
How can we measure and deepen the impact of these factory interventions?
With financial support from C&A Foundation, Laborlink implemented a two-year, multi-brand collaborative 
program to better understand and address, from the worker’s perspective, some of the underlying causes 
for poor working conditions. 

Between July 2015 and August 2017, the Laborlink Bangladesh Collaborative (LBC) program used mobile 
technology to collect anonymous feedback from 53,203 workers across two separate survey modules: 
Workplace Communications and Workplace Safety. In total, nearly 130 baseline and follow-up surveys were 
completed across 40 factories that supply to American Eagle Outfitters (AEO), C&A, or Tesco. 

Key insights from workers:
• 47% of workers initially reported that their supervisor uses abusive language

 Follow-up results show a 6% decrease in verbal abuse in the workplace 

• 38% of workers initially reported they were unaware or unsure of how to make a formal complaint  
 Follow-up results show a 9% increase in workers’ awareness of factory complaint mechanisms

• 56% of dissatisfied workers initially reported they don’t believe safety is taken seriously by management 
 Follow-up results show a 3% increase in perception that management takes safety seriously

Brands and suppliers collaborate to turn worker insights into action: 
Each of the three brands engaged their suppliers in different ways to use their data to drive improvements. 
The following are four actions we encourage brands and suppliers to make at their RMG factories: 

1. Workplace Communications: Implement more trainings and eLearnings to improve worker-
supervisor relationships and reduce the prevalence of abusive language in your factory.

2. Grievance Mechanisms: Build awareness on how to use factory grievance mechanisms and 
communicate all follow-up actions to inform workers of how complaints are being addressed.

3. Workplace Safety: Increase safety protocol communications so workers understand what actions 
are being taken by management to create safe and healthy working conditions.

4. Worker Engagement: Continue engaging with workers to identify new improvement opportunities, 
and leverage their feedback when designing, implementing, and measuring improvement actions.

For the last five years, Bangladesh’s ready-made garment (RMG) industry has been in the spotlight. 
To ensure that the country’s four million RMG workers are protected and treated fairly, international 
brands and their suppliers have made major investments to improve working conditions.

Bangladesh Collaborative
C&A, American Eagle Outfitters, and Tesco use direct worker feedback 
to identify and drive improvement efforts across 40 garment factories. 
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Baseline & follow-up survey responses from 32,467 workers across 40 factories

Workplace Communications Results

47% of workers reported in the 
baseline survey that their factory’s 

management uses abusive language

38% of workers initially reported 
they were unaware or unsure of how 

to make a formal complaint

18% of workers initially reported they 
do not know or do not believe that a 

complaint will be resolved fairly

“Do you hear abusive language?”

+ 6% improvement in the follow-up

“Know how to make a complaint?”

+ 9% improvement in the follow-up

“Are complaints resolved fairly?”

+ 4% improvement in the follow-up

Increase worker-management trainings 
Improve monitoring of complaint mechanisms and follow-up actions

Improve the content for worker-management trainings
Improve leave approval processes

Introduce public announcements on worker benefits

21 Factories       
13 Factories      
4 Factories        
4 Factories
3 Factories

For the 24 participating factories from C&A’s supply chain, the following is a breakdown of the top five 
commitments made by each factory when completing an action plan with support from Laborlink and C&A: 

Out of the 40 factories that participated in the Workplace Communications survey, Impress Newtex’s 
follow-up results show positive improvements in worker feedback after creating a targeted action plan. 

Factory Case Study: Impress Newtex  

Factory-wide Commitments: C&A 

Fair complaint 
resolution

+ 7% 
Increase from baseline 

84%

Feel satisfied 
with job

+ 9% 
Increase from baseline 

92%

Way to make 
a complaint

+ 17% 
Increase from baseline

74%

Impress Newtex’s Action Plan:

Share survey report with middle 
management to improve awareness 
of worker-management relationships.

Initiate more trainings for workers 
on grievance mechanisms and their 
complaint handling process.

Develop additional communication 
channels between workers and 
management.

Focus on the challenge of job 
dissatisfaction and set a factory-wide 
goal to achieve 100% job satisfaction.

Factory Benchmarks (follow-up results):                                                           Median

+ 11% 
Increase from baseline 

Feel satisfied 
with supervisor

80%

+ 10% 
Increase from baseline 

No threats of 
dismissal used

81%
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Baseline & follow-up survey responses from 20,736 workers across 25 factories

16% of workers initially reported that 
they do not believe safety is taken 
seriously by factory management

73% of the baseline responses 
indicated that workplace safety is the 

main reason for workers’ job satisfaction

56% of baseline responses indicated 
that supervisor dissatisfaction is high 

when safety is not taken seriously 

“Is safety taken seriously?”

+ 3% improvement in the follow-up

Safety vs. Job Satisfaction

+ 4% increase in the follow-up

Safety vs. Supervisor Satisfaction

+ 3% increase in workers believing 
safety is taken seriously by mgmt.

Factory-wide Commitments: C&A 

Workplace Safety Results 

Of the 25 factories that participated in the Workplace Safety survey, New Age Garments’ follow-up survey 
results show great improvements in workers reporting that they feel safe and protected.

Factory Case Study: New Age Garments 

Feel safe in 
factory

+ 19% 
Increase from baseline 

Feel satisfied 
with job

+ 16% 
Increase from baseline 

+ 11% 
Increase from baseline 

Management takes 
safety seriously

+ 14% 
Increase from baseline 

+ 6% 
Increase from baseline 

  Given sufficient 
safety equipment

Never feel 
exhausted at work

83%
76%

85%

29%

New Age Garments’ Action Plan:

Increase the frequency of worker 
trainings to help build their knowledge 
of workplace safety protocols. 

Prepare training calendar for more 
effective and continuous workplace 
safety training.

Work closely with both workers 
and management on the issue of 
workplace exhaustion.

Involve their compliance team to 
continuously monitor workplace 
safety.

Factory Benchmarks (follow-up results):                                                        Median
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From our experience, Laborlink is quite effective 
and user friendly. We have used the survey 
data to build a safer working environment, 
reduce the gaps in grievance mechanism, and 
strengthen our worker-manager relationships”

–  Mr. Jewel Ahmad, Assistant General Manager
HR & Compliance, New Age Group

“

All 
Factories

New Age
Garments



How can verbal abuse in the workplace be effectively addressed?
Verbal abuse is an entrenched cultural norm in Bangladesh. It’s the fifth most common worker-reported 
issue through the Amader Kotha worker helpline, out of nearly 50 substantive issues tracked over more than 
three years. Although a decrease in verbal abuse was one of the top findings in this program, falling by 6%, 
it was a modest change given that 47% of workers reported it at baseline. Verbal abuse was not strongly 
correlated with workers’ satisfaction with their supervisor, but it negatively affects workers whether they 
recognize it or not. At the very least, it makes them less productive. The International Labor Organization’s 
(ILO) Better Work research finds that “verbal abuse detracts from firm profitability both by eroding individual 
worker efficiency and requiring higher wages paid to victims.” [1]

Recommendations for brands and suppliers: 
• Implement training or eLearning on workplace communication to improve relationships and 

decrease reliance on abusive language. In the LBC program, the greatest improvements came when 
workplace communications were addressed holistically, opening new communication channels 
among workers, supervisors and management.

• Humanizing workers in the minds of managers can make factory management more likely to 
acknowledge and mitigate verbal abuse. (See research below)

How to better communicate grievance mechanisms in Bangladesh and globally?
Low awareness of complaint mechanisms is another top finding from the LBC program with 38% of workers 
reporting in the baseline that they were unaware or unsure how to make a formal complaint. We found 
a similar trend in our 2016 Laborlink China Collaborative, where 31% of the participating workers were 
unfamiliar with their factory’s grievance mechanisms. 

Recommendations for brands and suppliers: 
• The most effective interventions in both countries involved direct worker training, with continuous 

engagement to “close the loop” with workers to demonstrate how complaints are being resolved. 
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[1] Rourke, E. L. (2014). Is there a business case against verbal abuse? Incentive structure, verbal abuse, productivity and profits in garment factories. Better Work 
Discussion Paper No. 15. International Labor Organization: Geneva
[2] Tufts researchers conducted a randomized controlled trial of Laborlink at 16 of the Bangladesh Collaborative factories. Research was divided into two experiments, one 
focused on managers and the other on workers. Findings from the worker experiment are still being analyzed
[3] Babbitt, Laura & Brown, Drusilla. (Forthcoming). “Rehumanization and information processing among managers in Bangladesh.”

Deconstructing the Issues and Providing Recommendations

?

With funding from USAID Development Innovation Ventures (DIV), the Labor Lab at Tufts University 
conducted research on how factory managers engage with Laborlink data. [2] The research found that:

• Managers are generally reluctant to acknowledge the prevalence of verbal abuse, even when shown 
evidence from worker surveys.

• When asked to reflect on workers’ lives (through a ‘perspective-taking exercise’) managers who are 
willing to put themselves in workers’ shoes are “better able to process the negative information about 
the prevalence of verbal abuse and more likely to make changes based on the data.” Whereas 
those who resist instead “focused attention on the positive findings about work satisfaction and did 
not plan to make changes.” [3]

?

The Laborlink Bangladesh Collaborative (LBC) program revealed that deeper worker engagement can 
begin a virtuous circle that leads to measurable improvement on key issues like safety, verbal abuse, and 
grievance mechanisms. As the field of technology-enabled worker engagement matures, we recommend 
that brands and suppliers leverage these new approaches to drive scalable and lasting improvements. 
The following are key examples learned from the LBC program: 



Here are key process learnings from the Collaborative: 

Principle #2: Use Worker-Centric & Inclusive Design
Target female workers to share their voice. The program made targeted efforts to train gender-representative 
(female-majority) samples of workers and to empower women through a female trainer and female-focused 
posters. Lack of confidence with technology and general deference to gender hierarchies tend to be major 
reasons for the under-representation of women. [5]  We have seen this dynamic in Laborlink surveys and 
through our work with the Amader Kotha worker helpline. Over the past three years, 71% of the calls to 
Amader Kotha from 900+ factories have come from men – despite the fact that approximately 80% of 
garment workers are women. 

Principle #4: Facilitate Uptake & Ownership
Worker engagement initiatives need strong brand support to foster supplier engagement and ownership, 
especially if the program is not mandatory for suppliers. Each of the brands took a different approach to 
communicating the program to suppliers, some voluntary while others set a strong expectation that selected 
suppliers would participate. The latter had a strong impact on supplier partnership and ownership from start 
to finish, including involvement with the program’s factory implementation planning (FIP) process, similar 
to a CAP but more focused on how worker insights can deliver business value. When brands showed an 
interest in seeing the FIP forms, factories were more inclined to complete them. Brand-specific supplier 
summits also facilitated supplier buy-in, helping suppliers see the business value of worker engagement. 

Principle #7: Inform Decisions & Systems Changes
Maximize the time available for factories to make improvements based on baseline data. For one group 
of factories, we were able to increase remediation time by delivering the Workplace Communications 
and Safety survey modules simultaneously rather than sequentially (meaning a worker would call and be 
randomly assigned to one of the two surveys). This shortened survey delivery time by more than a month, 
allowing the brand to administer a comprehensive and successful Social Dialogue program during the six 
months between baseline and follow-up surveys. 
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[4] Worker Engagement Supported by Technology (WEST), www.westprinciples.org 
[5] http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/02/07/in-bangladesh-empowering-and-employing-women-in-the-garments-sector

Process Learnings with the WEST Principles 

As a co-author of the Worker Engagement Supported By Technology (WEST) Principles [4], 
Laborlink strives to maximize impact by following these eight best practices: 

There are eight WEST Principles and their implementation occurs in four phases: 

DESIGN ENGAGE ANALYZE UTILIZE DATA

5. Manage Security & Risk6. Analyze Engagement & Impact

3. Build Trust with Workers

4. Facilitate Uptake & Ownership

1. Start with Integrity & Purpose 2. Use Worker-Centric & Inclusive Design

7. Inform Decisions & System Changes

8. Collaborate & Share Learnings



Three leading brands (American Eagle Outfitters, C&A and Tesco) partnered with Laborlink to survey 
factory workers at their factories in Bangladesh from 2016 - 2017. Laborlink is a mobile technology that 
allows users to connect directly with their target audience via mobile phones. 

Survey Design: 
Survey questions on job satisfaction, worker-manager communications, grievance mechanisms, workplace 
safety, personal protective equipment (PPE) usage, factory evacuation procedures and worker stress 
were designed by Laborlink. Survey design allowed for maximum inclusion of the target population. For all 
Laborlink surveys, literacy and phone ownership are not required to participate. Participation is free and 
respondents can engage with Laborlink at the time and place of their choosing. Survey length and survey 
questions were optimized for mobile delivery, and recorded and hosted on the Laborlink mobile platform. 

Survey Implementation: 
Approximately 121,673 workers at 40 factories were introduced to the Workplace Communication survey 
and 71,800 workers at 24 factories were introduced to the Workplace Safety survey by Laborlink trainers 
who visited factories to demonstrate the mobile platform to management and workers, distribute instruction 
cards, and display outreach materials. 

Laborlink collected worker survey responses via its Interactive Voice Response (IVR) platform. To use IVR, 
workers dial a local number, disconnect (i.e. leave a missed call) and receive a call-back within one minute. 
Workers answer the call-back and respond to multiple-choice questions using their telephone keypads. 

In total, 53,203 workers from Dhaka and Chittagong provinces participated in the survey. 

Survey Analysis: 
Factors of job satisfaction, worker-management relationships and workplace safety were analyzed using 
correlational analysis for factories that conducted baseline and follow-up surveys. Workers at 40 factories 
completed nearly 32,500 valid responses for the Workplace Communication survey and 20,800 valid 
responses for the Workplace Safety survey. 

Laborlink analyzes survey responses using stringent, best-in-class data quality standards that have been 
verified in partnership with industry leaders, such as Nielsen. All survey responses go through rigorous data 
validation, which controls for potential sources of error such as suspicious response patterns or uniformity 
of responses. Data validation algorithms also account for potential patterns of survey interference by factory 
management. 

Business Driven Sustainability Page 6   |   www.mylaborlink.org   |   www.elevatelimited.com

Appendix: Program Methodology & Survey Topics


