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Foreword 
This report is the first result of activities undertaken in the Bangladesh Social Compliance Audit Practices 
project (BASCAP). The project is funded by a grant from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark (19-
M01-SDU) and executed by the University of Southern Denmark and Bangladesh University of Health Sci-
ences. The project commenced in March 2020 and runs until 2023. The overall project goal is to improve 
occupational safety and health and the business competitiveness of the garment industry in Bangladesh. 
The goal is achieved by studying the audit practices in the garment industry to find ways to make the most 
efficient use of social audit to improve social and labour conditions, including occupational safety and 
health (OSH) in the industry.  

The authors of this report take this opportunity to thank all the representatives from garment factories, in-
ternational brands, audit companies, international organisations, NGOs, and others who have contributed 
to the report by sharing their experiences about audits with the authors. We sincerely hope this report 
about the social audit market in Bangladesh can contribute to the discussion about how to use audits to 
contribute to better conditions for both workers and business.  
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1 Executive summary 

 

The report documents that most stakeholders find the status concerning social audits inadequate 
and not delivering the expected value considering the costs and resources used. This implies that 
social audits are not considered solving the problems they are presumed to solve. With an esti-
mated market size of US$ 20 mill per year, this is a substantial cost incurred by the suppliers and 
buyers, which could be used for improving occupational safety and health (OSH) and working con-
ditions.  

The report argues that the challenges associated with social auditing practices reflect the co-exist-
ence of a multiplicity of different private codes of conduct and audit standards, all rooted in ILO’s 
eight core conventions. In practice, this means that each global brand has its code of conduct, 
which they audit according to. Thereby, they spend both their own and the suppliers’ time and re-
sources. This led to a prevalence of auditing fatigue among the global suppliers and a general lack 
of legitimacy of established standards. The consequence may be that both global buyers and sup-
pliers are motivated to experiment with new standards. Yet, there are also factors maintaining the 
current status quo, e.g., satisfying behaviour tendencies of change-fatigue among global buyers.  

Problems with social audits 

Social audits are increasingly criticized for not being effective in improving working conditions in 
the garment industry by most scholars; the exception is the Accord and Alliance, which have 
proved to result in a considerable impact. Scholars point to that codes of conduct and audits are 
unlikely to lead to any improvements, as they function as stand-alone measures without integra-
tion into management structures and systems and with the absence of trade unions in the assess-
ments. Moreover, there are themes (e.g., sexual harassment), which are notoriously difficult to 
capture in audits due to among others cultural stigma. In addition, the problems observed in the 
system include the use of a ‘checklist approach’ or ‘policing’ approach to labour issues, methodo-
logical shortcomings in the inspection process, reliance on a top-down policing approach and the 
failure of the system to involve workers voice sufficiently in the audits – although workers´ voices 
are considered controversial by many stakeholders. 

The report also argues that, while there are numerous problems associated with the use of third-
party auditors, their formal independence of the global buyers adds a degree of legitimacy to their 
practices – in short, it is not global buyers auditing themselves. Yet, third-party auditors are also 
prone to displaying strategic behaviour. The auditor is never free from the potential for conflict of 
interest (‘opportunistic’ behaviour) and bias from wanting to modify audit results to obtain pay-
ment and retain the business contract. The result may be that audits may provide a more positive 
interpretation that is warranted.  

New directions: Platforms 

Except for the notable Social & Labor Convergence Program (SLCP) and The Higg Index (as the Higg 
Index uses SLCP in combination with other non-social audit standards), numerous companies have 
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recognized the challenges associated with the audits. As a result, they have started working to in-
troduce alternative approaches addressing, especially audit fatigue. HIGGs/SLCP represents a new 
paradigm to social audits by replacing the policing approach with a digital platform approach 
based on suppliers’ self-reporting and external verification processes. It is premature to claim that 
this will replace conventional audits for various reasons, for example, limited knowledge and ex-
perimental fatigue among certain global buyers. Yet, there is a high probability that HIGGs will be-
come a key player at the Bangladeshi social auditing market.1 This claim echoes a call for a unifying 
standard that can be legitimate and efficient across Bangladeshi stakeholders.  

Policy recommendations 

In terms of policy recommendations, the report findings point to the need for supporting experi-
mentation with alternatives to the existing standards and especially exploring how digitalization 
and self-reporting can be designed in a manner that lends itself to be considered a legitimate ap-
proach. Policy-makers – and other actors – need to pay special attention to developing robust veri-
fication processes in the context of said digitally-based social audits. Policymakers also need to at-
tend to resistance among incumbents against developing new standards, encourage experimenta-
tion, and provide support for upscaling promising activities. This combination may result in the de-
velopment of new and more legitimate standards. The standards, however, are not expected to 
solve all possible challenges connected to social auditing practices. 

 

 
1 HIGGs do not have their own standard for collecting data on social compliance but uses the SLCP standard.  



7 
 

2 Introduction 

Today, decades after the first social compliance initiatives were established, the corporate-led so-
cial audits and certification industry has evolved into a multi-billion dollar – yet highly controver-
sial – industry (AFL-CIO, 2013). Auditing companies employ thousands of auditors, trainers and 
managers and issue tens of thousands of audit reports and/or compliance certificates for paying 
clients – suppliers or brands – every year. As a result, auditing has become a mainstream practice 
used to ensure compliance with codes of conduct of most multinational corporations (MNCs) and 
global buyers in connection to sourcing from suppliers located in emerging markets (Huq et al., 
2016).  

Almost from the outset has the study of social audits and certifications divided actors in supply 
chain analysis, labour studies, CSR (Lund-Thomsen & Ramirez, 2020) and Occupational Safety and 
Health (Hohnen & Hasle, 2018) (OSH). As a result, virtually nobody is fully satisfied with the social 
auditing practices, related certification schemes and outcomes of the investments in social audit-
ing activities, but actors from the industry and researchers are nevertheless divided about how to 
assess the value of social auditing practices.  

On one end of the spectrum are the critical voices not considering social audits as anything but 
greenwashing and window-dressing to prevent formal regulation from being imposed on various 
industries (Fransen & LeBaron, 2019). On the other end of the spectrum, companies and moderate 
scholars acknowledge that social audits are far from perfect but an important tool in ensuring cer-
tain minimum standards among suppliers in global supply chains (Huq et al., 2014, 2016). In be-
tween the two extremes, one finds researchers suggesting that social audits are important ingredi-
ents in improving working conditions among suppliers but only when they work in tandem with 
external pressure/stakeholders and competency-building (Distelhorst & Locke, 2018; Hasle & 
Vang, 2021; Villena & Gioia, 2018).  

In this report, we are less concerned with such a ‘grand statement’. We are more interested in un-
derstanding how social audits unfold and are experienced in a given geographical setting, including 
how new initiatives (e.g., Higgs/SLCP platform-based auditing) are received among the local stake-
holders in Bangladesh. We purport the position that social audits need to be understood in their 
national and geographical context. Understanding their role among suppliers in a given destination 
calls for an in-depth description and analysis of the specificities, contingencies and particularities 
of stylized facts and perceptions about audits in the context, including how the context impacts 
what is perceived as critical regarding (new) standards.  

Our understanding of what a standard is, is based on Gilbert et al. (2011), who define it as “volun-
tary predefined rules, procedures, and methods to systematically assess, measure, audit and/or 
communicate the social and environmental behavior and/or performance of firms” (2011). How-
ever, there are a number of internal differences between the standard setting initiatives and pro-
grams considered in this report. Formally, some of them are certification standards such as WRAP 
and SA8000, while others such as BSCI and Sedex are so-called principle-based standards (not issu-
ing certificates) (Gilbert el al., 2011). Both types require that suppliers demonstrate compliance 
with specific social issues. The SLCP is included as a social data collection standard (it provides raw 
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data to other actors who can then integrate them in conventional standards). Similarly, Better 
Work, which we also include differs from conventional standards by emphasizing implementation 
of improvement activities, where conventional standards rely more on hand-off corrective action 
plans only. This implies that we take on a broad definition of standards in this report. 

In this report, we pay special attention to new and emerging initiatives potentially challenging the 
dominance of conventional social audits with new digital platform-based social audits incorporat-
ing self-assessment elements. These emerging initiatives aim to become new and alternative para-
digms to solve well-documented problems concerning social audit practices such as audit fatigue 
(Benstead et al., 2020; Fraser et al., 2020; Khalid et al., 2020). To state it bolder, we are especially 
interested in whether the social auditing industry in Bangladesh is in an early phase of a paradigm 
shift and whether such a paradigm shift would entail dramatic improvements in the value of social 
audits in the context of Bangladesh. 

 In this report, we zoom in on the audit market for the garment industry in Bangladesh. The gar-
ment industry in Bangladesh is notoriously infamous for precarious working conditions among the 
largely female-dominated sewing operators (Khan, 2019). The history of the global garment indus-
try is known for devastating industrial accidents, dating back from the Triangle shirtwaist factory 
accident in New York in 1911, where almost 150 workers died, to the Rana Plaza accident in 
Dhaka, Bangladesh, in 2013, where more than 1100 mainly female workers died. In Bangladesh, 
the Rana Plaza accident was the peak of a series of significant accidents (e.g. in 2005 and 2006 
Bangladesh experienced accidents in garment factories with more than 60 deaths, while in 2012, 
in the Tazreen fashions factory fire accident, more than 150 workers died (Rossi, 2015)).  

The positive outcome of these devastating tragedies is that with the effort of the Accord and Alli-
ance, structural safety has improved dramatically in Bangladesh, especially compared to similar 
countries such as Pakistan and India. Almost nobody is questioning the significant progress 
achieved by the two multi-stakeholder initiatives (although some scholars point to the focus on 
structural safety aspects leading to a neglect of other critical issues). However, in early 2019, the 
Alliance ended its operations, while just recently, the commencement of the Accord was signed on 
1. September 2021. Later, we will return to the Accord and Alliance in Bangladesh; these two mul-
tistakeholder initiatives have undeniably influenced the social audit market despite their main fo-
cus being on structural building safety (Donaghey & Reinecke, 2018). The positive effect of the two 
multistakeholder initiatives has resulted in that actors in Bangladesh now increasingly question if 
ordinary social audits are functioning optimally or perhaps questioning social audits more in-
tensely. 

The need to qualify the discussion of social audits has renewed the attention concerning the social 
audit market. Currently, there is limited knowledge about questions such as the size of the audit 
market, which standards dominate the audit markets, how said standards are perceived by the in-
dustry actors and the new trends in the social audit market. Therefore, it is possible to provide in-
formed conclusions about whether the audit market is moving in the right direction only by ad-
dressing these questions. By `right direction´, we refer to reducing window-dressing and support-
ing a higher degree of supplier compliance with social audit requirements. However, for 
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clarification, ‘moving in the right direction` does not equate to becoming fully socially sustainable; 
there is much scope for improvements without the industry becomes fully socially sustainable (De 
Brito et al., 2008).  

With the critical role of third-party audits and the stretched resources of OSH regulatory authori-
ties in Bangladesh and other developing countries, there is a need for research-based knowledge 
about how third-party compliance audits of OSH can be carried out efficiently to ensure compli-
ance and promote a convincing and correct image of the industry and factories, as well as new 
knowledge about the upcoming new standards (and the associated challenges and opportunities).  
 
The remainder of this report aims to reduce the knowledge gap about the dynamics mentioned 
above on the Bangladeshi audit market to critically assess the importance of the social audit actors 
in connection to improving social compliance among suppliers in developing countries repre-
sented by Bangladesh’s suppliers.  
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3 Background 

The last decades have witnessed significant changes and growth concerning the use of social au-
dits globally. In this section of the report, we provide the general ‘audit-background’ information 
needed to understand the current situation in Bangladesh. 

 

3.1  The international development of social compliance audits 
As offshore outsourcing of low value-added production activities gained traction from the mid-
1990’ies, companies increasingly started to experience challenges related to poor working condi-
tions, child labour and poorly developed labour standards. Initially, companies such as Nike and 
Gap received much scrutiny in the mass media and instigated changes towards ensuring compli-
ance among the suppliers located in the Global South (G. D. Brown, 2015). However, the initial 
wave of compliance was largely driven by reputational concerns among leading brands and retail-
ers; and with pronounced resistance to acknowledge a responsibility for working conditions 
among their suppliers. In the Bangladeshi context, the focus was initially on eliminating child la-
bour in the garment export industry (and global consensus points to that this has successfully been 
achieved).  

The negative exposure of selected brands in mass media prompted retailers and big brands ini-
tially to introduce social auditing as an internal tool to monitor and manage risks related to key 
suppliers (Lebaron & Lister, 2015). The focus was and is mainly on suppliers in the Global South. 
Here, weak institutional settings (i.e., institutional voids2), including a limited focus on enforce-
ment of labour laws, few resources in the relevant ministries, the prevalence of corruption and 
bribing of labour inspectors and limited competencies among public labour inspectors, resulted in 
the prevalence of window-dressing among suppliers. According to Conners et al. (2017), window-
dressing refers to ‘ .. self-serving enhancements undertaken by companies to distract from larger 
truths or underlying problems´.  

To understand the institutional history of labour governance in global supply chains, the role of 
the ILO must be mentioned. Since its creation in 1919, the ILO has adopted 189 conventions cover-
ing topics such as freedom of association, forced and child labour, working time and occupational 
safety and health. States can commit to international labour standards and ratify the conventions 
into their national legislature, thereby protecting fundamental human rights (Baccini & Koenig-
Archibugi, 2014). For example, Bangladesh has ratified 35 ILO conventions, including seven of the 
eight fundamental conventions (ILO, 2021), with only the ILO´s minimum age convention missing.  

The history of the social auditing industry is relatively young. Brands developed their first party au-
dits, and in parallel, an industry offering what is labelled as third-party audits gradually emerged. 
The social auditing industry started to manifest itself in the 1990s when consumers became aware 
of the inadequate working conditions that characterized production in supplier countries in the 
Global South. Brands saw themselves in a position where they could not rely on government 

 
2 Institutional voids refer to poor regulation and enforcement of ILO’s conventions 
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regulation and inspection due to the prevalence of institutional voids in the global south countries. 
Although this does not necessarily result in large changes of the the poor working conditions 
amongst their suppliers, companies gradually realized the need to react to the growing pressure 
from consumers in particular social movements in the US. The student movements, e.g., were in-
strumental in placing demands on global brands. This pressure forced brands and retailers to start 
addressing poor labour conditions and implement voluntary codes of conduct. In parallel, the in-
dustry of third-party audits gradually emerged to enforce compliance with the newly developed 
codes of conduct.  

However, soon questions were raised both about the legitimacy of social audits procured directly 
at the request of the brands – a practice that especially was complicated to implement for smaller 
and less resourceful buyers. Therefore, to ensure compliance with labour standards, civil society 
organizations  and researchers started to ask for more independent monitoring efforts (O’Rourke, 
2006). This paved the way for social compliance initiatives comprising multiple stakeholders from 
either USA or Europe, made up of members from the textile industry, NGO´s, social movements 
and/or academia. Collectively, these actors started to create comprehensive social compliance 
standards based on several international core labour conventions, such as the core principles and 
conventions of the ILO and other international guiding principles (Terwindt & Armstrong, 2019). 
Amongst these social compliance initiatives are: 

- The Social Accountability International (SAI) and the SA8000 standard (1997) 
- The Fair Labor Association (FLA - 1999)  
- The Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP – 2000) 
- Sedex and the Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit (SMETA – 2001), which is based on the 

Base Code of the Ethical Trading Initiatives (1998) 
- The Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI – 2003), which since has changed to Amfori 

BSCI 
- The Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC- 2009) that three years later launched the Higg In-

dex  

Third-party audits were complemented by norm-setting initiatives by global organizations such as 
United Nations promoting business and human rights initiatives, such as the Global Compact and 
later the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGP). The UN thereby introduced 
volunteer standards and monitoring to improve companies’ global labour and other human rights 
practices (Ruggie 2008). In contrast to the voluntary basis of most social standards, CoCs and third-
party audits legal requirements are growing in Europe. For example, France and Germany will 
make it mandatory to assess their first-tier suppliers through UNGP’s due diligence process, and 
the EU commission has similar plans (National Law Review, 2021). However, these norm-setting 
activities are not included in this report as they are not considered social audits but more institu-
tional entrepreneurial activities influencing the social auditing industry.  
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3.2 Social compliance audits and Codes of Conducts 
The standards against which a buyer audits its suppliers in Bangladesh and other developing coun-
tries are either firm-specific (internally developed) code of conducts (CoC) or Codes developed by 
social compliance initiatives. The firm-specific are by nature idiosyncratic, but most resemble to a 
large extent each other. The social compliance initiatives range from more open without a fixed 
type of template to closed approaches based on assessment schemes where, e.g., Sedex monitors 
in an ‘open manner’ while BSCI uses a more closed one. The official overarching aim of a code of 
conduct is to promote better working conditions in supplier factories in global supply chains and 
facilitate a system of compliance control through monitoring supplier’s performance according to 
standard specific expectations. However, critics point to that the real goal is to avoid introducing 
more formal regulation; we will return to this later in the report. 

What does a social audit entail? Social audits typically involve reviewing the factories and manu-
facturer’s labour standards (e.g. reviewing their documents regarding labour contracts, working 
hours and company policies, Freedom of Association (FoA)) and physical inspection of working 
conditions, including safety and health issues (Huq et al., 2014) on the factory sites. Social audits 
come in several shapes, but despite differences between the various types of codes of conduct 
and social compliance standards, they have, at least until recently (see later about how digital plat-
form-based social audits aims at disrupting the industry), shared a standard set of ideas concern-
ing social auditing practices and the core foci areas. These are all rooted in ILO’s eight core con-
ventions, e.g., Freedom of association and organising rights. 

Audits are carried out to ensure conformity with a certain standard and are conducted regularly to 
check whether conditions are still being complied with (Hohnen & Hasle, 2018). Thus, auditing is a 
tool to document the supply chain’s social performance and improvement areas, as audits allow 
assessing social requirements and supposedly guide continuous improvement actions to meet le-
gal, voluntary and customer requirements. In addition, their oversight role is argued to be neces-
sary to cover the whole gamut of social auditing responsibilities and working conditions that legal 
liability may not reach (Terwindt & Armstrong, 2019), especially in countries characterized by a 
high degree of institutional voids.  

Codes of conduct are contractual provisions requested by buyers. Codes are typically based on the 
core labour standards articulated by the International Labour Organization (ILO), and buyers re-
quire suppliers to agree to adhere to them as a business condition. The codes are typically fol-
lowed by monitoring programs, which deploy private social auditors to inspect suppliers and as-
sess their adherence to codes of conduct. To illustrate what this means in practice. A global buyer 
requires a supplier's audit based on a given standard (e.g., Sedex). The auditor then assesses the 
supplier factory according to expectations of the given standard and subsequently issue a report 
stating the findings, including needed corrective actions required. The supplier is then supposed to 
implement improvements ensuring compliance in the areas where the supplier failed to meet the 
expected conditions or to face sanctions imposed by the buyers. 
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3.3 After Rana Plaza: The Accord and Alliance 
More recent developments in the social auditing practices in Bangladesh were spurred by the 
Rana Plaza accident in 2013. With the Rana Plaza accident, the poor working conditions character-
izing Bangladesh’s garment industry received increased global exposure. Both brands and suppli-
ers acknowledge the need for dramatic improvements in the industry and especially for building 
safety (Beierlein, 2020). A special audit version was created after the Rana Plaza collapse, where 
buyers/brands, regulators, trade bodies, NGOs and unions developed joint initiatives to improve 
the industry's social standards. Two consortiums were established: 1) The Bangladesh Accord on 
Fire and Building Safety and 2) The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety. The two buyer consorti-
ums audited fire, electrical and structural safety with similar standards.  

These audits undertaken by the Accord and Alliance were different from previous audits in several 
ways. As before, data was gathered and checked by third-party auditors, but they now reported to 
the consortium and made the audit outcomes publicly available. Much like the other forms of au-
dits mentioned previously, documentation was essential, but the verification processes had signifi-
cantly improved, and the buyers/brands, which signed up to the consortium agreed to follow up 
on problems and if they were not remedied to stop doing business with the supplier. This has re-
sulted in most garment suppliers being compliant with Accord and Alliance structural safety re-
quirements (James et al., 2019). As mentioned in the introduction, the Alliance ended its opera-
tions in 2019, while the commencement of the Accord was signed on 1. September 2021. As the 
original agreement from 2013, the commencement contains essential issues such as  

• the ability to subject suppliers to legal actions if they fail to meet safety and health stand-
ards in their factories 

• shared governance responsibilities between suppliers and buyers 
• safety committee training and monitoring activities by the Bangladeshi-based RMG Sus-

tainability council 

Moreover, the new Accord agreement expands its scope to include more general safety and health 
issues beyond the initial focus on fire and building safety that characterized the original Accord.  

3.4 Most recent developments 
More recently, new standards or redesigned standards have emerged aiming at outcompeting es-
tablished standards. These standards rely on, for example, the Converged Assessment Framework 
of the SLCP, which offers a more collaborative approach involving self-assessment in the context 
of multi-sided platforms. SLCP is facilitated by the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC). In addition, 
other approaches are promoted by the audit companies, such as Elevate, which provides a service 
where one audit covers several standards. Sedex, as another example, is currently experimenting 
with how AI can be used on collected data to improve the quality of social audits; later in the re-
port, we will return to these new developments.  

To sum up, Bangladesh has been going through a process of development of social compliances 
practices and the emergence of new standards (we’ll return to their effects later). 
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3.5 Labour Standards and social compliance audits in Bangladesh 
Bangladesh has been a member of the ILO Region Asia and the Pacific since 1972 and ratified 29 of 
its total 35 conventions in the same year. Since then, the country ratified additional six conven-
tions, which sums up to 35 in total, of which 30 are still in force.  

 

 Convention Date 
7 of 8 fundamental conven-
tions  
 

C029 – Forced Labour Conven-
tion 

22. June 1972 

C087 – Freedom of Associa-
tion and Protection of the 
Right to Organise Convention 

22. June 1972 

C098 – Right to Organise and 
Collective Bargaining Conven-
tion 

22. June 1972 

C100 – Equal Remuneration 
Convention 

28. January 1998 

C105 – Abolition of Forced La-
bour Convention 

22. June 1972 

C111 – Discrimination (Em-
ployment and Occupation) 
Convention 

22. June 1972 

C182 – Worst Forms of Child 
Labour Convention 

12. March 2001 

2 of 4 governance conventions 
 

C081 – Labour Inspection Con-
vention 

22. June 1972 

C144 – Tripartite Consultation 
(International Labour Stand-
ards) Convention 

17. April 1979 

26 of 178 technical conven-
tions 
 

e.g., C001 – Hours of Work, C014 – Weekly Rest (Industry), 
C019 – Equality of Treatment (Accident Compensation) 

Figure 3.1 - Selected ILO conventions ratified in Bangladesh 

Bangladesh has now initiated to ratify the last fundamental convention on the minimum age; this 
is done to secure its duty-free market access to the European Union3. According to the ILO con-
vention, the minimum age shall not be less than 15 years. Currently, The Bangladesh Labour Act-
2018 only prohibits the employment of children under the age of 14. This ratification does not 
hold major implications because child labour has been eradicated already in the export sector in 
the garment industry.  

 
3 https://www.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/trade/bangladesh-set-to-ratify-ilos-minimum-age-convention-for-duty-
free-eu-access-1612670443  

https://www.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/trade/bangladesh-set-to-ratify-ilos-minimum-age-convention-for-duty-free-eu-access-1612670443
https://www.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/trade/bangladesh-set-to-ratify-ilos-minimum-age-convention-for-duty-free-eu-access-1612670443
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The implementation of ILO conventions mentioned above has not led to an effective good en-
forcement strategy in the country, which indirectly led to the increasing rise of private monitoring 
programs of brands, multi-stakeholder initiatives and NGO´s.  
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4 Methodology 

The report is built on case study research, considered the most appropriate scientific method for 
exploratory studies to uncover complex issues and underlying mechanisms (Yin, 2014). Within the 
case study research tradition, the report is built on an abductive approach which consists of sev-
eral iterations between theories and empirical findings. An abductive research method is appropri-
ate, given that there is a limited amount of literature focusing on audit standards.  
 
Interviews are carried out with auditors, representatives from factories, brands representatives, 
NGO representatives, Workers Rights-based organisations, employers’ associations, companies 
providing corporate social responsibility platforms such as BSCI, and alternative initiatives such as 
Better Work. Cases were chosen purposefully based on their role in the market: global buyers 
(from different countries), auditors, garment suppliers, trade unions, and social audit standard or-
ganisations (e.g., Sedex). Initially, we screened the audit market based on desktop research to 
identify actors. This was supplemented with snowball sampling (e.g., contacting new informants 
recommended by other informants) and through personal and digital networks (e.g., LinkedIn).  
 
We chose one informant from the relevant department for each organization, typically the CSR or 
sustainability department in buyers and suppliers. For strategic issues, we selected members of 
the top management, while for operational issues, we selected middle management or profession-
als. Informants were selected based on their recent employment, but since the analysis covers the 
developmental phase too, informants with earlier experience from different functions were also 
interviewed about these experiences.  
 
All interview persons and organisations are kept anonymous and guaranteed anonymity in the 
contact information to ensure that information was not withheld. The method proved to help es-
tablish a trusting relationship with the informants, as they volunteered to provide information also 
on illegitimate or illegal practices (e.g., providing entertainment to auditors, being flexible in what 
is noticed). In total, 44 informants were interviewed; the informants represented different stake-
holder backgrounds, some of them with more than one (e.g., social compliance managers of global 
buyers have a professional background as third-party auditors). The final number of informants 
reflected that the interviews reached saturation; in our case, saturation reflects that new infor-
mation was not revealed in extra interviews, and solid information was in place concerning the 
mechanisms we investigated. In sum, this ensured what Yin (2015) refers to as analytical generali-
zability. In addition to the interviews, we organised a stakeholder workshop on 9th December 2020 
to present and validate our tentative findings and a validating workshop in autumn 2021.  
 
In addition, data collection included secondary material; that is, collection of relevant standards, 
codes of conduct, information about audits at webpages and other relevant written sources in-
cluding official company homepages, official webpages concerning the standards and relevant sci-
entific literature. Secondary material is important for identifying information in general and trian-
gulating interview information. Interviews often suffer from ex-post justifications and ex-post re-
flections undertaken after a given event, while secondary sources typically are written closer to 
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the event in question. Yet, no data are perfect and secondary material may be written with a stra-
tegic purpose and not always be correct. Therefore, we used triangulation of multiple sources to 
reduce these potential error sources as much as possible.  
 
Type of Stakeholder No. of informants 
Audit companies 12 
Buyers/Brands 19 
Suppliers/Factories 7 
Social Compliance Initiatives  4 
NGO´s and Trade unions  4 
Industry experts  3 
Total 49 

Figure 4.1 - Overview of topics covered and informants 
 
Interview guides were dynamic and developed based on learnings from the interviews and were 
also prepared for the interview fitting the target groups. Further developments of the interview 
guide also reflected the incorporation of learning-based new insights, as is expected when relying 
on an abductive approach. The main topics focussed on formal and practice-oriented dimensions 
and included: 

• Education and professional background of the interviewed person 
• Scale of operations (type of product, number of employees, value, number of pieces, % of sourcing, 

etc.) 
• Audit process, relations to comply with the legal framework in Bangladesh 
• Accreditation and certification process by the auditors 
• Selection of audit conductor (third party audit firms, buyer visits/audits, others)  
• Implementation of audits (activities, sequence, interview persons, tools/checklists, observations) 
• Frequency of audit, affiliation of audit firm with international standards and multi-stakeholder initi-

atives such as Amfori BSCI, SEDEX  
• Payment structure for different audits (payments procedures, who pays, payment/fee structure) 
• Follow up on an audit report (non-conformity)  
• Active audit company in Bangladesh (satisfaction/impression of audits, auditing practice, their ef-

fects, feedback procedures) 
• Self-assessments (experience and effects) 
• Role of government in ensuring OSH compliance in factories 
• Future trends in auditing systems and practice in Bangladesh? Future changes anticipated 
• Proposal for improvement of audit system and practice 
• New standards and data collection initiatives (e.g., digital platforms), opinion about new standards. 

Standards and codes of conduct were collected through an internet search and by prompting or-
ganizations to share their codes of conduct and standards. We ended up selecting the most com-
mon eight standards and multi-stakeholder initiatives for further analysis.  
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Critical aspects and findings of all the interviews were captured in comprehensive minutes. The 
obtained data were analysed to establish an understanding of common patterns with importance 
for the social auditing practice in Bangladesh. Subsequently, results were discussed in stakeholder 
workshops with the interviewed informants and actors from Bangladeshis social audit industry. 
These workshops were both used to recruit new participants for further research activities of the 
BASCAP Project, but also to get feedback on the report findings and secure validity and reliability.  
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5 The standards, social compliance initiatives and codes of conduct 

Above, we introduced the Bangladeshi social auditing industry dynamics, including the drivers be-
hind the dynamics. In this part of the report, we move from the helicopter view to the close-up 
view of the social audit companies in Bangladesh today and address which are present and what 
characterize their approach to auditing. This allows for a more granular understanding of the chal-
lenges of using social audits to enhance compliance in the context of Bangladesh.  
 

5.1 Social compliance Initiatives 
The social auditing industry is rooted in global audit companies originating in different countries; 
this has implications for which standards the global buyers use and thereby for the challenges they 
encounter about using social audits for compliance enhancement in Bangladesh.  
 

 According to our informants, while not black and 
white, the global buyers’ reliance on standards re-
flects nonetheless on their country of origin. For ex-
ample, SEDEX is particularly strong among UK firms, 
ICS is most prevalent in France, and BSCI dominates 
among European buyers. At the same time, e.g., Wrap 
is used almost exclusively by US buyers. More minor 
standards such as Fair Trade are mainly considered a 
boutique standard with limited traction. However, as 
we will come back to later in the report, there are 
currently changes, which may result in significant 
changes in the market for social audits.  
 
 

Two types of standards are very common in Bangladesh to audit in the garment factories. The first 
one is the general standards formulated by social compliance initiatives such as Amfori BSCI, 
Sedex, WRAP, ICS. The second one is buyer codes of conduct such as H&M, Walmart, and BEST-
SELLER (‘new’ data collection standards such as SLCP, used by e.g., the Higg Facility Social & Labor 
Tool (Higg FSLM) are currently challenging the established standards, we’ll elaborate on the latest 
‘standards’ below). To understand the impact and efficiency of standards, there is a need to un-
pack their different coverage, as the coverage influences their impact.  
 
We have mapped eight standards and multistakeholder initiatives, which play roles in Bangla-
desh's social compliance audits. The included standards cover two approaches: 1) focus on con-
tent requirements mainly from ILO basic conventions and UN global compact and UN guiding prin-
ciples.  

Standard Geographical prefer-
ences 

Amfori BSCI Continental Europe 
Better Work Mixed, preferred in the 

USA 
SLCP/Higg Mixed 
ICS France 
FLA USA 
SA 8000 Mixed 
Sedex Britain 
WRAP USA 
Figure 5.1 - Geographical preferences of 
social compliance standards 
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Figure 5.2. - Overview of requirements in the content standards 

We start with an overview of eight content standards (Figure 5.2). As the table indicates, the se-
lected social compliance standards only differ to a limited extent. They all comprise a core number 
of general working conditions, such as the prohibition of forced labour, child labour, harassment 
or abuse, or discrimination. Yet, there are in some cases more differences when it comes to the 
specific requirements under each theme. Especially for OSH, the specifications are somewhat lim-
ited and the requirements rather general – for a detailed description, see Figure 5.5. Only three 
standards go beyond addressing general human rights requirements and demand the implementa-
tion of a management system to secure compliance with the demands.  
 

Topic SA 
8000 

FLA WRAP Amfori 
BSCI 

ETI  SEDEX/ 
SMETA 

SLCP/ 
Higg 
FSLM 

Better 
Work 

Compliance with 
Laws and Work-
place regulations 

X X X X X X X X  

Prohibition of 
Forced Labour 

X X X X X X X X 

Prohibition of 
Child Labour 

X X X X X X X X 

Prohibition of 
Harassment or 
Abuse 

X X X X X X X X 

Compensation 
and Benefits 

0 X X X X X X X 

Hours of work X X X X X X X X 

Prohibition of 
Discrimination 

X X X X X X X X 

Health and Sa-
fety 

X X X X X X X X 

Freedom of Asso-
ciation and Col-
lective Bargain-
ing 

X X X X X X X X 

Remuneration (Is 
often covered in 
Compensation 
and benefits) 

X 0 0 X 0 0 0 0 

Management Sy-
stem 

X 0 0 0 0 0 X X 
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 Themes Description 
SA 8000 Policies, Procedures 

and Records 
How the organization defines its principles, objectives, and commit-
ment to SA8000 and instructs its personnel to implement those prin-
ciples on a day-to-day basis.  
 

Social Performance 
Team 

The trained people who lead and facilitate the organization’s SA8000 
implementation, as required in SA8000 9.2.  
 

Identification and 
Assessment of Risks 

How the organization determines its risks and prioritizes its actions to 
address them.  
 

Monitoring How the organization tracks its SA8000 implementation and perfor-
mance to achieve its objectives and targets.  
 

Internal Involve-
ment and Communi-
cation 

The organization’s methods and channels for communicating with 
workers and getting their input for SA8000 implementation.  
 

Complaint Manage-
ment and Resolu-
tion 

How the organization receives and addresses grievances or other sug-
gestions from workers or interested parties.  
 

External Verification 
and Stakeholder En-
gagement 

How the organization cooperates with external auditors or involves 
interested parties to get comprehensive input to its SA8000 imple-
mentation  
 

Corrective and Pre-
ventive Actions 

How the organization addresses risks and gaps in its SA8000 imple-
mentation and makes system changes to prevent recurrence and 
drive continual improvement.  
 

Training and Capac-
ity Building 

How the organization trains its personnel and develops their atti-
tudes, skills, and knowledge to implement SA8000 effectively.  
 

Management of 
Suppliers and Con-
tractors 

How the organization conducts due diligence on its business partners 
and encourages them to implement SA8000 and improve.  
 

SLCP Policies & Proce-
dures 

How the organization defines its principles, objectives and commit-
ments related to topics such as social & labour practices, child labour, 
forced labour, abuse & harassment, working hours, wages and bene-
fits, freedom of association and collective bargaining, grievance sys-
tems, health & safety, suppliers & subcontractors.  

Roles & Responsibil-
ities 

How the company defines roles and responsibilities for implementing 
and managing social & labour practices and whether training and 
communications are provided.  

Self-Assessment How and if the company monitors social & labour practices, policies, 
and procedures.  

Continuous Im-
provement 

How the company addresses social and labour practices and com-
municates improvements to interested stakeholders.  

Figure 5.3 – Overview of Management System requirements 
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Some requirements in the standards are broad and offer a wide scope for interpretation, such as 
Sedex´ SMETA, which focuses on national laws and regulations, in this case, Bangladeshi law.  
 
Why do the standards differ, where do they have their roots? Drawing on our interviews and pub-
licly available material from the standard organizations, we have traced the sources for the social 
compliance demands in the standards (Figure 5.4). However, many standards do not indicate 
which sources/conventions, guidelines, and principles they are based on; hence interpretations 
should be treated cautiously. 
 

Source for standard SA 
8000 

FLA WRAP Am-
fori 
BSCI 

ICS SMETA SLCP/Higg 
FSLM (a) 

UN guiding principles for Busi-
ness and Human Rights 

X 0 X X X X 0 

UN Global Compact Conventi-
ons 

0 0 0 X 0 0 0 

ILO Conventions X X X X X X X 

OECD Guidelines for Multina-
tional Enterprises 

0 0 X X X 0 X 

Figure 5.4. - Overview of sources to the standards 

(a) Higg FSLM uses SLCP’s standard and therefore the two are treated together. 

As depicted in Figure 5.5, the different social compliance standards listed above incorporate sev-
eral generic OSH-risk factors, such as the requirement of personal protective equipment, emer-
gency exits, chemical and electrical safety, and access to clean drinking water or first aid kits. This 
means that factories that comply with these standards meet a certain minimum standard in terms 
of working conditions. However, only a few have more detailed prerequisites of specific risk fac-
tors related to work in the RMG-industry, such as ergonomic workstations that help prevent mus-
culoskeletal diseases. Only FLA, WRAP, Better Work and SLCP take ergonomic issues into account, 
such as heavy lifting, repetitive work, MSD, or workstation design. And even though these issues 
are mentioned, it remains questionable how much they are considered during the audits. For ex-
ample, the WRAP-standard only asks the auditor to check “well-lighted and comfortable work-
stations”. 

 

 

 

OSH Risks OSH risk SA 
8000 

FLA WRAP Amfori 
BSCI 

SMETA SLCP/Higg ICS BW 

Emergency exit X X X X X X X X 
Aisles marking 0 0 0 X 0 X 0 0 
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MSDS X X X X X X X X 
Chemical safety X X X X X X X X 
Electrical safety X X X X X X X X 
Building/structural 
safety 

X 0 X X 0 X X X 

Fire protection X X X X X X X X 
Machine safety X X X X X X X X 
Ergonomics (heavy Lift-
ing, repetitive work, 
MSD, workstation de-
sign) 

0 X X 0 0 X 0 X 

High temperature X 0 X X X X X X 
Noise X X X X X X X X 
Dust X X X X X X 0  
PPE X X X X X X X X 
First Aid (Kit, training, 
and protocol) 

X X X X X X X X 

Professional health sur-
veillance 

0 X 
 

X 0 0 X 0 X 

Clean drinking water X X X X X X X X 
Sanitation X X 0 X X X X X 

OSH-Manage-
ment System 

Risk assessments X X X X X X X X 
Action plan for OSH 
risks 

X X X X X X X X 

Management Commit-
ment 

X X 0 X 0 X X X 

Accident analysis X X X X X X X X 
OSH-Training (proper 
and safe use of machin-
ery, equipment, and 
PPE) 

X X X X X X X X 

OSH Committee (or co-
operation) 

X X X X X X X X 

Workers´ representa-
tives 

X X X X X X X X 

Figure 5.5 - Specification of OSH requirements 

 

Although only three of the included standards have an explicit focus on management system re-
quirements, all standards include prerequisites that are typically associated with OSH-manage-
ment systems, such as risk-assessments and action plans to address the identified issues, system-
atic analysis of occupational accidents and OSH committees or co-operation between workers and 
management in relation to OSH.  
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We were able to find accreditation details for the six social compliance initiatives listed below in 
fig. 5.6. There are, however, significant differences in how the accredited audit companies are 
monitored and grievances addressed, especially regarding the level of transparency and involve-
ment of the suppliers. As we will elaborate further on the coming pages, especially the relatively 
newer social compliance initiatives such as the SLCP, are perceived as more transparent and fairer 
by the interviewed informants.  

 

Accreditation SA 
8000 

WRAP Amfori 
BSCI 

SMETA SLCP/Higg 
FSLM 

ICS 

General accred-
itation require-
ments 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

APSCA mem-
bership re-
quired 

No Yes No Yes No No 

Specific auditor 
training courses 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Auditor quali-
fication mainte-
nance 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Monitoring of 
audit company 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Figure 5.6 - Accreditation requirements 

APSCA – the Association of Professional Social Compliance Auditors - is becoming an essential ac-
tor in social compliance audits. This is also represented in the auditor accreditation requirements 
of the listed social compliance initiatives: While only WRAP and Sedex explicitly make an APSCA 
membership a prerequisite, the SLCP recommends auditors to have an APSCA certificate. Further-
more, although ICS and Amfori BSCI do not require APSCA memberships, all the audit companies 
accredited by them are APSCA members. This underlines the growing importance of APSCA. 

Another certification standard that we initially expected to be used more than it turned out to be, 
is the ISO 45001. The ISO 45001 specifies requirements for an occupational health and safety man-
agement system. However, while it is implemented in many production- and manufacturing sites 
in the global north, there are no accredited companies in Bangladesh. Asked about this, our in-
formants indicated that the scope of ISO 45001 is not considered as sufficient in terms of a social 
compliance audit amongst stakeholders in the industry, since the focus predominantly lies on oc-
cupational health and safety and does not cover other core areas such as child labour, working 
hours or remunerations systems.  

The details of the standards are specified in Appendix 1 where we address their history and high-
light special features of both content and the related audit practice.  
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5.2 Code of conducts 
Although most brands and retailers primarily rely on audits against standards or frameworks of so-
cial compliance initiatives, corporate code of conduct is still regarded as a tool to promote corpo-
rate or supplier compliance with social and labour standards. According to our informants, most 
brands and retailers have developed internal audit practices where the responsible employees of 
the companies´ CSR- or Sustainability-departments visit the most critical tier-1 suppliers about 
once every year / every second year. The initial internal audits against codes of conduct are usually 
done to assess whether the supplier can be trusted enough to engage in a business relationship 
with the brand. Subsequently, findings will be published in annual corporate sustainability reports. 
These internal audit practices are, however, in most cases viewed as a tool that supplement third-
party audits, which have become a requirement to access markets. The brands often require audit 
reports from BSCI or Sedex as prerequisite to start dealing with the supplier. In case of a contract 
they will eventually follow up with their own audit of code of conduct.  

Three cases were selected to give a broad overview of the corporate code of conduct and the so-
cial compliance issues they cover. The example of Bestseller, ALDI, and H&M show that formal re-
quirements to suppliers are very similar. All three companies mention how their CoC´s are based 
on the same core documents, such as: 

• The UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
• The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
• ILO Conventions 

This translates to the following topics: 

• Compliance with local laws and workplace regulations 
• Prohibition of Forced Labour 
• Prohibition of Child Labour 
• Prohibition of Harassment or Abuse 
• Compensation and Benefits 
• Hours of work 
• Prohibition of Discrimination 
• Health and Safety 
• Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining 
• Management System 

As mentioned above, debates over corporate codes and conducts and the brand's ability to moni-
tor and enforce compliance with social compliance requirements have been critical. Arguments 
have especially been that neither brands nor suppliers are interested in finding and reporting poor 
factory conditions but rather may benefit from hiding or downplaying non-compliances. However, 
the same concerns could also be raised against third-party auditors. At the end of the day, they 
are contracted by either the supplier or the buyer and, therefore, might be interested in pleasing 
the contractor to not miss out on future businesses. Nevertheless, third-party auditors have in re-
cent years become the dominant monitoring and verification actors in the industry.  
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Whether third-party auditors are, in fact, more reliable than buyers own in-house auditors is hard 
to determine. However, according to a study by Distehorst et al. (2017), there are no systematic 
differences between social audits conducted by in-house auditors and third-party auditors. The 
study compared Nike's internal and third-party auditors' systematic audit reports, which monitor 
Nike´s supplier factories´ compliance with environmental and labour standards and concluded that 
no significant differences could be found. These observations can be carefully confirmed by the 
interviews with the various informants that build up this report.  

When considering the effect corporate codes of conduct have on suppliers´ safety and health per-
formances, there are inevitable problems. On the one hand, codes of conduct are shaping a regu-
latory interplay with institutional forces, thereby adding pressure on the supplier to improve work-
ing conditions and implement good practices relevant to the factories´ floor level and the manage-
ment system. On the other hand, corporate codes of conduct often contribute to auditing fatigue 
amongst suppliers. Moreover, many of our informants indicated that compliance with codes of 
conduct becomes an added financial and operational burden for the suppliers, who at the same 
time face other demands from buyers like shorter lead times or price decreases. A further issue is 
differences in reactions to non-conformity. One supplier told that some brands may consider a 
specific non-conformity problems as a zero tolerance issue while others take it as a moderate 
problem, which can be corrected over time. That was for instance the case for so different prob-
lems as exceeding working hours and missing labels on chemicals.  
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6 The Audit Firms 

6.1 Introduction 
Who conducts the audits? The interviews with the different stakeholders indicate that most third-
party audits are carried out by seven international audit firms (see details about each of them in 
Appendix 2). In addition, there are smaller national audit firms, but according to our informants, 
they only cover a minor part of the market. However, many of the auditors used by the interna-
tional firms are freelance independent Bangladeshi consultants hired to do specific audits by the 
firms. 

In 2015 a group of leading social compliance audit firms (Arche Advisors, Bureau Veritas, ELEVATE, 
Intertek, SGS, RINA, TÜV Rheinland, TÜV SÜD and UL) came together and founded APSCA, the as-
sociation of professional social compliance auditors. APSCA states its mission to “enhance profes-
sionalism, consistency and credibility of individual auditors and organizations performing inde-
pendent social compliance audits” (APSCA, 2021). As depicted in Figure 5-6, APSCA has grown into 
a critical stakeholder in the social compliance industry, and several large social compliance initia-
tives have initiated collaboration with them. According to our informants, this has created fierce 
competition between audit companies since auditors now must pass an APSCA auditor course to 
be eligible to conduct audits as lead auditors against several social audit standards. 

Figure 6.1 depicts the social compliance initiatives and standards the seven firms audit and certify. 
Most of the firms cover most of the initiatives and standards. However, ETI is unique because they 
do not accredit any auditing firm to work for them but allow anyone to use their standard.  

Figure 6.1 - Selected social compliance initiatives and standards audited and certified by the in-
ternational firms in Bangladesh. 

 ISO 
45001 

SAI/SAAS  
SA8000 

WRAP  FLA  AM-
FORI 
BSCI  

SEDEX/ 
SMETA 

SLCP/Higg 
FSLM 

ETI Assessment 
of COC 

Bureau 
Veritas 

X X X 0 X X X X X 

Elevate ? 0 0 X X X X X X 
SGS X X X 0 X X X X X 
Intertek X  X 0 X 0 X X X 

TÜV 
Rheinland 

X X X 0 X X X X X 

TÜV SÜD X X X 0 X X X X X 

UL X 0 X 0 X X 0 X X 
RINA X X X 0 0 X X X X 
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As already explained, global buyers typically use third-party auditors for auditing their suppliers to 
solve an agency information asymmetry problem between global buyers and local suppliers. The 
asymmetry consists in that the global buyers do not have inside information about what is being 
done within the supplying companies and do not trust the information provided by the suppliers. 
Therefore, global buyers need to design monitoring and data collection strategies to solve the said 
problem. Third-party audits play a central role in solving the problem and the third-party auditors 
are formally independent from both the buyers and suppliers. 

Then again, the auditing market is competitive, and auditing firms depend on income from con-
ducting audits; thus, they need to ensure that their reputation is not tainted by misconduct (e.g., 
corruption or inappropriately critical audits). In other words, there is, therefore, also an agency 
and information asymmetry problem between the global buyers and auditors built into the solu-
tion to the agency problem between the global buyers and suppliers. Ideally, quality and inde-
pendence problems are to be secured by the accreditation mechanisms where another independ-
ent organization accredit the firm to carry out the audits. The accreditation body subsequently 
checks the quality and independence of the audit firm.  

Yet, the development and implementation of a robust system lack in this regard, e.g., the agency 
problem is not fully solved. Although all social compliance initiatives on paper seem to have devel-
oped an accreditation system (Figure 5.6), our interviews indicate significant differences in how 
these systems are implemented and with many loopholes negatively impacting the effects of the 
standards. Without a reliable accreditation system, the risk of biased third-party audits will inevi-
tably grow. The suppliers pay the auditors for audits of the standards and brands only pay for au-
dits of their own code of conducts. The third-party auditor firms may consider providing positive 
assessments to avoid creating problems for the suppliers who pay for their audits. They thereby 
believe they can maintain the customer this way. Yet, global buyers may face reputational chal-
lenges due to this strategy and may not appreciate it. Especially, the big audit firms need to main-
tain their international reputation and frequently have quality assurance schemes to secure the 
quality and independence of their audits.  

The quality of the accreditation schemes as well as the internal quality assurance systems are not 
considered adequate by our informants, although several recognize an improved quality in recent 
years. The audit companies thus face a tension between being flexible towards their customers 
and maintaining high standards. Moreover, the scholarly literature also illustrates that it is not 
only a problem on the company level because even audit companies with high moral standards or 
reputational risks will face challenges concerning employees. This could e.g. be because employ-
ees pursue their own interests which may not be aligned with the company’s. The implication is 
that the problems pertaining to the design of the monitoring system (and how to monitor the 
monitor) remain unsolved, and that reputation effects therefore are not strong enough to weed 
out malpractices.  

6.2 Training and qualifications of auditors 
It is an open question whether auditors trained sufficiently to perform their duties. Auditors are 
trained on various topics organised by the audit companies. The normally include audit skills to 
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help auditors identify violations; substantive issues relevant to a specific industry, region, or sup-
plier (for example, subcontracting in the garment industry); and the requirements of specific au-
diting protocols that certain clients have adopted, such as SA8000. In addition, it is part of the ac-
creditation for all standards and social compliance initiatives to receive training (see Figure 5.6). 

Auditors’ training typically teaches them how to find violations and what conditions tend to cause 
them. However, research also indicates that suppliers will achieve higher improvement rates if au-
dits are performed by better-trained auditors (Short et al., 2020). The knowledge and skills level of 
the auditors is generally questioned by our informants among both auditors and other stakehold-
ers. Our informants, for example, pointed to that, except for the mandatory APSCA Audit exam 
(AFRI-3), it is not considered difficult to pass the auditing qualifying exams.  

In many firms, the low formal qualifications requirements are compensated for through internal 
training procedures, but the quality and commitment to this activity varies between the different 
auditing firms. It should be noticed that for the more narrow audits task, the limited training gets 
slightly less important than one could anticipate, as most audits “only focus on violations and pro-
vide little assistance to develop compliance solutions” (Huq et al., 2016). The question of how to 
achieve the compliance improvements is left to the suppliers. A more learning approach to audits, 
which can help suppliers to improve conditions would in most cases require additional qualifica-
tions.  
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7 The audit practice in Bangladesh 
This chapter of the report introduces the characteristics of the contemporary audit market in 
Bangladesh, including the audit procedure structure. Special attention is paid to different chal-
lenges related to the social auditing practice.  

7.1 The audit procedure 
When a supplier audit is carried out in Bangladesh, as in other countries, the process covers three 
phases: the preparation phase, the actual audit phase, and the follow-up phase. Therefore, under-
standing the whole auditing process is critical for understanding the effects the audit has on in-
creasing compliance.  

In the preparation phase, the auditor communicates with the clients for schedule and requests 
them to send relevant documents for review. If any material is missing, the auditor asks them to 
have it ready before audit day. They also follow up on prior audit outcomes. 

For the actual audit phase the duration of the audit depends on the size of the factory. For exam-
ple, a factory with about 1000 workers faces an average audit duration of 4 to 6 days. The duration 
can vary according to the specific standard or multistakeholder initiative to audit. A first-time audit 
takes more time compared with a follow-up visit. Most of the social audit companies follow similar 
audit procedures for their actual audits – typically with five broad elements. 

 

 
Figure 7.1 - Sequence of a standard audit 

 

1. Opening meeting with management to share the plan for the audit and request them to coop-
erate by allowing access to all premises and workers and access to necessary documents.  

2. During floor visits, safety and health standards are checked. Additionally, assessments of possi-
ble underage workers are conducted. 

3. The document-checking includes employee salary sheets, age records, attendances, license 
checking (such as environmental clearing certificate, fire license, boiler operation license).  

4. Interviews with workers are conducted, usually both individual and focus group interviews.  
5. Closing meeting with the top management: Presentation of findings and discussion of follow 

up.  

Audits are usually conducted semi-announced or fully announced. The reason for using semi-an-
nounced or unannounced auditions is that it reduces the opportunity of the suppliers to engage in 
opportunistic behavior (e.g., informing informants about what to say, ensuring the factory is shin-
ing that day) while pre-announced audits are used in a context with a high degree of trust mainly.  

Opening 
meeting Floor visit Document 

Checking Interviews Closing 
meeting
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If non or only minor violations are found during the auditing process, a supplier may be given a 
one-year approval, and if needed, followed by a follow-up audit. In case of violations, suppliers are 
typically requested to develop Corrective Action Plans (CAP) where non-compliances are ad-
dressed. If a major violation is found, a buyer may withhold orders and give the supplier three to 
six months to rectify conditions. However, this happens very rarely. Typically, a supplier will only 
fail altogether if there is a severe violation, e.g., child labour. Global buyers have different zero-
tolerance issues. For most, e.g. child labour is considered a zero tolerance situation, but other is-
sues might also qualify as a zero tolerance case if they are severe enough, such as forced and 
bonded labour, or unethical behavior like the attempting to bribe auditors. Audits may be con-
ducted by the buyer directly or by a third-party auditor.  

The process for conducting supplier audits can be carried out using three general approaches, 
each requiring different skills and practices: 

• The buyer's own internal staff conducts the audits. 
• A subcontracted third-party perform the audit initiated by the buyer. 
• A supplier initiates an audit of its own operations using a third party, often to demonstrate 

compliance with a recognized standard, thereby attracting and retaining buyers. 

If a factory is not approved, then another essential part of the auditing process is the auditor’s 
proposal of a corrective action plan to address the defects identified during the social audit. Once 
such an action plan is issued, the factory is responsible for implementing it within an established 
timeframe, subject to verification by the auditors.  

 

7.2 Challenges related to audits in Bangladesh 
In many cases the corrective plans are not implemented, as the the factory owner is not willing to 
make the necessary investments, and the brands do not follow up. This was the case for example 
the case at the Tazreen Fashions factory in Bangladesh, where a fire broke out in 2012 and killed 
more than 110 workers. A BSCI audit report had accurately noted safety and health issues, but no 
action was taken to fix them.  

Despite the limitation to the current situations, the audit industry in Bangladesh has since the 
early 1990’ies made strides forward. Based on assessments from our interviews we can roughly 
indicate that around 10% of suppliers are fully compliant with social audit requirements, 40% are 
mainly compliant, and 50% are not yet compliant. Yet, even in the context of the best firms, are 
there still issues concerning Freedom of Association (FoA) and (forced) overtime. The situation as 
in particular improved after Rana Plaza, where the Accord and Alliance set a new standard with 
much more strict procedures for follow up. 

Yet, social audits still face challenges related to eliminating issues causing non-compliance. The au-
dit process is not without opportunities for the suppliers to rig it. Suppliers may, for example, train 
workers to provide correct answers to auditors and use tailored computer programs to falsify 
worker records (Huq et al., 2014). Thus, they meet the commercial requirements of international 
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buyers while maintaining the appearance of compliance with corporate codes of conduct. This is 
what we refer to as window-dressing.  

One core issue experiencing window-dressing is Freedom of Associaiton (FoA). In connection to 
FoA and window-dressing, our informants explain that global buyers pay lip-service to FoA only, 
that suppliers are concerned with limiting trade unions in Bangladesh and that workers seem less 
inclined to support unions too. Several informants pointed to a national narrative saying that trade 
unions were responsible for closing an industry earlier and thus that the informants, in general, 
are sceptical of trade unions. Bangladesh has also experienced tense relations between trade un-
ions and factory owners/BGMEA (imprisonment of union leaders and union busting) and between 
the different trade unions (conflicts even covering death threats). Thus, in general, a trust relation-
ship based on FoA does not exist in Bangladesh. This lack of trust and fear of costs associated with 
FoA has resulted in the limited focus on FoA in social auditing practices.  

Another central and critical issue where social audits have not delivered value, is regarding over-
time. In connection to overtime and window-dressing, several suppliers acknowledge that they 
keep different accounts depending on whether the social auditors represent European or US 
global buyers. European global buyers tend to be flexible towards extensive overtime, while US 
global buyers are considered stricter. Therefore, European buyers tend to receive reasonable ac-
curate information about the use of overtime, while US global buyers tend to get more misleading 
information. Due to the low salaries, workers are also not keen on informing auditors about viola-
tions of overtime laws, as they often try to get as many hours as possible. Our informants sug-
gested that reduced overtime payment increased labour turn over. Therefore, neither suppliers, 
auditors, nor workers frequently raise issues about the extensive use of overtime in audits.  

Finally, according to our interviews, one of the significant challenges related to social audits is the 
high likelihood of under-reporting core social compliance outcomes. Issues such as sexual harass-
ment or discrimination are fundamentally different to monitor than, e.g., working hours, manage-
ment systems or OSH measures related to physical risks. While all the latter can be observed or 
assessed as objective and (at least to a certain extent) uncontroversial evidence, sexual harass-
ment or discrimination calls for more time consuming and interpretative assessments – even if the 
supplier supports the investigation. Although all auditors are said to include these issues in their 
assessments, our interviews indicate that they are most often not prepared to have them in the 
audit report and hesitate to issue such non-conformities. 

Based on our interviews, we have developed Figure7.2 to visualize the degrees of difficulty associ-
ated with assessing compliance with core social issues by using audits as the main methodology. 
They are not supposed to be absolute, but as relative to each other, e.g. it is easier to identify the 
sufficient number of fire extinguishers and emergency exits than the prevalence of social dialogue 
and freedom of association in factories.  

 Social compliance issues 
Easy • Safety and health (accident and other physical risks) 

• Management System 
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Figure 7.2 - Degrees of difficulty to capture social compliance issues  
 
The methodological limitations of audits as they are conducted in the current practice, constitute 
an important reason for flaws in audits of specific issues. Due to the nature of the issue, sexual 
harassment may be associated with cultural stigma and shame. However, methodologically it is 
difficult to detect since women may not want to speak up to people they do not know. They lack 
feeling of psychological safety and are uncertain if they risk sanctions from the employer for 
speaking up. 

To sum up, the auditing process suffers in many accounts, and especially for FoA, overtime and 
‘difficult-to-capture’ issues will the audit results show misleading results.  

 

 

Medium • Working hours  
• Freedom of Association 
• Forced labour 
• Child labour 
• Ergonomics 

Difficult • Sexual harassment 
• Discrimination 
• Other psychosocial issues 
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8 The experience of the garment factories 
Social audits consume extensive resources and lead to high direct costs for the suppliers. The re-
sults is that many suppliers experience social auditing fatigue; all actors in the industry express this 
opinion during the interviews. According to suppliers, the extensive resource use reflects that they 
are being exposed to multiple social audits every year and/or that the audit companies rely on dif-
ferent types of audits and data format, which subsequently require different follow up activities. 
The global brands, for example, expect that their suppliers are audited according to their com-
pany-specific codes of conduct, resulting in suppliers being audited for each larger brand cus-
tomer. Asked about this, one of our informants working as a senior compliance manager at a big 
manufacturing company with multiple factories elaborates: “It really becomes a big stress issue for 
us. In the last year, we had 800+ audits for 40+ brands”. In addition to the number of audits, the 
different codes of conduct come with different expectations. Despite overlapping in themes, they 
may ask for different measures or different data formats. 

Moreover, they may have explicitly conflicting codes of conduct. Typically, American companies do 
not accept overtime to the extent stipulated in Bangladesh’s labour law, while European compa-
nies are less concerned. This leads to that suppliers also work with multiple registration systems—
for example, one for overtime for European buyers and one for Americans. Conflicting codes of 
conduct thereby leads to additional use of resources.  

In addition to the private codes of conduct, suppliers are also being audited by generic standards 
(e.g., BSCI). Sometimes, this is a mandatory supplement to the global brand’s codes of conduct. 
The suppliers frequently use it to signal legitimacy to global buyers to qualify as a supplier worthy 
of consideration for receiving orders. Next to the human resources used during the audits, the au-
dits of compliance with standards and multistakeholder initiatives are also paid by the suppliers – 
compared to code of conduct audits normally paid by buyers.  

While several global brands recognize multiple generic standards to qualify for orders, a larger 
supplier often has to be audited according to most of the major standards. This causes additional 
resources for audits, which are not creating any additional value for the supplier. Some suppliers 
also pointed out that global buyers would not recognize it despite having a valid auditing certifi-
cate, perhaps because of the responsible auditing firm. This results in using additional resources 
for being audited up against the same standard several times. The suppliers – and supported by 
global buyers – also pointed to that some auditors are corrupt and demand payment to guarantee 
that the supplier factories pass the evaluations. Several other informants, however, pointed out 
that s it was not documented that auditors behaved in a corrupt manner. Yet, there are research 
pointing towards the existence of that particular problem (Huq et al., 2014).  

In sum, the audits result in extensive resource-uses and thereby high costs for both suppliers and 
buyers. A cost which is eventually transmitted to the global buyers and their customers through 
the price mechanism. This situation ought to incentivize all stakeholders to improve the system. 
The suppliers in general also pointed to that the high frequency of audits and the challenges asso-
ciated with multiple often conflicting social audits resulted in pervasive audit fatigue. More 
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suppliers, therefore, called for a cheaper and less resource-demanding system without duplica-
tions and multiple audits. As a nuance, it should be said that retailers4 selling to the public, as a 
rule of thumb, rely less on their codes of conduct and more on generic standards such as BSCI and 
Sedex. And thereby contribute less to resource-use among the suppliers. Exceptions, e.g., Lidl, of 
course, exist. 

 

 
4 In the garment industry, there is a distinction between brands (with retail) and retailers (e.g. Wallmart). Brands rely 
on their own brands while retailers typically sell other companies’ brands.  



36 
 

9 The size of the Bangladesh social audit market 
One may wonder whether the Bangladeshi social auditing industry is merely a minor activity or 
whether the market size has the size to justify that it could generate changes. The precise size of 
the social audit market in Bangladesh is unknown, and this section aims a providing a rough esti-
mation of the market size. The market calculations focus on third-party audits only, including au-
dits conducted according to established standards, and do not include environmental audits. 
Moreover, the estimations do not introduce the possible cost reductions associated with introduc-
tion of new simplified methods and standards such as the Higg FSLM and SLCP self-assessments 
(see next chapter). Yet, such systems have still some supplier external auditing costs associated 
with the verification and corrective action plan verifications. Moreover, assessing the costs reflects 
definitions of whether a company is included and the correct price for its audits. Better Work 
could be considered part of the audit industry or not. Moreover, the prices Better Work charges 
does not reflect their market prices because of their public support. These, and similar challenges, 
provide the estimates with some degree of error. Furthermore, the cost of internal human re-
sources used by the suppliers are not included.  

Based on information from our informants, approximately 20.000 audits are undertaken in the 
garment industry in Bangladesh every year. This is calculated as a number of firms in BGMEA times 
an average of five audits per company; both local companies and global actors believe a factory on 
average has five audits per year. 

Each audit is estimated to cost approximately US$ 1000. This gives a market size of at least US$ 20 
mill pr year. Of this, above 50% are captured by SGS, Intertek, Bureau Veritas, TÜV SÜD, TÜV 
Rheinland and UL. This is a very conservative estimate, and the real cost is likely to be considerable 
higher.  

To sum up, the costs associated with social auditing in Bangladesh are of a magnitude that justifies 
that the social auditing industry could play a significant role in ensuring compliance; it is not just a 
marginal industry.  
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10 Towards a paradigm shift? 
The informants unambiguously point out that the current policing approach is inefficient and costly, leading 
to auditing fatigue. Trends in the social audit industry point to rapid changes, introducing what multiple in-
formants refer to as a new paradigm for social auditing. Audit companies address the new paradigm by in-
troducing different strategic initiatives. This section zooms in on the new alternatives to established social 
audit practices and proposes a first tentative interpretation of the development of the new potentially dis-
ruptive attempts. It should, however, be emphasized that it is too premature to provide conclusive findings.  

According to our informants, the new paradigms have to respond to the high costs associated with audits, 
the limited value of the audits, reduce risks associated with reputation damage for the global buyers, and 
solve audit fatigue. In addition, new standards should provide an alternative to distrust and limited empow-
ering of suppliers (policing by buyers and auditors). At the same time, also be compatible with environmen-
tal auditing and new technological solutions (e.g., platforms).  

While the market for the new standards is only emerging, and it is impossible to predict the future entirely, 
there are signs that the auditing market in Bangladesh is in an early phase of a third S-curve. The Idea be-
hind S-curves is that markets go through processes of different stages where the initial step is characterized 
by multiple competing standards that, through selection, result in dominance by one or few standards. At 
the beginning of a new S-curve, dominant standards will then be challenged by other standards leading to 
new dominant standards. The idea does not assume that the best or technically most advanced standards 
will dominate nor that multiple standards cannot coexist. 

Currently, the established standards (e.g., Sedex, BSCI, WRAP) are being challenged by new standards or 
new approaches to standards for social auditing. It is possible that the social audit industry will perhaps be 
changed with regards to not only which standards will dominate, but also concerning the roles of the differ-
ent actors due to the entrance of new types of actors (e.g., data handling actors relying on a digital plat-
form approach), see more about SLCP below.  

We have found three major developments: 

1) New integrated methods by the audit firms 
2) Programs using audits focusing on capacity development such as ILO Better Work 
3) SLCP and the Higg FSLM 

Although also smaller boutique standards such as Fairwear represents frontrunner, we will not include 
them in this report as they represent niches aiming at pushing the frontier of more mainstream audit 
standards. Especially SLCP and the Higg FSLM look like holding the possibility for fundamental changes, and 
after brief presentations of the first two developments we will dive deeper into the possibilities and chal-
lenges related to the SLCP and the Higg FSLM. SLCP is in Bangladesh closely associated with the Higg FSLM 
but is independent of it and aims at providing data collection for all standards, thereby being a one-point 
entry, so to say. 

10.1 Audit companies own approaches 
As mentioned above, audit companies themselves have also realized the challenges for the present audit 
systems, and they have started to develop their own new social auditing methodologies, often comprising 
multiple social audit standards. One example of those approaches is ELEVATE´s Responsible Sourcing As-
sessment (ERSA), which works as an assessment framework comprising self-assessment tools and check-
lists, grading matrixes and data collection processes (ELEVATE, 2021). The idea is that ERSA integrates 
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audits of most of the key standards and multistakeholder initiatives, and the suppliers will therefore only 
be subject to one audit whereas the traditional method would require multiple parallel audits. ERSA is de-
veloped based on ILO conventions and the additional content of multistakeholder initiatives and standards 
such as:  

• Responsible Business Alliance (RBA) 
• Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) 
• Amfori Business for Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI) 
• Global Social Compliance Program (GSCP) 
• ICTI Ethical Toy Program 
• Sedex SMETA 6.0 framework 
• Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP) 

ERSA covers all the comon topics in social compliance audits:  

• Transparency & Business Integrity 
• Management Systems 
• Hiring, Disciplinary & Termination 
• Child Labour 
• Forced Labour 
• Harassment or Abuse 
• Non-Discrimination 
• Freedom of Association & Grievance Mechanisms 
• Foreign Migrant Labour 
• Wages and Benefits 
• Hours of Work 
• Health & Safety 
• Environment 
• Sub-Contracting 
• Homework 

Based on our research, ELEVATE is not the only audit company that developed an audit framework that 
comprises multiple standards. For example, UL has developed its own Responsible Sourcing Workplace As-
sessment- (UL, 2020). 

It has, however, been very hard to collect information on the audit companies own approaches. Although 
audit companies were approached, it was not possible to conduct interviews related to these themes.  

To sum up, SLCP aims to disrupt the social auditing industry globally and is collaborating closely with espe-
cially the Higg Index and Better Work in the context of Bangladesh. SLCP and the Higg FSLM address critical 
dimensions associated with the problems of the social auditing market. Yet, the verification process is still 
not sufficiently well established to ensure that quality is not compromised. AI tools etc., are considered as 
means for solving the quality challenges but not yet introduced.  
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10.2 Better Work 
Better Work (BW) is a program launched by the partnership of the ILO and the International Fi-
nance Corporation (IFC). Although this provides Better Work with funding and through the ILO the 
advantage of being close to governmental decision-makers and institutions, BW is only a minor 
player compared to the conventional audit standards and -companies. Currently, BW only oper-
ates in the greater Dhaka region and Chittagong. However, by 2021, plans are to expand opera-
tions further to reach 400 factories in Bangladesh (Better Work, 2021b).  

Like conventional audits, Better Work also conducts assessments of factories´ social compliance 
performance. However, Better Work doesn’t rely on third-party audit companies but uses ILO 
trained people for its assessments. The procedure of Better Works service activities has a much 
stronger emphasis on addressing corrective actions than conventional audits.  

Better Work originally developed its standard for the assessment practice, the Better Work´s Com-
pliance Assessment Tool (CAT). The CAT covers compliance issues drawn from the eight ILO core 
conventions (e.g., Child labour, discrimination, forced labour, freedom of association & collective 
bargaining) and issues related to working conditions (e.g., compensation, contract and workplace 
relations, working time, and occupational safety and health).  

Better Work states that its standards for working conditions “are drawn from each country´s na-
tional labour law” (Better Work, 2021a). Therefore, a benchmark of international standards and 
good practices only will be applied in cases “where national law either fails to address or lacks clar-
ity around a relevant issue regarding conditions at work” (ibid.). However, when speaking with in-
formants from Bangladesh, it became clear that Better Work must consider the local regulation of 
several topics such as working time and overtime as absent, since it is common practice for Better 
Works to base the assessment activities on international standards and not local law.  

Better Work´s assessment practice is undergoing changes due to collaboration with SLCP. The ties 
between the two organizations have been close since 2017, where Better Work started to provide 
strategic and operational advice to the SLCP and represented the ILO in the steering committee of 
the SLCP as a non-voting international observer. Although the ILO later in 2019 decided to step off 
from the steering committee, Better Work continued collaborating with and testing SLCP´s tools.  

In 2021, BW and the SLCP started to launch data-sharing activities in Bangladesh, Indonesia, and 
Vietnam. The integration of Better Works assessment standard into SLCP´s Converged Assessment 
Framework (CAF) is described by BW as the aim to “decrease audit duplication, facilitate data 
sharing across the industry, and promote compliance with national laws and international stand-
ards”. (Better Work, 2021c)  

The collaboration, however, does not change anything of Better Works core service model: After 
the assessments, BW´s standard procedure is to launch advisory sessions with supplier manage-
ment to address the assessment findings in factory improvement plans. Additionally, the factories 
receive training and information about social dialogue and management systems via Better Works 
online learning portal.  
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Our informants' evaluation of Better Works activities in Bangladesh was diverging. Especially buy-
ers praised Better Works assessments as the most transparent approach to monitoring social com-
pliance. When comparing two assessment reports from the same supplier where one was from 
Better Work and the other one from one of the “conventional audit standards”, assessments 
made by Better Works would usually be more comprehensive and uncover more non-compliances. 
In contrast, the conventional audit usually only would detect minor issues.  

 

10.3 SLCP and restructuring of roles 
The Social & Labor Convergence Program (SLCP) is a new data collection program developed in as-
sociation with the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC). SLCP is providing the backbone for the po-
tential disruption of the audit market in Bangladesh. However, it constitutes a semi-invisible actor 
as SLCP is only engaged in data collection.  

The SLCP can be characterized as an analytical data company responsible for creating a new stand-
ard for collecting data which can be used by other actors too. SLCP aims at collaborating with all 
major standards and collect data covering their standards.  

The SLCP developed the Converged Assessment Framework (CAF), which is an audit standard that 
measures working conditions in supplier facilities. All large MSI´s can potentially integrate their 
data collection standards into the CAF. In Bangladesh, currently, only the Higg Index (in their Facil-
ity Social & Labor Module) and Better Work are using the SLCP´s data collection methodology.  

However, according to SLCP, other actors such as BSCI and Sedex are also potential users. If this 
happens, we may witness a fundamental restructuring of the auditing market with multistake-
holder initiatives such as BSCI potentially stopping collecting audit data and start building on SLCP 
data to provide interpretations and scores to buyers and suppliers using the data. SLCP themselves 
claim that “$800,000,000 could be saved by reducing the average annual number of social compliance au-
dits per factory from 5 to 1” (SAC, 2016) if SLCP is used as a new standard for data collection. 

While it is premature to propose that SLCP will result in creative destruction processes it is worth 
pointing out that numerous industries have been undergoing such transformations when digital 
platform companies entered the market, especially markets with low switching costs. Typical ex-
amples are in transport (e.g. Lyft) and hospitality (e.g. Airbnb) as well as in automobile production 
(e.g. VW). It is therefore not unlikely that SLCP will have a significant impact. It is, however, critical 
that they can build legitimacy (see above) and critical momentum and reach a tipping point before 
momentum evaporates.  

Above we pointed to selected drivers supporting the advancement of SLCP, but there are also in-
hibiting factors. Especially critical in this context, many global companies, including large retailers 
and brands, are not aware of the potential in the transformation associated with SLCP and rely 
more on a ‘satisfying behaviour’ approach (R. Brown, 2004). Among informants interviewed, many 
did not know much about SLCP and recurred to non-reflexive answers reflecting a ‘new-standard-
tiredness’. Moreover, they also indicated that if they are satisfied with current standards, they are 
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not interested in adopting new standards and/or processes. They are not interested in spending 
time on new standards. Experienced informants expressed a ‘been there before’-world view.  

In addition, the conventional audit companies also have to see the possibility of new ways of en-
suring value capture in new business models; unless this happens, they will not endorse the SLCP 
proposal for role redesign. Yet, given the weight of the leading players working within SAC and 
SLCP, the frontrunner is likely to succeed in convincing late adopters in the value of the new stand-
ards. Therefore, it is not unlikely that SLCP will succeed in becoming the dominant data collection 
methodology within social compliance.  

10.4 Higg index: A likely new standard 
To explain further how the SLCP data collection methodology is working, we will use the example 
of the Higg Index. The Higg Index has picked up and utilized the SLCP standard in its new social au-
dit services.  

The Higg Index is a collection of tools to measure both social and environmental sustainability in 
supply chains. It consists of five tools: The Higg Facility Social & Labor Module (FSLM) – which we 
focus on – and the complementary Facility Environmental Module (FEM), Higg Brand & Retail 
Module (BRM), Higg Materials Sustainability Index (MSI), and Higg Product Module (PM). It was 
developed by the Sustainable Apparel Coalition and is currently considered the standard most 
well-connected and legitimate among social movements. Since 2019, the Higg Index is exclusively 
licensed to the technology company Higg which provides the software and digital platform for all 
the tools entailed in the Higg Index. The SLCP is also associated with SAC and provides the data 
collection methodology for the social compliance part of the Higg Index. To ensure a systematic 
quality and integrity enforcement of the auditing / verification process, the SLCP has appointed a 
Verification Oversight Organization (VOO), who is responsible for selecting Verifier Bodies (audit 
firms).  An illustration of the SLCP and Higg ecosystem will be presented on the next page.  

The Higg Index aims to reduce costs, audit fatigue and enhance supplier empowerment by modify-
ing the policing dimensions of social auditing. As said, the Higg Index does not have its own social 
audit standard but relies on SLCP for content, process, and data handling. A critical component in 
the SLCP approach is that it introduces a combination of self-assessment and verification pro-
cesses in the context of a digital platform set-up to replace the conventional top-down checklist 
approach.  

Higg FSLM measures nine social impact areas divided into 1) Social compliance, 2) management 
systems and 3) Beyond compliance issues. A more detailed description follows in the attachment.  
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The suppliers must conduct a self-assessment on what the informants describe as an extensive list 
of social compliance questions divided across the several hundred questions divided in the above-
mentioned themes (the authors of the report have also assessed the compliance questions and 
can confirm the impression of the informants). While the newest version of the Converged Assess-
ment Framework (CAF) already is quite comprehensive and contains 901 questions, this is already 
a much leaner model than its predecessors, which were more than 1500 questions heavy. How-
ever, since the SLCP aims to integrate all the major social compliance standards into its converged 
assessment framework, it must necessarily be large. It is considered a one-off investment instead 
of answering multiple calls for data etc., by competing social audit firms following different stand-
ards.  

According to Higg, the FSLM requires representatives from different functions and departments to 
ensure adequate data quality; however, workers and trade unions are not explicitly requested to 
participate in the data collection. A first assessment may take up to two to six weeks.  

Suppliers upload the answers to a digital platform (a minimum of 95% of questions need to be an-
swered before they can be uploaded). The system compiles a score from 1-100 on compliance. 
However, the focus is less on the absolute scores (e.g., pass/non-pass) and rather on the continu-
ous improvement. This means that there is not an explicit pass threshold, but suppliers can indi-
vidually decide a pass-level. This is also why it is not an audit standard in the strict sense of the 
word but rather a data collection standard.  
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The uploaded answers are not automatically considered correct (i.e., validated) answers but an-
swers that need verification by an external auditor. The external auditor may represent a buyer or 
a third-party auditor (i.e., a third-party auditor certified in conducting the SLCP / FSLM audits) who 
verifies (or falsifies) the self-reported answers. The supplier chooses the verifier body among all 
approved audit companies (buyers can informally inform the suppliers that they accept only cer-
tain verifier bodies). The verifier body is typically a traditional audit company accredited in FSLM 
auditing, but it can also be organizations such as Better Work. However, to ensure data integrity, 
the supplier will not select which auditor will conduct the audit. This has to be done by the audit 
company.  

The self-assessment process should not be misunderstood as a naïve trust-based exercise but in-
stead shifting the focus from data collection to data verification. The suppliers are asked to com-
plete a self-assessment of their social and labour data 

The verifying process typically consists of three steps:  

1. An off-site document review (optional): Auditor uses a checklist to get a list of documents 
(Like previous audit reports, policies, etc.) for review before going to an on-site visit. This 
document review takes one day. After reviewing the documents, the auditor asks the fac-
tory to prepare the documents if the auditor finds any gaps. 

2. An on-site verification (mandatory): On-site visit is mandatory. Most of the onsite visit 
takes three to four days for a social compliance audit. On visit day, they review all the doc-
uments to follow the checklist, discuss with workers, employers, and share audit findings 
with the management at the end of the visit. 

3. The submission of the findings on the SLCP platform (mandatory): Visit report get posted 
on the platform to make access of the report possible to learn about the factory/ industry 
safety situation. 

The number of full man-days needed for an on-site verification is determined by the number of 
workers employed at the factory as for other audit standards.  

The verifier has ten days after the audit to submit the findings to the SLCP platform. If the verifier 
finds limitations to the self-assessment, the supplier has fourteen days to respond to the critic; 
this enhances transparency and enables dialogue between buyers and suppliers compared to the 
conventional standards where the auditor per default is right.  

The legitimacy of the new standard reflects the quality of both the self-assessment and the verifi-
cation process. It should be noticed that the score can be either increased or reduced based on 
the verifying process. Examples of verifying reports made available by the SLCP provides examples 
of both (SLCP, n.d.). An example leading to an improved score shows that the supplier had misun-
derstood the question and forgotten to mention aspects. One example leading to a higher score 
came from a supplier who conflated average weekly work hours with the regular hours and had 
written 62 instead of 40. Lower scores typically reflect misunderstandings or direct cheating. An 
example that leads to a lower score is whether a supplier requests secondary proofs of workers 
age and keeps a copy of the proof where the supplier had requested and copied one type of ID 
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only. If the supplier completes the audit, the company will have a valid certificate for one year. If 
the suppliers experience a need to improve their scores, the system allows for designing and en-
acting a corrective action plan. A corrective action plan (CAP) is to be developed by factory man-
agement in conjunction with structural, fire, and electrical engineers that the owner needs en-
gage. CAPs include a list of observations and recommendations to improve the safety of the fac-
tory. The interviewed suppliers were, in general, expressing satisfaction with this new approach to 
creating corrections.  

Several, but not all the informants, tend to believe that the Higg FSLM - using SLCP - is likely to be-
come a new dominant standard in the industry in Bangladesh because it addresses most of the de-
mands for the various stakeholders.  

Most informants also point out that the Higg Index may represent an approach that can be domi-
nant in the near future. Yet, it should be noticed that the latest version of the Higg FSLM standard 
was just launched in the autumn of 2020, and it is thus premature to draw strong conclusions (al-
ternatives may enter the race for dominance). Yet, the strong support by the informants in combi-
nation with that it has secured the exclusive support of key brands and retailers such as H&M and 
Zalando suggests that it is far from an unrealistic scenario.  

Initial attempts at establishing high-quality self-assessments have shown mixed results in studies 
reported from Cambodia. The suppliers typically scored themselves high (around 80 or thereabout 
on a 1-100 scale), while external verification auditors often reduced the score to approximately 30. 
This points to that suppliers need to behave less opportunistic and/or develop competencies in 
self-assessment, but it also suggests that the verification process captures inadequate self-assess-
ments. It is, however, premature to point to the verification process that will function efficiently in 
the long run. SLCP is aware of quality challenges and is pursuing solutions based on AI to ensure 
that auditors cannot rig the process; however, it is prematurely to draw conclusions on the value 
of AI in this context. 

Our informants are also somewhat mixed in their interpretations of the efficiency of the SLCP veri-
fication process. One informant representing a large brand, for example, said that the verification 
process was the ‘scary’ part of the new standard for the companies because mistakes can lead to 
reputation damage. Another informant noted that their in-house data showed considerable differ-
ences in the quality of the individual audit companies and the individual auditor. Moreover, in a 
recent paper, Short et al. (2020) also present evidence that individual characteristics influence the 
findings of the auditor; SLCP has not solved these quality problems and will face similar problems 
(SLCP currently considers using AI for solving the problem but it remains to be seen if this provides 
a viable solution). In addition, it is crucial also to factor in the whole incentive system for individual 
auditors, according to our informants, meaning that unless incentives are changed so they support 
quality as opposed to quantity then the problems with sloppy audits will be replaced with sloppy 
verification processes. One informant also pointed to that the criticality of the one verification 
process resulted in it quickly becoming a target of opportunistic behaviour (e.g., bribery). Unless 
legitimacy around this topic is established, the standard will not gain legitimacy. As mentioned 
above, the SLCP has addressed this issue by appointing a Verification Oversight Organization 
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(VOO), a controlling authority that “oversees the quality and integrity of the verification process” 
(SLCP, 2021). As such, the VOO is responsible for monitoring and scoring accredited audit compa-
nies´ verification performances and reports findings directly to the SLCP. Suppose, for instance, a 
supplier disagrees with the audit company on a non-compliance issue. In that case, the factory 
management can call the VOO and raise a complaint against the verification body. Although simi-
lar grievance systems are in place for some of the competing social compliance standards, the in-
terviewed suppliers emphasized how SLCP´s approach makes them feel more equal and empow-
ered than the rest.  

By providing additional services, which suppliers can use to improve their performance and em-
phasize the importance of continuous learning, Higg FSLM also incentivizes suppliers not to manip-
ulate the answers. If they do not manipulate the data, they will have a better opportunity to iden-
tify areas for improvement and implement data-driven improvements. Yet, Higg’s emphasis on 
continuous learning is not necessarily embraced by buyers. Therefore, suppliers may be incentiv-
ized to manipulate their answers since getting an order is more important than getting better 
scores. However, it should be said that research suggests that buyers reward suppliers with better 
compliance scores (Distelhorst & Locke, 2018).  

Suppose Higg and SLCP are successful in convincing several global buyers that only one audit is 
needed. In that case, it will reduce audit fatigue and direct and indirect audit costs, enhancing the 
legitimacy further of the SLCP and the Higg FSML standard. 

For frontrunners among the buyers, the larger focus on management systems (compared to other 
standards) is also considered pivotal and perhaps even more important than the social dimensions 
of the audit. Frontrunner informants argued that management systems were far more critical for 
them compared to traditional social compliance indicators. The management system can lead to a 
better understanding of the root causes behind the social compliance levels.  

The multisided dimension also has an impact on reputation management strategies. Say, Clean 
clothes can get access to the suppliers working for H&M and judge and critically assess the level 
and accuracy of the suppliers' scores. This creates a higher degree of transparency in the industry 
and contributes to the Higg Index’s legitimacy. This suggests that in terms of switching costs, they 
are not preventing the new standards from becoming established as a new standard.  

The integration of other themes such as environmental modules, also contributes to create an op-
erational legitimacy for FSLM because the focus with the introduction of the SDGs in combination 
with and general awareness of climate and environmental challenges have increased the focus on 
‘green audits’ (Villena & Gioia, 2018). Moreover, by using the same standard format for environ-
mental compliance, the costs of relying on FSLM too are minor. Yet, if membership costs to SAC 
are a barrier for numerous smaller buyers who would still require, e.g., BSCI audits, then the im-
portance of this argument is partially undermined because the suppliers would have to be audited 
in other standards anyway.  

The SLCP´s CAF and the Higg FSML also receive pronounced critic among our informants. While it 
is empowering suppliers, it is not assessed to empowering workers and stimulate workers voices. 
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It is also considered somewhat naïve if it assumes suppliers will acknowledge serious violations 
(e.g., child labour). Yet, these factors seem not to be different from traditional audits and thus do 
not constitute a barrier for FSML to become the new standard.  

It needs to be mentioned that WRAP and BSCI also require self-assessments. In some cases, like 
BSCI, SEDEX and Wrap, the factories must fill out self-assessment forms, which are uploaded and 
can be checked before an audit. For example, the audit in SEDEX upload it on the website, but 
these companies have a limited coverage in their self-reporting compared to SLCP requirements.  
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11 Discussion and conclusion 
This section briefly discusses the findings of the report and summarize the conclusions. 

11.1 Many resources used for audits: Audit fatigue  
The report's first important finding is that most stakeholders consider the status quo concerning 
social audits as inadequate and not delivering the expected value taking the costs and resources 
used into consideration. This means that social audits are not considered solving the expected 
problems in the current context. With an estimated market size of more than US$ 20 mill per year, 
this is a substantial cost incurred by the suppliers and buyers, which could be used for improving OSH and 
working conditions.  

The market is characterised by numerous co-existing standards where several are applied in each 
factory. In practice, this means that each global brand has its code of conduct and in addition of-
ten uses other standards. The consequence is that suppliers are subject to multiple parallel audits, 
which are requiring payment and human resources, but do not add any additional value. Similarly, 
global brands use their own human resources and pay third party auditors to carry out audits of 
their code of conduct and they have furthermore to navigate between several parallel audits out-
comes to assess their suppliers. This situation is leading to audit fatigue among the global suppliers 
and a general lack of legitimacy of established standards. There is therefore motivation among 
both global buyers and suppliers change the present system and to experiment with new stand-
ards. Yet, there are also factors maintaining the current status quo such as satisfying behaviour 
tendencies and change fatigue among global buyers.  

  

11.2 Quality problems of audits 
Social audits are increasingly criticized for not being effective in improving working conditions in 
the garment industry by most scholars; the exception is the Accord and Alliance. The problems in-
clude using a ‘checklist approach’ to labour issues, methodological shortcomings in the inspection 
process, reliance on a top-down policing approach, and the auditing standards' failure to involve 
workers' voices sufficiently in the audits – although workers' voices are considered controversial.  

Our informants point to that in spite of numerous problems associated with the use of third-party 
auditors, their formal independence of the global buyers adds a degree of legitimacy to their prac-
tices; in short, it is not global suppliers auditing themselves. The legitimacy of audits should, how-
ever, not be exaggerated. Third-party auditors are also prone to displaying strategic behaviour. 
The auditor/client business relationship influences the interpretation of protocols the content of 
audit reports. Whether a professional global or local audit business, the auditor is never free of 
potential conflict of interest and bias from modifying audit results to obtain payment and retain 
the business contract. This may mean reporting ‘corrective action’ audit results in a more positive 
or negative light (that is, minor versus major non-conformance) depending on the interests of the 
suppliers and/or buyers. On top of influence from the business interests corruption also weakens 
the legitimacy.  
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Numerous stakeholders especially SLCP and have recognized the challenges associated with the 
audits and have started working to introduce alternative value propositions, which may remedy 
the audit fatigue. HIGGs FSLM is based on SLCP and aims at becoming a new standard replacing 
conventional standards. The methodology developed by SLCP and applied by the Higg Index repre-
sents a new paradigm to social auditing by replacing the policing approach with a digital platform 
approach based on suppliers’ self-reporting and external verification processes. It is premature to 
claim that SLCP´s data collection methodology will replace conventional audits for various reasons. 
There is, for example, still limited knowledge about this new system as well as experimental fa-
tigue among certain global buyers. Incumbents of the present audit business will try to resist 
change since said changes may challenge their business and require them to reinvent themselves. 
However, there are also pronounced drivers indicating that SLCP may be successful. Many Bangla-
deshi suppliers are prepared and willing to change to the Higg Index, because it reduces the causes 
behind audit fatigue, provides a degree of supplier empowerment, and is linked to new emerging 
standards such as environmental standards. There is, therefore, a high probability that the Higg 
Index will end up dominating the Bangladeshi market.  

Thus, to sum up, existing social audits standards are increasingly being exposed to criticism, and 
new standards are emerging, addressing some but typically not all challenges associated with con-
ventional standards. Signs indicate that the Converged Assessment Framework and the underlying 
processual premises of the SLCP can become a dominant data collection (auditing) methodology.  

  

11.3 Conclusions 
The findings show that social compliance audits are in a legitimacy crisis both regarding external 
stakeholders and within the industry. There are quality issues related to audits, and audits are con-
sidered a resource-consuming activity that do not deliver sufficient value to global buyers and lo-
cal suppliers and have resulted in persuasive audit fatigue.  

Across stakeholders interviewed, there is a call for a unifying standard that can be both legitimate 
and efficient. Currently, the industry is in an early stage with multiple alternatives competing for 
becoming the new standard, and it is yet not clear whether one standard will emerge and become 
dominant. The Higg FSLM relying on SLCP currently shows convincing features, which may lead be 
the dominant standard in the Bangladeshi context. This reflects, among other issues, that it build 
on a platform-based approach relying on self-assessment and verification processes with a high 
degree of transparency. SLCP also aims to be compatible with conventional standards and have 
the possibility to be the preferred platform-based data handling organization within the industry. 
This points to a process combining dis- and reintegration of the role of existing audit companies. 
Auditing companies will, in this scenario, primarily focus on issues about verification and consul-
tancy. It remains, however, to be seen how the application of this new standard will evolve in the 
future. SLCP, for example, acknowledge that there are still numerous challenges about for instance 
the verification process. 

We can conclude that the emerging alternatives deal with auditing fatigues and that existing prob-
lems related to the quality of the audits thus far remain unsolved. 
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The findings presented are based on a combination of desktop interviews and semi-structured in-
terviews. These methods have limitations and need to be complemented with additional data and 
interpretations rooted in other methods. Especially promising is ethnographic observations of con-
ventional auditing practices onsite to identify how auditors navigate and negotiate in the actual 
audit situations to gain a deeper understanding of the linkages from formal requirements over 
practices to impact quality and effectiveness. In addition, there is a need to conduct ethnograph-
ical observations related to both the self-assessment process and the verification process related 
to the new standards.  

Ethnographic observations may not capture all aspects of behaviour due to the presence of the 
researchers in the setting. However, supplementary methods such as role games and reflexive ex-
ercises involving auditors, buyers and other stakeholder can provide a means for a more construc-
tivist approach to gathering data on practices.  

Regarding policy recommendations, the findings point to the need for supporting experimentation 
with alternatives to the existing standards and especially to explore how self-reporting can be de-
signed in a manner that lends itself to be considered a legitimate approach. Self-assessment 
should also be embedded in a technological trajectory using digital means (e.g., digital platforms 
and artificial intelligence) for becoming transparent and efficient. Policy-makers – and other actors 
– need to pay special attention to developing robust verification processes. Policymakers also 
need to attend to resistance among incumbents against developing new standards, encourage ex-
perimentation, and provide support for upscaling promising activities. This combination may result 
in the development of new and more legitimate standards.  
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Appendix 1: Description of major social compliance standards and initia-
tives 

Sources are listed in the footnotes in the end of the appendix.  

Social Accountability International (SAI) - SA8000 
SAI was created in 1997 as a multi-stakeholder initiative by NGO´s, governments, trade union rep-
resentatives and various representatives from the private sector such as companies and auditing 
firms. While SAI still is the system's owner of the SA8000 and in that capacity conducts a revision 
of the standard every five years, in 2007, both the accreditation functions and the responsibility 
for overseeing auditors and certification bodies was transferred to the newly created Social Ac-
countability Accreditation Services (SAAS). SAAS is listed as a department of the SAI, and even 
though the SAAS homepage states that it “maintains its own independent decision-making process 
for its accreditation systems”,1 Clean Clothes Campaign has raised doubts about the independ-
ence.  

The SA8000 is a certification standard, which combines content requirements and requirements 
for a management system. The content requirements are based on several UN human rights 
standards, ILO´s core conventions and national labour laws. The standard measures social perfor-
mance in eight areas:  
1. Child Labour 
2. Forced or Compulsory Labour 
3. Health and Safety 
4. Freedom of Association & Right to Collective Bargaining 
5. Discrimination 
6. Disciplinary Practices 
7. Working Hours 
8. Remuneration 

Organizations applying for a SA8000 certification must implement a management system to secure 
full compliance with the standard. This implies that third-party auditors assess the maturity of the 
Management System and issue a ‘Management Systems Maturity Declaration’. To do so, the or-
ganisations seeking or maintaining the SA8000 certification must conduct a Management System 
Self-Assessment.  

The process to acquire a certificate requires audits in two stages. Before the certification process 
starts, the certifying body will typically carry out optional pre-assessment audits2. In addition, cer-
tification bodies must conduct an Initial Research six months before the Stage 1 audit to ensure 
that the applying organization does not have a history of significant violations of the SA8000 
standard.  
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Stage 1 audit (typically 1-2 days duration) includes: 

• Document review to investigate whether the factory/organization has established the necessary 
procedures and processes to match the legal requirements  

• Review of organizations´ pre-audit questionnaire 
• Competence of the organization’s internal auditors 
• On-site audits in day and night shifts (night shifts focus primarily on worker interviews and OSH 
• Auditors visiting the local community to collect information on possible non-compliance (e.g. 

forced labour) 

Stage 2 audit: 

• Confirms that the management system complies with the requirement in the SA8000 
standard (among others, systematic use of the Plan-Do-Check-Act approach) 

• Includes assessment of OSH and working conditions through a tour around the premised 
 

Non-compliance issues are addressed through follow up mechanism. When minimum require-
ments: social environment (wages, forced labour) and environments (chemicals etc.,) are not in 
compliance with the national and international standards, the factory gets a risk score, and the 
factory will not get more orders before the issues are taken care of. Factories get one score for 
each violation or minimum requirements. If they score a 5, then brands/buyers stop the collabora-
tion.  

SA8000-certificates are valid for three years. Surveillance audits are conducted throughout the 
three-year period. The Annual Surveillance Program requires two surveillance visits per certifica-
tion cycle (6 and 18 months after certification). The surveillance visits will typically last two days 
and must be semi-announced. In the last years, there have been some changes to the surveillance 
program. Traditionally, most surveillance audits were conducted in a six-month cycle (6, 12, 18, 24 
and 30 months after certification), had a duration of one day, and were led by one auditor. Ac-
cording to the SAAS, these changes were made to give the factories more time to promote correc-
tive actions over “quick fixes”, reduce auditing fatigue and provide auditors with sufficient time to 
conduct the audits and record all the findings3. 

SAAS accredits third-party auditing firms to be SA8000 Accredited Certification Bodies. SAAS evalu-
ates the applying Certification Bodies based on the following elements: a document review, a pre-
assessment if applicable), an office audit and a witnessed CB audit where SAAS auditors observe 
the CB auditors confirm that all procedures are consistent with the SA8000 standard. In addition, 
the Certification Bodies must comply with requirements stated in ISO 17021-1:2015, which speci-
fies the requirements for audits4. 

SAI provides five-day Introduction and Basic Auditor training courses necessary for all SA8000 
Team Auditors and represents a prerequisite for the SA8000 Advanced Lead Auditor Training5. In 
addition, CB auditors are required to attend SAAS development training courses (against a fee of 
1200-2000 $ per person) and SA 8000 calibration meetings6. Detailed information on 
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requirements to auditors and other personnel involved in certification functions are presented on 
the homepage7.  

Fair Labor Association (FLA) 
The Fair Labor Association was created in 1999 in the USA in the wake of several sweatshop scan-
dals. The FLA emerged based on a task force that US president Bill Clinton started in 1996 and is a 
coalition of three constituent groups – companies, universities, and civil society organizations 
(CSOs). All groups are equally represented in the FLA´s Board of Directors along with an Independ-
ent Chair. Amongst the buyers with accredited Social Compliance Programs are Adidas, Nike, Pata-
gonia, Puma and NewBalance8. 
 
The FLA Workplace Code of Conduct is based on ILO Conventions. Brands that become members 
of the FLA, commit to nine principles of fair labor and responsible sourcing and agree to require 
their suppliers to commit both to the FLA Workplace Code of Conduct and the national labour 
laws. The nine principles are:  

1. Employment Relation 
2. Non-Discrimination  
3. Harassment or Abuse 
4. Forced Labour 
5. Child Labour 
6. Freedom of Association and collective bargaining 
7. Health, Safety and Environment 
8. Hours of Work 
9. Compensation 
 
The FLA Board of Directors accredits third-party audit companies. In total, the FLA approved seven 
third-party audit firms and about 10-15 independent auditors to monitor the FLA Code of Conduct. 
The third-party audit firms active in Bangladesh are ELEVATE Ltd., Innovatus, InSync Global and So-
cial Compliance Services Asia (SCSA). None of the independent auditors is active in Bangladesh9. In 
addition, there is no information about any training for third-party auditors. 
 
When suppliers sign a membership with FLA, they start with a two- or three-year implementation 
schedule. In 2016, the FLA conducted a total of 149 assessments in facilities in 27 countries. Out of 
those 149 assessments, 13 were conducted in Bangladesh. All the assessed factories showed a lack 
of safety and health procedures and gaps in their management of hazardous chemicals and re-
quired improvement in avoiding excessive hours of work10.  
 
FLA has initiated a special investigation process called ´The FLA Third-Party Complaint Process´ that 
allows workers, unions, universities, civil society or other stakeholders to request the investigation 
of FLA Workplace Code of Conduct violations. In 2016 FLA initiated nine of these Third-Party Com-
plaint processes that led to improved working conditions for nearly 20,000 workers11. 
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Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP) 
WRAP was launched in 2000 by a coalition of US apparel companies - the American Apparel and 
Footwear Association (AAFA). WRAP is a certification standard that consists of 12 principles and is 
based on conventions of ILO, UN´s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and OECD´s 
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises12: 

1. Compliance with Laws and Workplace regulations 
2. Prohibition of Forced Labour 
3. Prohibition of Child Labour 
4. Prohibition of Harassment or Abuse 
5. Compensation and Benefits 
6. Hours of work 
7. Prohibition of Discrimination 
8. Health and Safety 
9. Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining 
10. Environment 
11. Customs Compliance 
12. Security 
 
Auditors need to attend a 5-day Lead Auditor Training Course13. Besides this, WRAP also provides 
courses on Fire Safety Training and Internal Auditor Training - the latter fulfilling the training re-
quirements for the International Register of Certificated Auditors (IRCA) as a Social Systems Inter-
nal Auditor. In Bangladesh, WRAP audits are conducted by six accredited audit companies: Accor-
dia, Bureau Veritas, Intertek, SGS, TÜV Rheinland and TÜV SÜD.  

Before factories get certified, they must submit a WRAP application and pay a registration fee of 
U.S. $ 1195. Hereafter they must complete a self-assessment to demonstrate compliance with sev-
eral social principles. Then, they select one of the six accredited third-party auditors to audit the 
factory against the WRAPS Principles. If the audit is not successfully passed within six months after 
paying the registration fee, the factories must re-apply for another 1195$ payment. The third-
party auditor will send the audit report and recommendations to the factory and the WRAP. Fi-
nally, WRAPs certification Boards evaluates the audit reports and - provided its approval - certifies 
the factory14. 

There are three different kinds of certification: Platinum, gold and silver15. 

• The Platinum certificate is valid for two years. Factories will be awarded the platinum cer-
tificate if they can demonstrate full compliance with the WRAP principles for three consec-
utive certification audits without corrective actions or observations. Furthermore, the cer-
tifications need to be awarded with no gaps between the periods.  

• The Gold certificate is the standard WRAP certification level, and it is valid for one year. It is 
awarded to factories that demonstrate full compliance with WRAP´s 12 Principles.  

• The Silver certificate is valid for six months. It is awarded if the auditor finds the factories 
to follow WRAP´s principles but issues minor non-compliances such as policies, procedures 
or training that must be addressed.  
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Amfori BSCI 
The Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI) was founded in 2003 by the Foreign Trade Associa-
tion (FTA). This private non-profit trade association represents more than 200 members of the in-
ternational trade community. After discontinuing the bond with the FTA and rebranding as Amfori 
in 2018, the organization now encompasses: 
 

• Amfori BSCI (focusing on social performance in supply chains) 
• Amfori BEPI (focusing on environmental performance in supply chains) 
• Amfori Advocacy (representation of its members' interest)16 

  
The Amfori BSCI Code of Conduct builds upon 11 core principles that refer to international conven-
tions relevant to improve working conditions in the supply chain. Among those are The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, UN Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights, OECD Guide-
lines, the Children´s Rights and Business Principles, UN Global Compact and conventions and rec-
ommendations from the International Labour Organization (ILO). In addition, there is a zero-toler-
ance policy on a few issues, such as child labour. Still, Amfori advises its members against issuing 
penalties for non-compliances but instead focuses on capacity building.  
 
An exclusive circle of third-party auditors are approved to conduct Amfori BSCI audits, primarily 
consisting of big international audit companies with local offices in different countries. Even 
though it is theoretically possible for any audit company to become accredited, Amfori prefers to 
collaborate with fewer audit companies to ensure better capacity building. As a result, from 2015 
to 2019, Amfori reduced its number of approved auditing partners from 21 to 13. Audits can be 
both announced and unannounced. Auditors from Amfori BSCI´s accredited monitoring firms must 
complete a 5-day training course and are hereafter required to retake an exam every 18-24 
months. 
 
The audit frequency depends on the factories´ auditing score (from A-E). If the factory scores A or 
B, the next audit will be conducted after 24 months. A score of C-E will be valid for a maximum of 
12 months17. If a factory is reported for a severe non-compliance issue, the factory has 60 days to 
make a corrective action plan. The third-party auditors are not following up on the non-compli-
ances. Instead, the facilities´ corrective action plans must be approved by Amfori (desk-approval). 

Amfori BSCI provides a platform where members can upload and share the results of monitoring 
activities to “reduce effort, safe money and increase consistency for buyers and suppliers”18. How-
ever, according to several interviews with former auditors and factory representatives, the differ-
ent Amfori members rarely cooperate or coordinate their audits. This means that factories will be 
subject to multiple various Amfori BSCI audits during a year.  
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The Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) and Social & Labour Convergence Program (SLCP) 
SAC was founded in 2010 as a result of a partnership between Patagonia and Walmart. The two 
companies put together a steering committee and decided to jointly invite CEOs of leading global 
companies to develop a standard that could measure the environmental impact of their products. 
The invited companies were carefully picked, making sure that only executives of companies were 
invited that were believed to support the effort. One of the most important companies that 
needed to be persuaded to join was the multinational corporation Nike, which had developed an 
index called ´Nike Considered Index´ that analysed the environmental impact of materials used in 
footwear and apparel production. After joining the coalition, Nike agreed to share its database 
with the other members and make its database public19. In the following years, the SAC´s growth 
continued, and in 2017 about 10.000 buyers around the world used the system20. The SAC also 
continued its growth and consists now of an industry-wide group of more than 250 brands, retail-
ers, suppliers, service providers, trade associations, non-profits, NGOs and academic institutions21. 

The Social and Labour Convergence Program (SLCP) is another project facilitated by the SAC and its 
members. The SLCP is a multi-stakeholder initiative comprising more than 220 signatories, includ-
ing brands, manufacturers, audit forms and civil society groups. During its development phase 
from 2016-2018, the SLCP received funding from the SAC, the C&A Foundation, the Netherlands 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Norges Bank Investment Management. It was established to 
“tackle the issue of audit fatigue in the apparel & footwear sector”22. The SLCP aims to develop 
and implement a Converged Assessment Framework (CAF) designed to collect and verify social au-
dit data in one framework, thereby replacing all proprietary social audit programs. The SLCP digital 
platform is a so-called multisided platform with access for multiple stakeholders divided into cor-
porate and affiliate members covering respective commercial organizations and trade unions, 
NGOs etc. Ordinary affiliated members, manufacturers and brands pay between US$ 11-60.000 
per year while NGOs and academics pay US$1000. All members of SAC have unlimited access to 
the modules, while nonmembers pay a fee per module, typically around $ 165-335 depending on 
what is being purchased (SAC, 2021). Additional services can be bought, allowing for getting access 
to additional data, analytical services, and data for benchmarking purposes, for mentioning a few 
only.  

However, the first version of the SAC´s social compliance standard was released years before the 
launch of the SLCP in 2011 under the name Higg Index. The Higg index is a comprehensive set of 
tools that enables brands to assess and measure a company´s or product´s social and environmen-
tal sustainability performance. One of these tools is the Higg Facility Social & Labor Tool (Higg 
FSLM), which offers companies a framework to assess and measure the social impact of its produc-
tion and “promotes safe and fair social and labour conditions for value chain workers all over the 
world”23. 

In October 2020, the SAC and SLCP jointly announced a new, digitalized version of the Higg FSLM 
that can share verified audit data beyond the Higg platform and is based on the Converged Assess-
ment Framework as the foundation of the tool. Not only was it described by Amina Razvi, Execu-
tive Director of the SAC, as “a game-changer for the industry”, but also as “an opportunity for 
brands to retire independent proprietary tools and move towards performance improvement and 
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increased collaboration to address social and labour issues across the value chain. This has been a 
key goal of the SAC since its inception, and with this launch, we get one step closer to reducing au-
diting fatigue and shifting resources towards improvement and collective action”24. 

 

The measured impact areas of the Higg FSLM are: 

  

Section Topic 

(1) Recruitment and Hi-
ring  

Child Labor, Forced Labor, Discrimination, Employment Prac-
tices, Suppliers / Subcontractors 

(2) Working Hours  Working Hours 

(3) Wages and Benefits Wages and Benefits, Other and Best Practices 

(4) Employee Treatment  Forced Labor, Harassment and Abuse, Discrimination, Disci-
pline 

(5) Employee Involvement  

Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining (Unions 
and/or Employee Representative Groups and Industrial Action 
/ Strikes), Discrimination, Grievance Systems, Employee Feed-
back 

(6) Health and Safety  

General Work Environment, Building Safety, Emergency Pre-
paredness, Chemicals/Hazardous Substances, Employee Pro-
tection, Materials Handling and Storage, Electrical Safety, First 
Aid/Medical, Contractor Safety, Dormitories, Canteens, Child-
care 

(7) Termination  Forced Labor, Discrimination, Employment Practices 

(8) Management Systems  
Policies and Procedures / Goals and Strategy, Roles and Re-
sponsibility / Communication and Training, Self-Assessment, 
Continuous Improvement 

(9) Above and Beyond  Workplace Well-being, Community 
Higg FSLM´s social compliance issues 

Except for the Beyond compliance and management systems questions, the questions are typically 
yes/no-questions (see examples below). For example, it could be whether the factory accepts that 
workers refuse to take on overtime. The factories have the opportunity to upload documentation 
supporting their claims. The focus on management systems addresses codified policies concerned 
with social compliance (e.g. systems and policies for child labour). An example of a question is: 
Which of the following topics are included within the facility's written policies and procedures for 
child labour and young workers? (SELECT all that apply with an "X"). Beyond compliance covers 
questions, which are not mandatory compliance issues, but rather differentiate the particular 
firms. An example of a question is: In the last 12 months within the assessment period, did the 
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facility actively seek to provide (or attain) any of the following types of wage aspirations for 
employees? (SELECT all that apply with an "X" (companies can, e.g. tick off Living wages). 

The SLCP accredits audit companies to become an approved auditing body. To conduct audits 
(called verification in the system) against the Converged Assessment Framework, auditors must 1) 
work for an accredited audit company, 2) meet several SLCP criteria (such as at least three years of 
audit experience), 3) take a mandatory e-learning course and certificate consisting of seven mod-
ules and 4) pass a Verifier Exam25. It is not uncommon that audit companies do not cover all the 
tools incorporated in the Higg Index. For example, the American audit company UL supports the 
Higg Facility Environmental Module but does not conduct audits against the Higg FSLM26. 

Factories must contact an accredited auditor to complete an audit against the Higg FSLM. Before 
getting audited, factories must conduct a self-assessment of their social and labour data. In the 
next step, the accredited auditor visits the factory to verify the answers that the factories have 
provided in their self-assessment and record new answers if they find the self-assessment to be 
incorrect or incomplete. According to the SLCP, audit firms will provide necessary services to help 
the factories identifying issues and develop a corrective action plan27. None of the assessment 
data and information collected during audits against the Higg FSLM is publicly available. Members 
are not allowed to share any auditing data outside the Higg Platform28. However, the SLCP has 
published a list of supplier facilities participating in the SLCP process, containing basic information 
and information on the assessment status29. According to our informants, about 140 suppliers 
were audited in the Higg FSLM in 2020. 

 

Example of HIGG FSLM assessment paper 
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Verification summary 

The SLCP and ILO-Better Work started working together in 2019 in a pilot project in Indonesia with 
the aim to “integrate SLCP’s Converged Assessment Framework (CAF) and process in the Better 
Work assessment process, to advise on an approach to ensure that the framework produces credi-
ble and usable data that aligns with national labor laws and international standards, and to pro-
vide preliminary learning opportunities for potential scaling beyond 2019”30. The collaboration has 
continued in 2020 with a review and update on the Converged Assessment Framework that has 
led to a “country-specific ‘over-lay’ to the tool with national laws and International Labor Stand-
ards (ILS)”31. In 2021, the plan is that Bangladesh will be one of three prioritized countries where 
ILO-Better Work and the SLCP will “engage their constituents to ensure the tool aligns with existing 
agreements and will also undertake joint stakeholder consultation with ILO’s tripartite constituents 
(governments, workers, and employer representatives) and other stakeholders, incorporating their 
feedback, before conducting a joint pilot with the Tool 1.4 [of the Converged Assessment Frame-
work] prototype”32. 
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Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI) 
ETI is an alliance formed by companies, trade unions and NGO´s based in the UK. ETI developed a 
Principles of Implementation (POI) Framework to help its members implement the ETI Base Code 
throughout their supply chains. In addition, ETI is working intensively on a programme to improve 
social dialogue between workers and employers in the Bangladesh garment sector and its ETI sis-
ter alliances from Denmark and Norway.  

The ETI Base Code is founded on the International Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions and na-
tional laws. Member companies of ETI can either adopt the ETI Base Code or incorporate it in their 
own Company CoC. It builds on nine principles33:  

1. Employment is freely chosen  
2. Freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining are respected  
3. Working conditions are safe and hygienic  
4. Child labour shall not be used  
5. Living wages are paid  
6. Working hours are not excessive  
7. No discrimination is practised  
8. Regular employment is provided  
9. No harsh or inhumane treatment is allowed  
 
The ETI neither conducts audits against the ETI Base Code nor accredit any third-party auditors to 
do so. Nevertheless, the ETI mentions several auditing firms on its homepage, of which several 
also are active in Bangladesh, such as Bureau Veritas, SGS, Intertek, Impact and Pricewater house 
Coopers. Unfortunately, ETI´s members do not coordinate their audits properly, which leads to 
many audits against the ETI Base Code at the same factories. 

Even though ETI does not provide any training courses for auditors, it provides several different 
training courses on themes such as Gender Equality, Worker Representation, Ethical Buying, Man-
agement and Environment, Health & Safety.  

 

The Supplier Ethical Data Exchange (Sedex) 
Sedex was founded in 2001 by several UK retailers. It now comprises about 60.000 member organ-
isations from over 180 countries, with regional teams across the UK, Australia, India, Latin America 
and China34. Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit (SMETA) is Sedex´ social auditing methodology. 
Audits against SMETA can either be built on a 2-pillar SMETA Audit or a 4-Pillar SMETA Audit. 
SMETA is based on ETI´s Base Code as well as national labour law35.  

2-Pillar SMETA Audit 

 

Builds on ETI´s base code and SMETA additions such as the requirement 
of management systems, responsible recruit, sub-contracting and more 
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4-Pillar SMETA Audit 

 

Builds on the 2-Pillar Requirements plus assessment of environment, as-
sessment of business ethics and an appendix concerning customer´s sup-
plier code.  

 
To conduct SMETA-audits, third-party auditors must apply to become an Affiliate Audit Company. 
To be considered a potential affiliated audit company, auditor firms are required to be members 
of The Association for Professional Social Compliance Auditors (APSCA). This initiative was founded 
in 2015 by several leading social compliance auditors such as Bureau Veritas, ELEVATE, Intertek, 
SGS, Rina, TUV Rheinland, TUV SUD and UL36. 
 
Sedex developed a standard protocol to assist auditors in carrying out audits, called the SMETA 
Best Practice Guide37. The guide must be applied when audits are conducted and covers the fol-
lowing four core documents of SMETA:  

1. SMETA Best Practice Guide 
2. SMETA Measurement Criteria: A document that lists in detail which items should be exam-

ined during a SMETA audit38 
3. SMETA Audit Report: A template to record audit findings 
4. SMETA Corrective Action Plan Report: A template to summarize audit findings and corre-

sponding corrective actions39 

Before the SMETA-audit is conducted, suppliers must fill out a Self-Assessment Questionnaire 
(SAQ). Going forward, the SAQ will be considered by auditors who are to carry out a SMETA audit 
at the facility. In addition, factories must make the SAQ available to buyers before deciding 
whether to commission an audit. Once the SAQ is submitted, Sedex will feed the information ob-
tained from the SAQ into its Risk Assessment Tool. Depending on the risk assessment outcome, 
the audit will either be announced, semi-announced or unannounced.  

The auditing process always consists of an opening meeting, a document review, a site tour and 
interviews with management and workers. The duration of the audit depends on the number of 
employees and factory locations. Once the audit is completed, both the buyer and the factories 
work together on a Corrective Action Plan.  

Depending on the outcome of the initial audit, follow-up audits may be carried out to check the 
factories progress and improvement. Follow-up audits can both be full audits, partial audits focus-
ing on the reported issues or desktop follow-up. Sedex has not determined a fixed audit fre-
quency. It is, however, recommended to conduct annual audits at high-risk facilities and 2-yearly 
audits at medium risk facilities, leaving it to the buyers to categorize the factories40. 
 
Sedex does not provide any formal training courses for auditors. Nevertheless, Sedex is developing 
an “Audit Quality Programme” to define minimum requirements for SMETA auditors, and Sedex is 
frequently monitoring accredited auditors41. 
 
In 2015 Sedex Advance was created, a Data Exchange Platform that Sedex describes as “the largest 
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collaborative platform in the world for buyers, suppliers and auditors to store, share and report on 
information quickly and easily”42. However, according to representatives from leading supplier fac-
tories in Bangladesh, the Sedex platform has not improved the load of auditing frequency. Sedex 
A-members are not coordinating their audits with each other. 

Companies can be registered in the platform as A-Members (Buyers), B-Members (Suppliers) and 
AB-Members (Buyers/suppliers)43. In 2019, Bangladesh had two A-members, 1,045 B-members, 
and 0 AB-members enrolled in Sedex Advance. While Sedex members can choose to upload social 
audit methodologies, most uploaded audits are SMETA audits. In 2019, a total of 27,810 new au-
dits were added on a global scale throughout the year; 26,180 of these were SMETA audits44. 
 

Better Work 
Better Work (BW) was launched in 2007 as a partnership program between the ILO and the Inter-
national Finance Corporation (IFC). BW has established a program in Bangladesh since 2014. The 
program consists of three central pillars:  

• Audits / Compliance Assessment Activities: Audits are conducted to evaluate whether factories 
comply with ILO Core Labour Standards and national labour laws.  

• Continuous Improvement: BW staff facilitates various activities to address non-compliances 
and improve factories´ capacity to identify and manage social compliance issues.  

• Stakeholder Engagement  
 
After six years, BW is collaborating with 27 brands and retailers and 277 factories in Bangladesh45. 
As mentioned above, BW has plans to expand its supplier collaboration in Bangladesh to reach 400 
factories in 2021.  

Better Work developed a Compliance Assessment Tool (CAT) used by its enterprise advisors when 
assessing factories. The CAT covers the following areas: 

• Child Labor 
• Discrimination 
• Forced Labor 
• Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining 
• Compensation 
• Contract and workplace relations 
• Occupational Health and Safety 
• Working Time 

BW conducts both unannounced and announced audits. They are carried out by BW´s staff (ILO 
trained assessors) and based on the Compliance Assessment Tool.  

When a factory is recruited, BW staff will typically visit the factory up to three times and start their 
advisory work with factory managers to identify issues and establish means of improvement. 
Hereafter the assessments will take place. Findings will be coupled with the factory´s problem 
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diagnosis. Workplace assessments are conducted annually, forming the basis for BW´s improve-
ment plan for each factory.  

BW offers a broad range of training courses, industry seminars, and life skills training to improve 
its factory strategies. The training courses and the industry seminars are facilitated by BW´s staff 
or officers from IFC, ILO or UNICEF.  

As of June 2019, the BW programme in Bangladesh has trained 8,848 participants in 223 training 
sessions and 128 industry seminars. BW´s training does not only address social compliance issues 
but also encompasses business and productivity skills. As BW claims, research shows that its Su-
pervisory Skills Training increases factory productivity by 22%46. 
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Appendix 2: The most critical audit companies active in Bangladesh 

Bureau Veritas 
Bureau Veritas was founded in 1828 and has its origins in shipping safety. Since then, it has moved 
its operations into various sectors. During the increasing globalization, Bureau Veritas also pre-
empted the supply chain management market, including the certification of factories and suppli-
ers.  
 
With a revenue of 5.1 billion EUR and an operating profit of more than 700 million EUR in 2019, 
Bureau Veritas is among the absolute top of the biggest social audit companies. However, the so-
cial certification sector is far from making the most of the company's revenue, ranked behind Agri-
Food & Commodities, Industry, Building & Infrastructure and Consumer Products.  
 
While the organization is headquartered in France, Bureau Veritas has been operating in Bangla-
desh since 2003 and holds offices in Dhaka and Chittagong47. 
 
Bureau Veritas is the accredited auditor of most of the social compliance standards covered in this 
report, including ISO 45001, SA 8000, WRAP, Amfori BSCI, SMETA Audit, Higg FSLM and the ETI 
Base Code. In addition, Bureau Veritas declares on its homepage that it is currently working on de-
veloping its social standard, making sure that “our experts can thoroughly support companies in 
developing and implementing an effective social compliance program”48. 
 
 

ELEVATE 
ELEVATE was founded in 2013 in a merger of the social auditing firms Level Works and INFACT 
Global Partners. Even though it represents a younger generation than many other corporate audit-
ing firms, ELEVATE has established more than 20 offices worldwide headquartered in Hong Kong. 
A substantial part of ELEVATES activities takes place in the apparel and footwear industry. Accord-
ing to its homepage, ELEVATE conducted over 4500 social and environmental audits for this sector 
in 2016, impacting the working life of over 3 million workers49. 

When the Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety was founded in the aftermath of the Rana Plaza 
accident, ELEVATE played an integral role in the programme. The Alliance was founded by a group 
of North American apparel companies, retailers and brands who committed themselves to have 
their suppliers inspected and initiate training programs, conducting impact worker surveys and or-
ganizing OSH-related activities and events such as the annual Fire & Building Safety Expo. ELEVATE 
was appointed the management firm responsible for managing the inspections and developing lo-
cal operations. For five years, from 2013-2018, ELEVATE was thus responsible for the remediation 
and support of 850 factories in Bangladesh. In this capacity, ELEVATE built a team of 65 staff, of 
whom 62 were in Dhaka. By mid-2017, ELEVATE had carried out 726 factory inspections50. 

ELEVATE has partnered with a broad range of organizations and industry initiatives “to drive trans-
parency and sustainable change throughout the value chain”51. Partnerships include Amfori BSCI, 
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Sedex, The Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC), Fair Labor Association (FLA) and others52. Further-
more, ELEVATE developed its own ELEVATE Responsible Sourcing Assessment (ERSA), which is 
based on local and national laws and conventions of the ILO, acting as a code of conduct. ERSA53 
represents a one-size-fits-all standard that is benchmarked against industry protocols, including: 

• Ethical Trading Initiative 
• Amfori BSCI 
• Sedex SMETA 6.0 framework 
• Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP) 
• And other industry initiatives 

 
 

SGS 
SGS started its business as a grain inspection service when it was established in 1878 in France. Af-
ter the first world war, in 1919, it moved its registration to Switzerland as Société Générale de Sur-
veillance and has since expanded its core services to four categories: Inspection, Testing, Certifica-
tion and Verification. Today, SGS employs more than 89,000 employees in over 2600 offices and 
laboratories around the world. In Bangladesh, SGS started to establish its activities in 1974. Today, 
it operates from its offices in Chittagong and Khulna and its head office in Dhaka, employing more 
than 450 people54 both in the foods and non-foods department, where the RMG-industry is lo-
cated. In Bangladesh, SGS is accredited to audit against the WRAP, SEDEX/SMETA and BSCI stand-
ards as well as customer code of conducts.  
 

TÜV Rheinland 
TÜV Rheinland was founded in 1872 as an association that initially was determined to monitor 
steam boilers in the adjacent neighbouring districts. In the following decades, it expanded more 
and more in the wake of industrial and technical development and, in 1936, the name was 
changed to TÜV –TechnischerÜberwachungsverein (Technical Surveillance associations). In 1970 
the gradual internationalization began when TÜV Rheinland established its first foreign subsidiary. 
With more than 20 000 employees and an annual turnover of 2 billion €, TÜV Rheinland now rep-
resents one of the world’s biggest audit companies, with almost 60 % of its employees working 
outside of Germany, generating about 47 % of the company’s total sales 55. 
 
TÜV Rheinland conducts audits against standards such as Amfori BSCI, Sedex Audit, SA 8000, 
WRAP, and ISO 45001. According to their homepage, TÜV Rheinland's auditors average about ten 
years of experience in the social audit sector, making them the most experienced auditors in the 
industry56. 
 

UL 
Like many other audit companies, UL emerged in the 19th century as the Underwriter Electrical Bu-
reau, a safety inspection organisation. Before finally being named Underwriters Laboratories (UL), 
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the organization experienced several name changes and slowly began its international expansion 
to Europe and Japan in the 1950s. Step by step, Ul developed into a firm with a broader approach 
to offer services such as auditing, certification and testing quality and safety of products.  
 
UL has more than 20 years of social auditing experience and has conducted over 200,000 audits.  
UL has developed a Responsible Sourcing Workplace Assessment benchmarked against industry 
frameworks such as Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit (SMETA) and ILO conventions and recom-
mendations57. 
 
UL has been conducting audits in Bangladesh since 2012 and has its head office in Dhaka.  
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