriAll Global Union), eight of their associated labor
federations in Bangladesh, along with four international NGOs as witness signatories. It
represented a departure from past agreements of this kind, not only in the range of actors it
brought together, but in its legally binding nature: all signatories agreed that arbitration
awards or the enforcement of fees could be pursued in the relevant national legal systems. A
counterpart agreement, the Alliance, was signed by 28 mainly US-based firms: it had limited
union participation and, due to the reluctance of US firms, was not legally binding.’

The two initiatives were envisioned to last for five years to 2018.° The Accord required
members to participate for five years with some obligation to maintain order volumes for
the first two years. The Alliance required members to participate for at least two years.
Funding for the initiatives was provided through annual contributions by buyers. The
objective of the agreements was to list all firms supplying the signatory companies, send
inspection teams to ensure that the fire, electricity and structural conditions of factory

* https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bangladesh-blast-accidents-factbox/factbox-major-industrial-
accidents-in-bangladesh-in-recent-years-idUSKBN19POJN.

> The government took responsibility for oversight over factories that did not have business with the
members of Accord and Alliance under the National Tripartite Plan of Action for Fire and Structural
Integrity, now known as the National Initiative. There is less information on the number of factories
that come under government overview, much of it is contradictory but it seems clear that the
initiative has not made much headway (Barret et al. 2018).

® The Alliance has now come to an end. The extension of Accord is under negotiation.
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buildings complied with the Bangladesh National Building Code and to draw up Corrective
Action Plans (CAPs) where necessary to be implemented by managers within a prescribed
time frame. The agreements also provided for the setting up of health and safety
committees and worker safety and empowerment training. Factory compliance reports were
published on Accord and Alliance websites. As of April 2018, Accord had inspected 2022
factories while Alliance had inspected 836 factories, around 50% of which were shared with
Accord (Barrett et al., 2018).

While there has been a great deal of discussion about the new approach to CSR embodied in
these agreements, and detailed documentation of their activities, there are as yet few
studies on their achievements. One of the few reported that progress on workers’ rights had
been slow, but that in the area of health and safety, ‘the Accord model [had] been a success
because it was negotiated between buyers and trade unions, because it holds suppliers as
well as buyers responsible for the cost of safe buildings, because it is legally binding and
because it is transparent’ (Anner, 2018, p. 15). Another study maintained that main gains
from the Accord agreement had accrued to ‘elite, well-funded federations of unions and
NGOs in the global north who are key stakeholders in the Accord’ and to global brands and
retailers whose CSR claims had been given an additional sheen of legitimacy by their
participation in the initiatives (Alamgir and Banerjee, 2018, p. 21).

However, neither of these studies was based on a systematic analysis of workers’
experiences of these efforts.” By contrast, our project included a purposively designed
survey, carried out as a collaboration between researchers at the BRAC Institute of
Governance and Development and the London School of Economics and Political Science
(LSE),® precisely to capture the views and perspectives of workers. While it is not the first
survey of workers to have been carried out after Rana Plaza (see CPD-RMG Study http://rmg-
study.cpd.org.bd/2016), it is the first to attempt to explore what difference the new multi-
stakeholder initiatives have made to the stakeholders located at the bottom of the global
supply chain.

1.4 Methodology and description of sample

The survey was carried out in 2017 with 1500 workers from 240 factories in five sites located
in and around Dhaka.® We had initially hoped to include workers from the 152 factories
covered by the project’s survey of managers but realized that relying on managers to select
our sample of workers would introduce obvious biases into the selection process and
influence workers’ responses. We therefore selected specific locations in Savar, Ashulia,
Gazipur, Narayanganj, and Dhaka where there was the greatest concentration of the

’ The first was based on 223 interviews with managers or owners of supplier factories. The second was
based on 18 qualitative interviews which included just 3 workers.

® This joint research effort is part of the Garment Supply Chain Governance Project
(www.garmentgov.de), which is funded by Volkswagen Foundation in co-operation with the
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and Wellcome Trust.

° The survey was carried out by Bangladesh Institute of Governance and Development in collaboration
with the London School of Economics.
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factories included in the management survey.”® We then focused on five neighborhoods
where the workers in these factories were most likely to be resident. 300 garment worker
households were identified in each of the five neighborhoods from which 200 women and
100 men were then randomly selected. This gave us a sample of 1500 workers (1000 women
and 500 men) evenly distributed between the five sites. The survey was carried out in
workers’ home with their consent and by prior arrangement.

It quickly emerged in the course of the survey that many of the workers surveyed had not
heard of either Accord or Alliance. There was also some confusion in their responses to
guestions about factory size, with some workers reporting on the size of their factories, as
the question required, while others reporting on the number of workers on their floor. We
therefore consulted data from Accord, Alliance and government websites to check and fill in
this information. We classified our sample of factories into small (0-599 workers), medium
(600 to 2499) and large (2500+) in accordance with BGMEA criteria.

Table 1 provides some basic information on the factories in our sample. 40% of factories, but
just 17% of workers, fell into the small category; 39% of factories and 37% of workers were in
the medium category while 21% of factories and 46% of workers were in the large category.
The mean number of workers was 342 in small factories, 1171 in medium factories and 7464
in large factories.

The distribution of Accord and Alliance affiliation varied considerably by factory size. Only
32% of workers in small factories were in AA affiliated factories compared to 86% and 96% in
medium and large factories respectively. We should note here that the 29% of workers in the
entire sample were affiliated to Accord, 52.5% to both Accord and Alliance and only 1.5% to
Alliance on its own. 17% were in factories not affiliated to either. When we discuss possible
impacts of Accord and Alliance in this paper, it should be borne in mind that we are referring
primarily to factories affiliated to Accord on its own or in combination with Alliance (AA)
rather than to factories affiliated only to Alliance.

We noted earlier that many of the workers in our survey had not heard of Accord or Alliance.
Table 1 tells us this varied from around 80% of workers in small factories to 50% of those in
medium factories and around 40% of those in large factories. It is also evident that workers
in affiliated factories, particularly in the larger ones, were more accurately informed about
affiliation status of their factories than workers in non-affiliated factories who were more
likely to say that they did not know. Only 31% of workers in small factories that are AA
affiliated believed that their factory was affiliated to Accord, Alliance or both compared to
49% and 60% in medium and large AA affiliated factories respectively. Even so, only 53% of
workers in all affiliated factories were accurate in their reports. Overall, 12% of the workers
of non-AA affiliated factories (wrongly) reported that their factories were AA affiliated.

What is worth noting is that the concept of ‘compliance’ was more widespread and more
accurately reported than AA affiliation status. 82% of workers in AA-affiliated factories

% The factories in the sample were entirely domestically owned as the overall research project
avoided the EPZs where joint ventures were more likely.
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correctly identified their factory as compliant while 50% of workers in non-affiliated factories
were (probably) correct in saying that their factory was non-compliant.

We asked questions about number of visits by buyers, auditors and inspectors in the past
year to get a sense of engagement by Accord and Alliance, but here too there were major
difficulties, both in distinguishing between these visitors as well as the number of visits.
Given their apparent frequency, many said that they did not know how many visits had been
made, while others said these visits occurred ‘practically every day’. Given that the
inspection process is a key element of AA strategies, and given also that workers were more
confident about whether they had spoken to inspectors rather than how many visits they
had made, we used direct interaction with inspectors in the past year to capture AA
oversight.

Table 2 summarizes some of the basic characteristics of our workers. Our sample was
purposively selected to be made up of 66% of women and 33% of men. We find this
composition to be generally maintained across factory size and AA affiliation. The mean age
of workers was 26.5, 77% were married and the mean years of schooling was 5.9. The vast
majority of workers (99%) had been born elsewhere and the majority (87%) said that they
had migrated to their present location explicitly in search of garment work. Around 65% of
workers joined the industry before Rana Plaza while 35% joined after. Around 42% joined
their current factory before Rana Plaza while 58% joined after. The workers in our sample
have spent an average of 5.6 years in the industry and 3.6 years in the current factory.

Together these findings make a number of points. First of all, factories have become larger.
In earlier studies, factories were classified as large if they had 500+ workers and there were
far fewer of them (Zohir and Paul-Majumder, 1996)."* Secondly, the characteristics of the
workforce appear to have changed. While workers in the export garment sector in
Bangladesh have never completely conformed to the stereotype of the young, single women
that featured in the early literature on export-oriented industries (Kabeer, 2000), they are
now even less likely to do so. We know, for instance, that men now constitute a larger share
of the garment workforce than they did in the early decades of the industry—although this
does not show up in our survey sample because of our sampling strategy. The age of workers
has also gone up; for instance, around 56% of workers were below the age of 19 in a 1990
survey (Zohir and Paul-Majumder, 1996), compared to 3.5% less than 18 in the present
study. 77% of them are married in the current survey compared to 60% in 1990. They are
also somewhat more likely to be educated than before: 20% of workers in the 1990 survey
had no education compared to 15% in the present survey. It is also worth noting that
workers in smaller, non-AA affiliated factories were most likely to resemble the earlier
cohorts of workers. They were generally younger than the rest of our sample, with 17% of
those in small, non-AA factories less than the legal age of 18, compared to 3.5% of the
overall sample. They were also less likely to be married and had fewer years of education.

™ As Bangladesh began to specialize in large-volume supply, many of the smaller units have either not
been able to continue in business or have disappeared into the informal economy to serve as
subcontracted units.
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We used our survey data to address the research questions outlined earlier. First, we
examined what workers identified as their priorities in terms of wages and working
conditions, the extent to which these were reflected in the AA initiatives and the extent to
which they were reflected in the wider CSR discourse. Second, we asked whether there were
any significant differences between AA affiliated and non-affiliated factories in terms of
these wages and working conditions. Studies generally show that wages and working
conditions are better in the larger first tier factories, dealing directly with lead firms and
hence under greater international scrutiny, than those at the smaller, usually subcontracted
end. We want to know whether AA-affiliation made a difference to wages and working
conditions, regardless of factory size. And third, we wanted to find out whether we could
attribute any of these observed differences to the efforts of AA.

Our analysis explored these questions using a combination of objective indictors which
measured wages and working conditions in the factories and subjective indicators which
captured workers’ views and perceptions of these issues, including their views on whether
and what kinds of changes had occurred in the aftermath of Rana Plaza. We carried out our
attempt to address our research questions in two stages.

- First we used descriptive statistics to explore the extent to which objective and
subjective indicators of wages and working conditions, and perceived changes in them
since Rana Plaza, varied by AA affiliation and factory size.

- Second, we used regression analysis to separate out the influence of AA affiliation on
indicators of wages and working conditions, including changes in wages and working
conditions since Rana Plaza, from other likely influences.

We used OLS as our preferred regression model for both continuous and categorical
variables. The main reasons for selecting linear probability model for binary outcomes are its
simplicity of interpretation and comparability of the specification throughout the paper.
Since the focus of our study is to identify the correlates of workers' welfare in the factories
rather than making predictions, OLS was likely to produce the same conclusions as non-linear
models (logit or probit). Running logit regressions on binary outcome variables suggested
that this was the case.

2. Global norms, workers’ values

CSR has been represented in the literature as representing efforts to institutionalize new
norms and values within global value chains. These norms and values generally reflect the
internationally agreed consensus about workers’ rights and labor standards, as embodied in
various ILO conventions, to which countries are expected to adhere if they wish to c