Mind the gaps: Grass-roots ‘brokering’ to improve labour standards in global supply chains

Abstract
While governance and regulation are a first step in addressing worsening working conditions in global supply chains (GSCs), improving implementation is also key to reversing this trend. In this paper, after examining the nature of the existing governance and implementation gaps in labour standards in GSCs, we explore how Viet Labor, an emerging grass-roots organisation, has developed practices to help close them. This involves playing brokering roles between different workers and between workers and existing governance mechanisms. We identify an initial typology of six such roles: educating, organising, supporting, collective action, whistle-blowing and documenting. This marks a significant shift in the way action to improve labour standards along the supply chain is analysed. Our case explores how predominantly top-down approaches can be supplemented by bottom-up ones centred on workers’ agency.
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Introduction
Hoa[footnoteRef:1] worked in rice fields with her parents and husband to support her three children until an employment agency held an information session in her village about work opportunities in Malaysia. Hoa signed a three-year contract on a promise of ‘good income, good work conditions, housing and health care’. On arrival in Malaysia, Hoa realised that she faced accommodation costs, had no health cover and, with rare access to overtime, had barely enough money to live on, let alone send home. The hardship was exacerbated by racial discrimination at work and the confiscation of her passport, exposing her to wrongful incarceration amid a crackdown on illegal migrants. Just as Hoa was becoming desperate, she met a co-worker who was a local leader of the Viet Labor Federation (an organisation that brings together members of the Vietnamese diaspora across the world and supports workers in several Asian countries). The leader organised an alternative, better-paid job for Hoa, who then herself set up a local Viet Labor group of 25 workers offering mutual support. [1:  Pseudonyms are used in vignettes and quotes to protect the identity of the individuals mentioned.] 

Hoa’s experience highlights the unique role an emergent grass-roots organisation can play within a GSC, namely that of broker, intervening where no other organisation was apparently active. Aware of the governance and implementation issues within existing mechanisms for labour standards in GSCs, we thus began investigating Viet Labor’s activities. This paper presents our findings, exposing some of the key gaps in the governance and implementation of labour standards while showing how and under what conditions agile grass-roots organisations can help fill them.
Existing governance mechanisms applying to GSCs can be described as a ‘sparse patchwork of global regulations’ (Koch-Baumgarten and Kryst, 2015: 151), ranging from national labour law to International Labor Organization (ILO) fundamental principles, international agreements such as international framework agreements (IFAs), private social standards (PSSs) and international campaigns. However, this combination of governance mechanisms has not been successful in mitigating the negative impact of the pressure exerted by GSCs in the poorest regions of the world (Davies et al., 2011; Fisher et al., 2010; Locke, 2013). Despite an increase in the range of modalities of labour regulation in existence, it is widely recognised that a governance gap in social standards exists (Coe and Hess, 2013; Donaghey et al., 2014; Wright and Kaine, 2015).
While governance is important, more governance and regulation are not the only answers deteriorating working conditions down the supply chain: improving implementation is also key to reversing this trend. The governance gap is compounded by implementation gaps that result from the decoupling of policies and their outcomes (Wijen, 2014). Altogether, governance mechanisms are designed and implemented through top-down processes run by implementation agents such as unions, NGOs, governments and multinational corporations (MNCs). While some recent global initiatives endeavour to include workers in the process, workers at the bottom of the supply chain too often remain marginalised (Bendell, 2005; Coe and Hess, 2013; Donaghey et al., 2014; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014; Raj-Reichert, 2013). Local unions function as a last resort for extending the frontiers of implementation down the supply chain, but many workers are left out.
Only limited research examines how ‘contextual coupling’ may occur through the occurrence of ‘surprising emergent networks’ (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016) that could leverage workers’ agency by connecting them with global and local implementation agents. In their policy paper, Levi et al. (2013) suggest that local NGOs can contribute to such an improvement, but we know very little about how their practices can close the governance and implementation gaps. Viet Labor achieved just that, and our study explores how such a grass-roots organisation can develop practices that ultimately help close the governance and implementation gaps.
We adopt an embedded case study design (Eisenhardt, 1989), exploring GSC governance and implementation gaps not yet addressed by more institutionalised players, and investigate how Viet Labor attempted to fill them, often successfully.
From the governance gap to the implementation gap in GSCs
The emergence of the governance gap
Over the past 30 years, MNCs’ influence has extended beyond their immediate activities through the proliferation of complex global production networks (Clegg and Carter, 2009; Robinson and Rainbird, 2011). This has seen employers reorganise the structure of work: lead firms use international outsourcing networks comprising suppliers in countries where labour costs are low (Barrientos et al., 2010). The resulting global fragmentation of production is seen to have negative effects, especially for unskilled workers (Geishecker and Gorg, 2004). This can result in malpractice (Davies et al., 2011; Fisher et al., 2010) ranging from unacceptable working conditions to human trafficking (ILO, 2008). Respect for labour rights (Levi et al., 2013) and freedom of association (Marx et al., 2015) have deteriorated in most regions of the world.
Despite more modalities of labour regulation being available, the development of GSCs has caused the governance gap affecting social standards to persist (Coe and Hess, 2013; Wright and Kaine, 2015). Since production is fragmented, neither individual states nor labour forces nor consumers can counterbalance the power of capital (Donaghey et al., 2014).
Competition between nation states engaged in a ‘race to the bottom’ (Lee and Eyraud, 2008) results in a disincentive for public governance, while MNCs’ international reach limits that of governments. In an ideal world, private governance would provide a substitute. However, the proliferation and fragmentation of labour governance structures and mechanisms in GSCs has arguably reduced their impact (Pekdemir et al., 2015). Many workers thus fall through the cracks and into a ‘governance gap’, where pressure from labour or customers is insufficient for private governance to be in place (Donaghey et al., 2014).
The implementation gap
The lack of progress in social standards can also be due to an implementation gap, where public and/or private governance mechanisms are in place but fail to improve labour standards. This situation can be conceptualised as one of decoupling, where policies and practices do not yield the expected results (Wijen, 2014). Implementation gaps differ from actual governance gaps, where governance is insufficient or inexistent. Here, we analyse implementation gaps and distinguish multi-scalar and local implementation gaps (Table 1). 
[Insert Table 1 about here]
Multi-scalar implementation gaps result from the decoupling of global governance mechanisms that are often linked to multiple stakeholder initiatives. For example, unions and other civil society organisations have implemented strategies aimed at leveraging consumer pressure on prominent companies and their GSCs (Bair and Palpacuer, 2012; Barrientos et al., 2010; Kaine, 2014; O'Rourke, 2003). Such campaigns operate at a global level (Den Hond and De Bakker, 2007; Den Hond et al., 2014), can combine labour and consumer power (Donaghey et al., 2014; Reinecke and Donaghey, 2015a, 2015b) and lead to private regulation (Locke, 2013; Vogel, 2008), the emergence of IFAs (Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011) or legally binding governance such as the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh (Reinecke and Donaghey, 2015a, 2015b). However, there are many barriers, at various levels, to the implementation of these global and complex governance mechanisms. Locally, although audits can assist in identifying unethical practices, they do not consistently produce timely or lasting results (Berliner, et al., 2015; Egels- Zandén and Merk, 2014; Locke, 2013); they may be subject to falsification (Raj-Reichert, 2013), and are often undermined by cost-oriented purchasing practices (Raworth and Kidder, 2009). Implementation along the supply chain can be undermined by outsourcing and labour-contracting practices (Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011; Coe and Hess, 2013), exacerbated by the continual relocation of production (Berliner, et al., 2015; Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011). Private regulation thus often fails to go beyond the first-tier contractor (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2015) and there are serious doubts about its capacity to effect genuine improvements for workers (Locke, 2013).
At a global level, the proliferation of standards reduces their impact (Donaghey et al., 2014; Klink, 2015; Pekdemir et al., 2015). International campaigns also remain challenging (Cheng et al., 2011), often because difficult collaboration between stakeholders limits implementation (Egels-Zandén and Hyllman, 2006, 2011).
Local implementation gaps correspond to the decoupling of governance mechanisms, the implementation of which is mainly dependent on national implementation agents; for instance, when national labour law or ILO principles are not enforced due to the weakness of national enforcement mechanisms (Donaghey et al., 2014). Barriers to enforcement at that level include a lack of resources on the part of government agents (Weil, 2008), but also a culture of marginalisation of legislative measures and even corruption (McCann, 2008). Another barrier arises when the political context does not provide a space for resistance from unions or civil society (O’Rourke, 2006). This can be due to the ‘race to the bottom’ (Lee and Eyraud, 2008) and manifests itself in China and Vietnam because of unions’ connection to the state (Clarke and Pringle, 2009).
Local limitations in the implementation of both multi-scalar and local governance mechanisms
In light of governments’ failure to close the implementation gaps in many countries and of the limitations of multi-scalar governance mechanisms, unions are, for many workers, the last resort at a local level. For instance, the implementation of IFAs (Hammer, 2005) and PSSs (Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011) is dependent on local union representation (Elliott and Freeman, 2003; Raj-Reichert, 2013) and unions’ ability to ‘ride the standard’ (Riisgaard, 2009: 335). This is undermined by outsourcing (Riisgaard, 2005) and the relocation of production to non-unionised areas (Bartley et al., 2016; Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011). Local implementation is confined to areas of union representation; workers who do not benefit from it are much less likely to benefit from governance mechanisms (Donaghey et al., 2014; Hammer, 2005). 
When unions are absent, many workers are left with no support network or voice, especially when they suffer from a low level of awareness (McCann, 2008). The implementation gap is especially salient when differences between groups of workers based on age, gender, race, ethnicity, citizenship and religion pose a challenge to collective organisation (Chang, 2009; Sarikakis, 2012) and where migrant labour and precarious work are common (Swider, 2014). For instance, in China’s Guangdong province, 60 per cent of migrant workers have no contract (Raworth and Kidder, 2009), demonstrating that unskilled migrant labour is one of the groups with the highest exposure to implementation failure (Ahmad, 2008; Anderson, 2010).
Workers who fall into the combined governance and implementation gaps can still engage in workplace protests, informal strikes and short stoppages (Meardi, 2007). Such worker activism has developed recently in Vietnam and China (Clarke and Pringle, 2009). However, this exercise often lacks strategic leverage (Cox, 2015). For instance, the recent wildcat strikes by Wal-Mart workers in China had only a limited impact because they were not embedded in international union structures (Yang, 2016). The risks faced by those involved are also significant (Clarke and Pringle, 2009; Cox, 2015). 
Bridging the implementation gap
Because their voices are not institutionally represented, many workers at the bottom of the supply chain are thus forced to choose between silence or very risky action with uncertain outcomes. In many cases, they are marginalised from the top-down labour governance of GSCs, be it in the crafting of governance mechanisms (Bendell, 2005; Coe and Hess, 2013; Donaghey et al., 2014; Raj-Reichert, 2013) or their implementation (Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014). Of course, some of these structures have ex-post mechanisms that seek to engage workers. While some private standards do not include such mechanisms, unions and other civil society organizations – such as the Fairtrade movement (Donaghey et al., 2014) – have been actively seeking to include freedom of association, organising rights, education programmes for workers, complaint mechanisms and workers’ participation (Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011; Rodriguez-Garavito, 2005; Hammer, 2005 ; Riisgaard, 2005; Reinecke & Donaghey, 2015). However, such efforts aiming at improving implementation by connecting workers at the bottom of GVCs with governance mechanisms are still dependent on the strength of local representation (Hammer, 2005).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh is an exception to this since it has the unique property of being legally binding (Renicke and Donaghey, 2015).] 

A key question is thus that of the link that can be established between workers at the bottom of the supply chain and the various implementation agents that operate within the existing patchwork of governance mechanisms. Groups of workers sometimes find a way to relay information to international stakeholders, leading to changes in working conditions (Berliner, et al., 2015; Donaghey, et al., 2014). Berliner et al. (2015) cite the case of a group of Honduran workers who brought information about their illegal treatment to the attention of social activism groups that then campaigned for their cause. In the same vein, the Foxconn scandal in factories producing Apple products started with striking workers and was then relayed by various groups and the media (Berliner, et al., 2015). These examples are part of a broader trend where networks are formed along the supply chain across groups of stakeholders and across levels, combining efforts to leverage consumption-based and production-based powers. For instance, the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh resulted from the joint use of these two forms of power through the collaborative efforts of local unions in the West and in Bangladesh, global union federations and social movement organisations (Reinecke & Donaghey, 2015).
Only limited research has been undertaken examining how workers’ agency could be leveraged by connecting them with global and local implementation agents. Bartley and Egels-Zandén (2016) show how unions can sometimes connect workers and implementation agents through ‘contingent coupling’. While these authors refer mainly to unions’ role in achieving this coupling, they also accept that, more broadly, ‘marginalized actors rather than elite insiders and overseers’ (p. 233) could play a role in the process, leading to ‘surprising emergent networks’ (p. 233). While Levi et al. (2013) have suggested that local NGOs can play an important part in linking levels of governance and implementation, very little is known about how emergent networks can be formed and how their practices can assist in recoupling with a view to reducing the implementation gap. Viet Labor achieved just that, and our study explores how such a grass-roots organisation can develop practices that ultimately help close the governance and implementation gaps at a micro level.
Method
With the above aim in mind, we adopt an embedded case study design (Eisenhardt, 1989), studying the case of Viet Labor and identifying four mini cases (Eisenhardt, 1989), each representing a different activity conducted by Viet Labor with the aim of filling the governance and implementation gaps in GSCs. These mini cases differ in terms of the nature of the implementation gap addressed and the strategy adopted by Viet Labor.


Context
In 1986, the communist-controlled Vietnamese government opened up the economy to private enterprise, resulting in a seismic shift in the labour market. By 2007, domestic private enterprises accounted for close to 75 per cent of total employment and foreign companies employed over 11 per cent (Chi, 2012). However, the nature of labour organisations continues to be constrained by the system of state-controlled unions with ties to the Communist Party (Clarke et al., 2007). This breaches basic principles of representation, leads to inhumane employment conditions in Vietnam and allows the state and private agencies to export labour across Asia. In these countries, domestic labour law is often not applied to migrants, leading to practices that can be deemed to constitute human trafficking, as they include passport confiscation, unacceptable working hours, health hazards, human trade from one employer to another and bonded labour. Viet Labor estimates that in Malaysia alone, there are more than 100 000 victims of such human trafficking.
The case study
Viet Labor is a network composed of activists of the Vietnamese diaspora based mainly in Australia, the US, Europe and Malaysia. Viet Labor (short for ‘Free Viet Labor Federation’) was created in January 2014 and formalised an alliance of the overseas-based Committee to Protect Vietnamese Workers (CPVW) and two Vietnam-based groups, the Viet Labor Movement (VLM) and the United Workers-Farmers Organisation. Here, we focus on the work carried out along the supply chain by the CPVW and the VLM. In this paper, the term ‘Viet Labor’ is used to refer to the activities of the network and the alliance members. However, it should be noted that the Vietnam-based activities described in the paper were carried out by VLM. Communication amongst network members is undertaken through emails, Skype and phone calls supplemented by periodic visits to the workplaces of Vietnamese workers in Malaysia and Thailand.
The objective of the network is to support and improve the labour standards of Vietnamese workers in Vietnam and other Asian countries. Although itself quite small, the network gains leverage through ad hoc cooperation with unions, NGOs and governments of emerging and developed countries. While such cooperation is often opportunistic rather than strategic, it is also illustrative of the agility of a small network. Viet Labor is not systematically funded but relies on individual contributions and small grants from external organisations.
Data collection and treatment
Our data collection began with two scoping interviews in November 2012: one with the President of Viet Labor and one with the coordinator of the network’s Malaysian activities, helping us gain a detailed overview of the purpose of the network and the activities it carries out, and allowing us to identify the mini cases along with a list of key informants to interview and documents to be reviewed. We also planned a field trip with network members that took place in January 2014.
The four mini cases were: the rights and imprisonment of migrant Vietnamese workers in Malaysia; supply-chain malpractices in the Vietnamese garment and footwear industry; industry research into GSC campaigning; and the support of independent worker representation and imprisoned labour rights activists in Vietnam. While the cases share certain contextual features and the interviews we carried out sometimes straddle multiple cases, each of them required specific data collection and the inclusion of specific players.
The mini cases involve Vietnamese workers working in several GSCs: garment, apparel and seafood in Vietnam and electronics manufacturing in Malaysia. None of the groups could easily leverage labour power (due to the political context in Vietnam and linguistic and cultural barriers in Malaysia). However, for the Vietnam garment and seafood workers, the exposure to global sports and retail brands implies some capacity for consumer power. In contrast, the obscurity of the contracting companies in the Malaysian electronic components sector makes it difficult to leverage reputational risk through consumer action.
For the purposes of triangulation, our data sources comprised observation during a two-week field trip, 19 interviews with key players and a review of secondary sources documenting the activities of the network. Three Skype calls were also conducted with network members. The field trip included a two-day workshop with other stakeholders involved in the activities of the network, meetings with workers in Malacca, Malaysia, attendance at a meeting of Vietnamese migrant workers in their factory-provided accommodation and a visit to Vietnamese workers imprisoned in Thailand. The two authors were present at all sessions and took extensive notes, which were reviewed and consolidated as soon as possible after the sessions. We also used the field trip to conduct six interviews with Vietnamese workers: three attending the conference and three working in Malaysia. Other interviews were conducted between February 2013 and September 2016 on the subject of Viet Labor’s activities and supporters. The spread of the interviews reflects our attempts to understand the ongoing roles and impact of the network to keep abreast of developments. Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim apart from Interviews 2 and 12 and the Skype interviews; in these cases, we both took extensive notes. Additionally, we exchanged several emails and engaged in unstructured follow-up conversations with the Secretary of Viet Labor and other officials. We conducted interviews in English where possible, and the two-day workshop was also conducted in English. This meant that some of our interviewees communicated with us in broken English, but we respected the original wording when selecting quotes. We used an interpreter when interviewing in English was not possible.
Finally, we accessed a range of documents, including the Viet Labor Constitution, Viet Labor briefing papers from 2012 to 2015, Viet Labor and CPVW newsletters, Viet Labor reports to unions on working conditions in factories supplying foreign retailers and speeches to the Australian parliament by the Federal MP for the seat of Fowler (in New South Wales).
For each mini case, we used a combination of these sources to understand the activities of Viet Labor, interactions with other stakeholders and the governance and implementation gaps they were helping to fill. We built up a thick narrative for each mini case. We paid special attention to the impact of each action, combining estimates of the number of workers involved with anecdotes giving us a sense of the nature of the impact. We organised these narratives chronologically and corroborated each key event with at least two sources, using the follow-up interviews where clarification was needed. We discussed the final narratives about each case with the president and the coordinator of the Malaysian activities of the network for comment and validation, which led to very minor adjustments. We then conducted a cross-case analysis, leading to our typology of six brokering roles. This prompted us to consider the literature on brokerage to theoretically delineate how our roles combined specific brokering activities. Consequently, we characterised Viet Labor as a ‘broker organisation’ (Stadtler and Probst, 2012), which acts as an intermediary, connecting otherwise disconnected actors (Fleming and Waguespack, 2007). Brokering activities can include all or some of the following: foster network relations (Chaskin, 2001; Stadtler and Probst, 2012), act as the catalyst that sustains others’ interactions (Furnari, 2014) and ensure flow of resources between actors (Perrone et al., 2003), especially information and/or knowledge that is not accessible to others (Maurer and Ebers, 2006; Pawlowski and Robey, 2004). Accordingly, we specify the brokering activities associated with each role in terms of network, catalytic, information, knowledge and support brokering. Support brokering corresponds to resources other than information and knowledge brought by Viet Labor, for instance physical assistance, housing or financial support.
Results
This section presents the brokering roles played by Viet Labor: educating, organising, supporting, collective action, whistle-blowing and documenting (cf. Table 2).
[Insert Table 2 about here]
Educating
A lack of knowledge on the part of workers is recognised as one of the reasons why labour rights are not implemented. Viet Labor is aware of this, and provides information about labour law and workers’ rights to Vietnamese workers both in Vietnam and in Malaysia. It delivers a series of short leaflets and a longer booklet with general knowledge on labour rights and useful contact details. Viet Labor has distributed thousands of leaflets in Vietnamese (Viet Labor website, Apr. 2015).
Because of the risks to which local activists are perceived to be subject, this activity has been suspended in Vietnam. One alternative had been to use tactics such as sliding them under workers’ doors at night or employing non-activists to distribute them, but police questioning of workers in possession of such documents led Viet Labor to suspend distribution. The material is still disseminated in Malaysia because the risks are lower there but also because providing information in Vietnamese to migrant workers is essential in Malaysia since the language barrier often prevents workers from understanding their rights. In some cases, bridging the knowledge gap of workers regarding their labour rights was enough to trigger change. Some workers subsequently contacted the local leaders asking for more specific information about their rights. In several instances, this led to spontaneous local individual or collective action in Malaysia, in some cases associated with short work stoppage, or ‘strikes’, mainly around wages issues: 
Because of the [leaflet] campaign a lot of workers know about him [leader], ask for his advice up to help to research their labour rights and after they communicated about their working conditions, well they went on strike at 10 companies that pay them below the legal rate. […] After then those companies raised the wages per person. (I12[footnoteRef:3]) [3: ] 

The leaflet campaigns were also important in identifying workers who could then be associated with the organising of ‘humanity’ groups (cf Organising role). In particular, those helping to distribute the leaflets could be enrolled in further organising:
So when you work with someone on practical things like that you see whether they're active. Some people just say they will help you and then they don't help you but some will actually help you and help others. (I1)
The educating role of Viet Labor was one of a knowledge broker through the dissemination of leaflets and directly informing workers. This was a first important contribution to bridging local implementation gaps. By helping workers overcome language and knowledge barriers, Viet Labor contributed to spontaneous individual and collective action that resulted in direct improvements to the implementation of labour law, thus helping to bridge local implementation gaps. It also facilitated the engagement of workers that was then leveraged by Viet Labor in their organising role.
Organising
Viet Labor also operated as a network broker when constituting local ‘humanity’ groups in Malaysia and Vietnam, each bringing together between 10 and 70 workers with the objective of supporting each other on an ad hoc basis. There are currently eight such groups in Vietnam and five in Malaysia (I16). They gather a small financial contribution to be used for social activities, supporting sick workers (who receive inadequate compensation in Vietnam and Malaysia) and in some cases organising industrial action:
We say, okay, we’re making group to help each other. If you are sick, the group go to visit the people sick. If you have a problem with employer, the group will go to talk to the employer. So we call that the humanity group (I15).
Although workers are reluctant to associate with unions, Viet Labor activists aim to instil a sense of the importance of the principle of collectivism, emphasising that:
You have to work together, together, together, and not alone. If you fight for something, you [do it] together, not only for you, because if you ask something only for you, the employer [says] no (I16).
These groups are organised by, but also serve to identify, leaders that can further organise new groups, thus playing a catalyst broker role for the network. Through this grass-roots organising, Viet Labor has identified, educated and developed worker activists in Vietnam, Malaysia and Thailand. One of the objectives behind this is for Vietnamese migrant workers identified as leaders overseas to return to Vietnam with an understanding of the role of independent unions (Viet Labor Conference notes, Jan. 2014). However, a Paris-based member of Viet Labor concedes that ‘we make contact with the workers in Malaysia with the hope that they go back to Vietnam and stay in contact with us, but most of them don’t do that’ (I15).
A barrier to continued contact has been the reluctance of Vietnamese workers to be involved with a ‘union’ in Vietnam because of the risks involved: ‘Whether he [sic] will become an activist when he [sic] goes back to Vietnam is a separate question because it’s a lot more dangerous in Vietnam’ (I1). Due to state pressure on any form of labour organisation outside of state-controlled unions, only one of the local leaders in Vietnam was recruited overseas. However, despite these barriers, the VLM has five full-time activists on the ground in Vietnam in different areas (correspondence with Secretary, 24 Feb. 2016). These local networks of workers and activists were essential for Viet Labor to fulfil its other roles.
The organising role of Viet Labor combines network and catalytic brokering to create local networks of workers. These ‘humanity groups’ help span local implementation gaps by favouring autonomous collective action and governance gaps by favouring self-support. 
Collective action
One of Viet Labor’s key activities is to encourage collective action in Malaysia and Vietnam:
Viet Labor Federation is a federation of labor groups inside and outside of Vietnam to foster mutual assistance and collaboration for the joint aims, being to protect and promote Vietnamese workers’ rights (Constitution of Viet Labor, Aug. 2013, 2).
Leveraging the local networks of workers, Viet Labor has established connections with Malaysian unions (Viet Labour pamphlet, Nov. 2012, 4). There have been several attempts to involve unions in specific cases of mistreatment. However, unions’ lack of resources has prevented active intervention on the ground and no other civil society entities seem to have been able to assist:
Not much was done, they are relatively small and have few full-time workers, so they couldn’t really help. […] I have never heard of any NGOs that does this type of thing for workers. (I1).
The uniqueness of the role played by Viet Labor was confirmed by the Thailand-based representative of the Workers Rights Consortium (WRC). The WRC is an independent labour rights monitoring organisation with more than 175 college and university affiliates focusing on combating sweatshops and protecting the rights of workers. He noted that:
There are a few labour rights groups in Vietnam but they are also tiptoeing I would say. You have APHEDA [The Australian union movement’s international aid organisation] doing training and working on cases with the official trade union. You have Oxfam doing similar things, not training but I think they did some investigations on Unilever a couple of years ago, but they still rely on access made possible with Unilever. So you have groups that are trying to do things like that but obviously they are limited. I mean, I am pretty sure if they started to operate completely independently, their licence would be revoked very soon […] So far none of the groups have come forward with a complaint apart from Viet Labor. So that is very unique (I19).
Given the lack of support from unions or other organisations in both Malaysia and Vietnam, Viet Labor has engaged in a variety of local activities to support workers’ collective action operating as network brokers between workers and other stakeholders and as knowledge brokers across these networks.
At the local level, Viet Labor supports and advises workers engaged in disputes with their employers. In particular, Viet Labor assists locally when workers are confronted with language barriers in Malaysia and state repression of collectivism in Vietnam. Members of Viet Labor are frequently called on to negotiate with employers directly, even though this is sometimes done over the phone with individuals based in France and Australia. For instance, Duc, a Viet Labor activist living and working in Malaysia and speaking both Vietnamese and Malay, intervened on behalf of workers on several occasions to reclaim confiscated passports. Duc would contact their employers and show a pamphlet distributed by the Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC) detailing migrant workers’ legal rights. Duc explained to the employers that if they did not agree to passport restitution, they would face legal action. Duc’s direct engagement and use of MTUC material was successful: ‘At all these five factories he went to, they all agreed that they could only keep the passport if the workers agreed. Almost 300 people got their passports’ (I5).
Interventions in Vietnam also included successfully organising negotiations with or petitions to employers. A more dramatic case was the My Phong strike. The situation is best described through the experience of Mai, one of Viet Labor’s local leaders. Mai and two other activists heard about the poor conditions in a shoe factory in northern Vietnam. One of them began working there while the others collected information on working conditions. Mai and one of the other activists also secretly attended the Viet Labor Conference in Thailand in 2009, where they were provided with basic union training. Upon returning to Vietnam, the three activists provided support to workers at the shoe factory who had decided to launch a strike. The strike had been going for six days before the state-sanctioned union intervened; two of the activists were arrested, the third one being arrested later (I14) because they ‘helped organize the My Phong strike; distributed reactionary leaflets; worked together in a coordinated manner; were in touch with and received assistance from the reactionary group CPVW’ (Viet Labor Website, March 2016). While the demands of the striking workers were met with regard to increasing pay and improving food hygiene, the activists were charged with ‘disrupting public security’ and convicted and jailed for between seven and nine years.
The role of collective action combines network and knowledge-brokering activities through which Viet Labor triggers industrial action and advises workers engaged in these actions. Such industrial action helps span local implementation when labour law is not implemented and/or gaps in governance arise. 
Supporting
Members of Viet Labor on the ground also provide support for workers who, for various reasons, fall between the cracks of governance mechanisms. This includes emergency help, particularly for workers who have been mistreated at work or have been ‘sold’ out of the formal economy. This was the case of Thi, who was rescued by one of the Malaysian Viet Labor leaders. Thi left Vietnam for Malaysia in 2009. Thi made mistakes in her first factory job because she did not understand the instructions given to her in Malay. After two days, the supervisor stopped Thi from working. That night, she was picked up and taken to an unfamiliar location, where she was sold three or four times over the course of the evening. Finally, Thi was taken to a house to care for an old woman. She reported that for the first week she was not given any food and ate the woman’s leftovers. Feeling sad and humiliated, Thi cried in front of her employer, who decided to keep her locked in the toilet. She managed to escape and contacted the local leader of Viet Labor, who arranged for Thi to be brought to him in Malacca, gave her some money and helped her find a new job (I3).
Viet Labor helps migrant workers in Malaysia to find supplementary or alternative jobs to those in which the brokering companies have placed them. This was the case of Thi, but also others who were not receiving the salary they had been promised or sufficient working time to cover their living costs:
The Malaysian and Indonesian still worked overtime. Yes, right, overtime they get plenty. But they didn’t let us do overtime because they treat Malaysian and Indonesians in a different way to Vietnamese people (I6).
Viet Labor leaders in Malaysia have formed relationships with business owners (most often in the hospitality sector) and arranged for them to employ Vietnamese workers. The Viet Labor leader in Malacca indicated:
So each night there are about 60 workers that get extra work. So between the 10 restaurants, each will have six Vietnamese workers. And their wages are twice or three times higher than the wages at the factory (I5).
Viet Labor has also intervened to assist jailed workers in Malaysia. A common employer practice is to confiscate passports so that migrant workers cannot leave their jobs. However, if these workers are unable to present a passport when requested by the Malaysian authorities, they are arrested and jailed. While exact figures are unavailable, Viet Labor estimates that there are between 300 and 500 Vietnamese migrant workers in Malaysian jails (Correspondence with member, October 2015). Viet Labor has played an active role in representing these jailed workers, helping them to contact the Vietnamese embassy in Malaysia and, funding return trips to Vietnam upon release. This task is complicated by the difficulties in accessing information about the prisoners:
Interviewee:	The Viet Labor member in Malaysia has spoken with many, many people. They approach him and say, ‘I know somebody in jail, can you help, and that is the person’s number’. If you don’t have the number of the prisoner you cannot help.
Facilitator 1:	So … the only way you get the number is by knowing somebody who knows a worker in jail?	
Interviewee:	Yeah. Yeah (I15).
Through this process, Viet Labor has facilitated the release and return to Vietnam of 19 prisoners since 2013 (I13). Through support brokering, Viet Labor helps fill the governance gap, providing resources to workers who are in circumstances where they fall outside the remit of labour-related governance mechanisms. 
Whistle-blowing
Another significant ongoing activity of the Viet Labor network is whistle-blowing: interceding globally on behalf of groups of Vietnamese workers in Malaysia or Vietnam. One series of interventions deals with breaches of MNCs’ company codes, ethical sourcing and corporate social responsibility. In some cases, this has meant working with other NGOs, such as the Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC). For instance, the sports brands Puma and Adidas are members of the Fair Labor Association (FLA). As such, they have signed up to the FLA’s code of conduct based on ILO standards and a further 20 ‘Principles of Fair Labor and Responsible Sourcing and Production’. Adidas notes that it has had over 300 supply-chain assessments since becoming involved in the FLA in 2005 (Adidas, n.d.); Puma’s 2015 annual report notes that it carried out ‘over 300 audits per year and more than 5,000 since 1999’ (Puma, 2015). Despite these audits and the existence of such governance mechanisms, implementation is still difficult, as illustrated below.
In mid-2014, Viet Labor was informed that 138 workers at a Puma supplier factory had been dismissed without notice. On the suggestion of WRC, Viet Labor contacted Inkota (a German CCC-affiliated NGO). The idea was to combine CCC’s international legitimacy with Viet Labor’s local information:
Viet Labor could raise the matter with Puma, but could CCC raise it please? That’d be surer and quicker to achieve outcomes. If they put up the excuse that many workers have moved to other rental quarters, you can say that CCC and Viet Labor can work together to try to locate them. (Viet Labor–CCC email correspondence, January 2015).
In this case, Viet Labor was able to work with a global NGO that lacked the local knowledge and networks to identify the implementation gap that persisted despite the governance mechanisms established by Puma. This led to mixed results; some workers obtained improved compensation, but the factory refused other demands, such as paying rehired workers at previous levels (Viet Labor summary of agreement, April 2015).
The connections made by Viet Labor through the CCC were relevant to a similar case. In September 2015, following a fire, 1900 workers were dismissed at a Korean-owned garment factory in Vietnam. Information provided to Viet Labor suggested that the fire was deliberate and aimed at replacing the dismissed workers by workers on lower wages (Viet Labor briefing paper, December 2015). Three Viet Labor activists in Vietnam met with workers and lawyers to organise a response to the retrenchment. Two of the activists were arrested, with one being badly beaten during her night in custody (Viet Labor briefing paper, 4 December 2015). Knowing that the garment company was a supplier to Puma and other large sports brands such as Nike, Adidas and Columbia, Viet Labor activists in Australia wrote to the brands:
Your representatives should meet with not just officials of [the company] or of state unions … Your representatives should also meet workers, including their representatives … Respectfully, we request that you ask [the company] not to retrench workers while you are fact-finding. And any compensation that is due, [the company] should pay properly (Letter, Viet Labor, 19 November 2015).
Five days later, Viet Labor received replies from Adidas and Puma:
I was concerned to hear that the police had arrested and placed in detention members of your labour network. And even more so, to hear that they had been beaten up and hospitalised. This is unacceptable and I will raise my concerns directly with the local government (Email, Adidas Vice President, January 2015).
I have requested the factory as well to stop the retrenchment process as we are verifying the issues as well which happened. I am sorry to hear what happened to your colleagues and can only echo what [Adidas Vice President] was saying in his previous email (Email, Puma’s global director SAFE Supply Chain, November 2015).
Adidas and Puma wrote to Viet Labor to confirm that the factory had agreed to provide a severance package that exceeded the legal requirements, paying ‘an additional one month’s salary as goodwill to all workers and 300% compensation for any unused annual leave; the law would normally 100% compensation for any unused annual leave’ (Email, Adidas Vice President, December 2015). Also, 189 workers were rehired in the rebuilt factory, on pre-dismissal wages, and:
Adidas Group has recommended … that they subsidize these 17 pregnant workers, paying them up to six months’ additional salary (or a part thereof) to cover the period of their pregnancies, where this payment [is] not recoverable through the state social insurance scheme (Email, Adidas Vice President, December 2015).
Viet Labor is also involved in political campaigns to help workers and activists imprisoned in Vietnam. One of the main activities has been lobbying to enlist the support of foreign governments and politicians to pressure the Vietnamese government into releasing incarcerated activists. For example, in the US, Viet Labor authored a letter to the Vietnamese President signed by 11 members of the US Congress demanding the release of the activists jailed during the My Phong strike (Letter to Vietnamese President, February 2014).
In Australia, Viet Labor organised a letter signed by 30 members of parliament to the Vietnamese Prime Minister calling for the immediate release of the three imprisoned Viet Labor activists (Correspondence with Vietnamese Prime Minister, August 2014). One of the activists was released in 2014; however, at the time of writing, the other two remain in jail.
In its whistle-blowing role, Viet Labor combines information and network brokering to bridge multi-scalar implementation gaps by amplifying the grievances of local and isolated workers with global implementation actors. This results in direct improvements to labour standards for the workers concerned.
Documenting
Viet Labor has become a partner of a range of unions, NGOs and media outlets in relation to sourcing and providing information and evidence about the situation of Vietnamese workers.
In 2008, Viet Labor and the Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia assisted an Australian television network to expose the living and working conditions of more than 1 200 workers in a Malaysian factory supplying Nike. Thanks to its network on the ground, Viet Labor organised a field trip to document workers’ conditions. This intervention ‘turned the controversy into a minor scandal in Australia, and Nike immediately put the issue on the fast track for settlement’ and allowed Viet Labor to bring ‘to public view what [Nike] inspectors should have brought to the fore years ago’ (Ballinger 2011: 57). Consequently, the workers were rehoused, their foreign worker fees were refunded and their passports were returned (Viet Labor briefing paper, April 2015; July 2008; August 2008; Channel 7 News Reports, www.youtube.com/watch?v=e9ZktmrGGMU, accessed March 2016).
The resulting exposure bolstered Viet Labor’s credibility, resulting in investigations by global sports brands in 2008, 2011 and 2015. For instance, a textile and footwear manufacturer agreed to ‘open their payroll’ to show details of pay in 2011 as part of an investigation by contracting sportswear companies:
They knew that this group had been able to get a TV station to do a story before. You just never know, they may be able to get another TV group, TV reporter, to go into Vietnam and investigate us (I1).
Following these interventions, NGOs and unions from various parts of the world also contacted Viet Labor for assistance in gathering information. Since 2008, Viet Labor activists have surveyed workers in Vietnam and Malaysia in approximately 15 garment and seafood factories (Viet Labor briefing paper, April 2015). The data collected has assisted NGOs and unions in raising concerns about labour conditions in supply chains with MNCs, and has been used by unions in localised campaigns against large retailers. For example, Viet Labor collaborated with unions in Australia and the US in collecting information for domestic campaigns within those countries. The aim was to pressure large retail chains into improving labour standards locally and globally by exposing malpractice down their supply chains.
However, such efforts were not always successful and proved difficult to coordinate. For example, in 2008, following the Channel 7 report, a German human rights NGO contacted Viet Labor for assistance with the translation and distribution of a questionnaire to workers in Vietnamese garment factories. While this activity may have improved awareness in Germany, Viet Labor’s leadership did not see evidence of a significant impact on the ground:
We used a survey form that we made together with [the NGO] and then we sent the survey information back to [the NGO]. […] But I don’t think they were having big changes in these factories. […] They did send me their report using our work but I am not sure about the actual impact (I1).
In 2013, another project with an Australian union was aborted. For that project, Viet Labor conducted a year-long investigation about working conditions in seafood processing factories in Vietnam. One activist interviewed workers in four factories and a second worked for a short time in one of the factories. The union decided not to go ahead with the campaign and Viet Labor suspended the fieldwork due to police questioning (Report by Viet Labor, May 2013).
Viet Labor has also played a role in the audit process. This has proven fundamental in improving the quality and reliability of the information collected through audits, one of the key issues with enforcing PSSs. For instance, it has organised access to groups of workers for an ad hoc audit by the WRC. According to the WRC’s local representative, conducting audits is increasingly problematic, so it is crucial to have access to information before the audit:
Thanks to Viet Labor, auditors were able to meet workers before the audit and conduct off-site workers interviews. This constitutes key evidence. We can thus go to the factory to cross-check the information and we know what to look for (I4).
The documenting role encompasses network and information brokering. The network brokering role consists in further developing global networks while connecting these with local ones. Thanks to this network brokering, Viet Labor was able to source information and make it available to global implementation agents, leading to campaigns that could directly improve local labour standards but also contribute to global awareness on the issue.
Discussion
While there is a consensus about the existence of labour standards governance and implementation gaps in GSC, the extant literature provides only a vague idea of what can be done to bridge these gaps. Our study is, to our knowledge, the first to investigate the case of an agile grass-roots organisation that has repeatedly done so, helping to improve the lives of thousands of workers over nearly a decade.
Our literature review underlines that the governance gap is combined with multi-scalar and local implementation gaps. Local unions seem to define the final boundaries of any safety net for workers. Where unions are absent (due to a lack of penetration or freedom of association) or inoperative (due to a lack of resources), workers are left with no choice besides silence or risky industrial action. 
Our study establishes a typology of six roles through which grass-roots organisations can help close the governance and implementation gaps, supplementing existing top-down governance structures and processes and supporting workers on the ground: educating, organising, supporting, collective action, whistle-blowing and documenting. While they differ in their content and impact, all roles have a brokering dimension in common: the creation of connections amongst workers and/or between workers and other actors and/or resources. Altogether, the combination of these roles contributes to spanning the three types of gap identified in our literature review. While Table 2 provides a detailed analysis of each role, it is important to show how they connect and contribute to meshing together and mending the existing patchwork of governance mechanisms and their implementation. 
The educating role involves brokering knowledge to workers and constitutes a first step towards closing the local implementation gap, in particular in relation to labour law. We know that poor worker awareness is an important barrier to implementation (McCann, 2008), especially for migrants and other minority groups (Chang, 2009; Sarikakis, 2012). Education makes these groups more aware of labour law and freedom of association, leading to autonomous individual and collective action, especially for migrants facing the combined barriers of knowledge and language. Such knowledge brokering proves difficult and risky in repressive contexts such as Vietnam but is important since it allows for the identification of those who can be associated with organising. 
The organising role combines network and catalytic brokering. The constitution of local associative networks has a direct impact on workers by honing self-supporting capabilities, leading to collective action. These networks, including the fostering of leaders that operate as local catalysts, are the building blocks that enable Viet Labor to conduct its other roles of supporting, collective action, whistle-blowing and documenting. This role directly helps to close local implementation gaps by facilitating autonomous industrial action. Viet-Labor also impacts the standards of workers by allowing self-support, especially where existing governance mechanisms (and above all labour law) are insufficient, for instance regarding medical coverage in Vietnam and Malaysia. While difficult in the coercive context of Vietnam, this organising role is key to remedying situations where union coverage is deficient. This is important since unions operate as the last frontier for workers’ protection (McCann, 2008).
The collective action role meshes activities of knowledge and network brokering. Attempts to leverage local unions were unsuccessful because of the lack of resources of Malaysian unions and the state affiliation of Vietnamese unions. However, the role builds on the associative networks constructed through organising to contribute directly to local implementation by assisting members in their negotiations with employers. It also helps workers’ agency in cases of both governance and local implementation gaps by providing advice that helps workers manage industrial actions and its risks. This role manifested itself in both Malaysia and Vietnam, where workers were facing knowledge and network barriers, combined with language barriers in Malaysia. This role is important since it helps maximise the impact of workers’ agency, especially in repressive contexts such as Vietnam, where the extant literature has documented the risks associated with any form of collective action (Clarke and Pringle, 2009; Yang, 2016).
The supporting role encompasses support brokering activities; it directly improves workers’ conditions by supporting them in difficulty and negotiating with local actors such as prison authorities and alternative employers. Supporting requires the existence of local associative networks that allow for workers to signal to the grass-roots organisation when action is needed. This role helps bridge governance gaps for workers for whom labour governance mechanisms no longer apply or are insufficient, which occurs when workers have been relegated to the informal economy, sent to jail or denied sufficient hours to pay for their costs, including the cost of migration. This role directly addresses the needs of workers who have fallen between the cracks and cannot access support from unions or participate in workers’ activism.
Whistle-blowing includes information and network brokering and depends on the development of global networks by international members and on the responsiveness of MNCs and their perceived reputational risks. When successful, it creates the conditions for contextual coupling (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016) between workers and global implementation actors, leading to improved multi-scalar implementation of governance mechanisms. This can contribute directly to the improvement of labour standards for big groups of workers, as illustrated by the cases of factories in Vietnam. Viet Labor is in a unique position to facilitate such outcomes since it developed local networks of workers and global networks with NGOs and Western governments.
Finally, the documenting role combines the activities of information and network brokering, where Viet Labor mainly supports the actions of other implementation actors. This role builds upon the reputation acquired by Viet Labor through its whistle-blowing role and leverages local associative networks, particularly to collect information. If successful, it can lead directly to contextual coupling (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016), for instance by improving the auditing process. This is important since extant research has documented the numerous limitations of this process (Berliner, et al., 2015; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014; Locke, 2013; Raj-Reichert, 2013; Raworth and Kidder, 2009). The impact of this role is dependent on the ability to mobilise stakeholders.
Implications
Our findings introduce an important change in the conception of action to improve labour standards along GSCs. Workers are often left out of the development and implementation of existing governance mechanisms (Bendell, 2005; Coe and Hess, 2013; Donaghey et al., 2014; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014; Raj-Reichert, 2013); while these mechanisms often include some form of bottom-up approach, this proves difficult in the absence of local unions (Bartley et al., 2016; Donaghey et al., 2014; Elliot and Freeman, 2003; Hammer, 2005; Josserand and Kaine, 2016; Raj-Reichert, 2013; Riisgaard, 2005, 2009; Riisgaard and Hammer, 2011). Unlike previous research, our findings demonstrate how workers’ agency can be prioritised even in the absence of local unions. This means that future endeavours to implement existing mechanisms or to create new ones should build in an approach that restores workers’ agency, even in the absence of local independent unions. It also means that the roles we describe can be successful in situations where classic top-down approaches are insufficient. The main factors characterising such situations are: migrant workers, unprivileged minorities (Sarikakis, 2012) and workers in the informal economy or industries that are less exposed to scrutiny by Western consumers (Josserand and Kaine, 2016).
Viet Labor is distinct in its capacity to connect local worker networks with global ones. Its uniqueness rests on the fact that members of the Vietnam diaspora reside and have developed connections in Western countries around the globe. Members’ bicultural characteristics and disparate locations facilitate the development of networks with implementation agents based in the West. This allows for timely action when local networks identify specific issues and thus facilitates Viet Labor’s multi-scalar brokering activities. As such, grass-roots organisations can contribute to a broader tendency for new, independent networks to emerge that can broker across a range of different governance initiatives by connecting the corresponding implementation agents and thus leverage the patchwork that exists. Such networks supplement others that develop at other levels of the supply chain (Berliner, et al., 2015; Reinecke & Donaghey, 2015). This is, to our knowledge, the first study to provide a detailed account of how the boundary constituted by the limited coverage of unions can be spanned. One of the unique contributions of Viet Labor to these networks is its capability to trigger and nurture local associative networks of workers in contexts where national unions or other civil society organisations cannot operate. Viet Labor is thus in a unique position to span directly the boundaries between the bottom of the supply chain and the implementation agents at the customer end, leading to contextual recoupling (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016). 
Viet Labor is distinct from more classic campaigns which are highly dependent on Western consumer representations and identification to a ‘cause’ that may not necessarily overlap with the needs of local workers (Josserand and Kaine, 2016). In our case, nationality provided identification that was stronger and more precise than that of broader campaigns. A further advantage of such a basis for identification was that it was shared by workers on the ground and members of the Vietnamese diaspora, thus creating the emergence of new social networks along GSCs. Other national or regional identities and forms of solidarity associated with other characteristics of inclusion and exclusion, such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, citizenship and religion (Chang, 2009; Sarikakis, 2012), may also be leveraged in creating new social networks along GSCs. The respective relevance of these characteristics to specific situations on the ground should be assessed in terms of their particular advantage in broader international campaigns (i.e. do they provide a focused identification that is likely to be more effective in rallying support?) but also in terms of access to international networks (e.g. is there a significant international network that can be mobilised?).
Grass-roots organisations also potentially benefit from more flexible access to difficult contexts. While participating in Viet Labor activities in Malaysia is relatively low-risk, this is not the case in Vietnam, where autonomous activists can be jailed, workers arrested and official implementation actors suspended from operations. This means that larger implementation agents should be cautious when trying to implement bottom-up strategies that aim at restoring workers’ agency. In cases where the risks are controlled, it seems feasible to adopt such strategies in the open. In less amenable contexts, brokers such as Viet Labor may remain necessary. It may be that micro-level, local and individualised action is the only viable option for reaching some groups of workers. Furthermore, grass-roots organisations are better equipped to operate undercover since they are not dependent on operating licences from uncooperative governments and comprise members that speak the language and are thus less constrained and conspicuous than Western activists.
However, Viet Labor is a small organisation working with specific groups of workers. Attempts by the network to accumulate resources and increase its reach remain limited by its size and lack of professional support. Funding is based on small-scale fundraising activities and ad hoc contacts with a few donors. The consolidation of local and international networks is based mainly on individual contacts rather than systematic recruitment. Viet Labor thus provides only an ad hoc solution through a logic of incremental bricolage that might prove difficult to replicate or scale up. Further research and practice should explore how global NGOs or unions could start working systematically on the connection with, and facilitation of, micro activism based on various forms of solidarity and identification. This could make a cumulative impact across different groups but also help such micro organisations to scale up by becoming more systematic in their actions and by introducing professional fundraising and networking capabilities, for instance.
Some roles might be easier to scale up in amenable contexts. For instance, Donaghey et al. (2014) allude to a programme launched by the Fairtrade movement to help workers develop the ability to negotiate their labour standards in 170 000 certified plantations. This corresponds to the organising role we discuss above. To our knowledge, this initiative has yet to be examined in detail and would be an excellent case for studying the scalability of the type of approaches adopted by Viet Labor. Empirical research should investigate other initiatives, further inspiring the strategies and policies of larger organisations.
The case of company audits could be another area for practical change and academic investigation. The action of Viet Labor illustrates how including workers can be a way to transform radically an auditing process that is currently not delivering its intended outcomes and may be hindering the potential impact of PSSs (Berliner, et al., 2015; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014; Locke, 2013; Raj-Reichert, 2013). Considering that GSC auditing has grown into a large and independent industry, this would mean a radical change in the culture of and approach to auditing practices on the part of both buyers and professional auditing companies. Central to such a change would be to embed a more local approach where connecting with workers and reconnecting workers would be core to auditing practice. The implication is a local presence and engagement, in contrast with the current compliance practices of regular but superficial and, possibly, falsifiable audits. This requires a genuine interest in and acceptance of the role played by workers’ agency in any effort to reform our view of implementation, an approach that could pose a challenge to many corporations.
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