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Foreword

Many multinational enterprises (MNEs) have adopted corporate codes of 
conduct that have social provisions, and increasingly sign international 
framework agreements (IFAs) with global unions representing workers 
by sector of activity. IFAs constitute the focus of this volume. Contrary 
to management-driven corporate codes of conduct – broadly described 
as corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices – IFAs are instruments 
negotiated with global unions. In addition to self- regulation of labour–
management relations across the global value chains of MNEs, IFAs aim 
to promote compliance with International Labour Organization (ILO) 
core labour standards, often by direct reference to such standards.

The pace of adoption of IFAs – approximately six a year since 2003 – 
and the systematic use of ILO Conventions and standards in the texts of 
such agreements show that IFAs not only are in the process of recogniz-
ing global unions as the main legitimate counterpart of multination-
als, but they are also mainstreaming the ILO regulatory body into the 
human resources culture of these companies, despite the fact that such 
standards are traditionally addressed to governments. Inadvertently, 
because of the growing importance of IFAs, the voluntary initiatives of 
CSR seem to be progressively migrating from a mainly management-
driven approach to an approach where globally representative workers’ 
associations and international public institutions become central 
actors.

Yet the concern that IFAs, promising as they are (notably due to the 
joint labour–management monitoring procedures that they establish), 
may not translate into actual improvements in workers’ rights remains 
open. The present volume attempts to discover if this concern is valid.

This volume has garnered contributions from some of the top inter-
national experts in the field. It is the outcome of a research project 
launched in late 2008 by the Industrial and Employment Relations 
Department of the ILO and the International Institute for Labour 
Studies (IILS) which involved collaboration with several research and 
academic institutions, including Freie Universität Berlin, Colorado 
State University, the Institut de Recherches Economiques et Sociales 
(IRES), Centre National pour la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) and Ecole 
Normale Supérieure de Cachan/Institutions et Dynamiques Historiques 
de l’Economie (IDHE), the Centre for Labour Market Studies of the 
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University of Leicester, the European Foundation for the Improvement 
of Living and Working Conditions (Dublin), the European Trade Union 
Institute (ETUI) and the ILO’s Better Work Programme. Earlier versions 
of the chapters in this book were presented and discussed at a workshop 
of the Industrial and Employment Relations Department, held on 29 
September 2009 in Geneva.

In addition to contributing to the academic debate on this topic, 
the present volume responds to the calls by the ILO Declaration on 
Social Justice for a Fair Globalization, adopted in 2008, for promoting 
ILO standards through an approach that reaches out to trade unions 
and employers’ organizations operating at global and sectoral levels, to 
United Nations agencies and to MNEs.

The ILO’s Industrial and Employment Relations Department aims 
to follow up on this project and volume not only by deepening its 
knowledge in this area, but also by mainstreaming the question of 
cross- border social dialogue and agreements into its future activities. If 
realized, these aims will be major steps towards strengthening the links 
between the various levels of the global workplace.

Moussa Oumarou
Director
Industrial and Employment Relations Department
International Labour Office

xiv Foreword
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1

Introduction and Overview
Konstantinos Papadakis

Despite the world’s recent food, energy and financial crises and the 
subsequent economic crisis, globalization continues to be dominated 
by a market-driven framework aimed at eliminating state-sanctioned 
restrictions on exchanges across borders. The absence of a international 
framework to prevent or regulate the excesses of globalization in terms 
of social and environment impacts unavoidably determines the behav-
iour of global investors such as multinational enterprises and financial 
institutions.

In order to make up for this absence, numerous corporate social 
res ponsibility (CSR) practices have emerged since the 1980s, often 
in res ponse to protests from local societies as to violations of human 
rights. CSR may be defined as a voluntary, enterprise-driven initiative 
through which enterprises may give consideration to the impact of 
their operations on society and affirm their principles and values both 
in their own internal methods and processes and in their interaction 
with other actors (ILO 2006a).

Such practices of voluntary (or self-) regulation can be summed up in 
five broad categories, each one involving an actor external to the cor-
poration at different degrees in the process of adoption and follow-up: 
(a) management-driven, unilateral corporate codes of conduct and state-
ments on business ethics; (b) public–private initiatives such the United 
Nations (UN) Global Compact or the Better Work Programme of the 
In  ternational Labour Organization (ILO) and the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), with some involvement of public international 
organizations in their adoption and implementation; (c) International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO)-type quality guidelines (label-
ling) such as ISO 8000 or the newly adopted social responsibil-
ity ISO 26000, which are proposed by the ISO for management 
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adoption; (d) multi-stakeholder initiatives such as those in the context 
of the Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI); and (e) negotiated labour–manage-
ment agreements with cross-border coverage, referred to as interna-
tional framework agreements (IFAs) or global framework agreements 
(GFAs), with the participation of global unions in their adoption and 
implementation.

The present volume focuses on the fifth category: IFAs or GFAs. These 
are negotiated agreements between multinational enterprises (MNEs) 
and global union federations (GUFs) representing workers at the global 
level by sector of activity. IFAs aim at jointly promoting and monitoring 
fundamental labour standards across the worldwide operations of MNEs, 
in particular in the areas of freedom of association and the right to col-
lective bargaining, but also of good labour relations and decent condi-
tions of work. They often do so by direct reference to ILO Conventions 
and Recommendations. Although the content of IFAs varies, their 
common denominator is their emphasis on the Freedom of Association 
and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87) 
and the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 
(No. 98), as well as frequent emphasis on the Workers’ Representatives 
Convention, 1971 (No. 135).1 Increasingly, IFAs anticipate and attempt 
to mitigate the impact of company restructuring, an issue particularly 
relevant in the current context, and deal with occupational safety and 
health issues.

While all five categories of corporate social practice have a role to 
play in the emerging global industrial relations framework, IFAs differ 
from the other four as they are the only type of instrument that is the 
outcome of direct negotiations between the representatives of manage-
ment and workers in an MNE. As a result, while in most other practices 
‘stakeholders’ (often selected à la carte) shape adoption and implemen-
tation, in IFAs the role of clearly identifiable and organized civil society 
(trade unions, workers) is key. In addition, while the other corporate 
social practices promote corporate ‘responsibility’ (a notion that implies 
a duty vis-à-vis society as a whole), IFAs promote the more concrete 
notion of corporate ‘accountability’, which is directed at company 
stakeholders, notably wor kers in the company and their representatives. 
Furthermore, while the starting point of most corporate social practices 
is the ill-defined notion of ‘respect of local laws and practices’, IFAs’ 
starting point is the universality of application of human rights and 
the core ILO standards. Finally, while typical monitoring of corporate 
social practices relies either on the enterprise itself or a third party, IFAs 
establish joint monitoring mechanisms.
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In sum, IFAs are the most participative category and also the one clos-
est to a traditional understanding of industrial relations – in the sense of 
negotiation, consultation or simply exchange of information between 
employers and workers on issues of common interest relating to socio-
economic policy – and to the notions of collective bargaining, dispute 
prevention and resolution, as well as respect for labour law. From a related 
perspective, IFAs also establish recognition for social partnership across 
national borders – which may be seen as a stepping stone towards the 
internationalization of industrial relations (Papadakis et al. 2008). Further-
more, the fact that in practice IFAs are negotiated by core management 
representatives, unlike CSR which is usually entrusted to a specialized 
company unit, may result in international industrial relations playing a 
more proactive role in core management decisions in the future.2

Origins and underlying expectations

The first IFA was concluded in 1988 between the French enterprise 
Dan one (at the time, BSN) and the International Union of Food, 
Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ 
Associations (IUF). Its precursors can be traced back to the 1960s and 
1970s with the first transnational mobilization campaigns by interna-
tional trade secretariats (ITSs), the predecessors of GUFs, against specific 
operations of MNEs, and the subsequent creation of world enterprise 
councils (the predecessors of today’s world works councils, or WWCs). 
The WWCs aimed to address the concerns of workers affected by 
restructuring and technological change through a method of worldwide 
coordinated bargaining, especially in the highly unionized automotive, 
transport, food, and chemical and energy sectors.3

From a union perspective, union coordination across borders and 
be  tween the local and global levels is at the centre of IFAs, not only for 
ne  gotiation purposes but also for effective implementation, as the different 
chapters of this volume demonstrate. Ideally, such union coordination can 
lead to more democratic industrial relations, and hence to the improve-
ment of working conditions across global value chains.

From a management perspective, IFAs can help raise levels of trust in 
labour–management relations, and boost the company’s credibility vis-à-
vis shareholders and other investors. A major challenge in adopting and 
implementing IFAs seems to be a conviction among managers of foreign 
operations that they should operate as autonomous units, that is, with-
out interference from headquarters, which rarely involve such managers 
in negotiating IFAs (Box I.1).
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4 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

From December 2008 to June 2009, the International Labour Office 
carried out an online survey of management perceptions of the impact 
of IFAs. The survey respondents came from 15 MNEs (approximately 
one quarter of the companies that had signed IFAs at the time of the 
survey) operating in various sectors and of various sizes. The survey 
raised several findings.

It identified increased trust in labour–management relations and 
credibility of the company with regard to shareholders and other 
investors as the main impact in terms of company objectives. It 
showed little or no significant impact in terms of increased market 
share, productivity or innovation improvement. Thus the relation-
ship between IFAs and corporate economic performance could not be 
directly  established.

The survey found that IFA monitoring is largely informal, consist-
ing of periodic labour–management meetings, often between the chief 
executive officer (CEO) of the multinational and the secretary general 
of the global union federation. Some degree of monitoring of insti-
tutionalization does occur due to the existence of Europe-wide cross-
 border institutions on information and consultation with European 
works councils. (World works councils are still in their infancy.)

It also indicated that IFAs remain largely internal to enterprise prac-
tices, covering external contract and agency workers only to the extent 
that IFAs refer explicitly to mandatory supplier coverage.

Approximately one third of the MNE managers perceived that 
IFAs generate relatively high potential for collective bargaining and 
negotiations at foreign operations. Many fewer foresaw that collec-
tive bargaining could lead to wage increases to a higher level among 
foreign operations.

Managers felt that their company, having signed an IFA, could not 
question its commitment to the IFA. Even when tensions arose be -
tween signatories, their perception was that the company could not 
simply walk away from the IFA without this leading to a deterioration 
in its relations both with the public and its workers.

Among challenges in implementing IFAs, the most significant was a 
view among managers of foreign operations that they should operate 
as autonomous units (that is, without interference from headquar-
ters). Managers also felt that local laws and practices constituted a 
challenge at times.

Box I.1 Survey of management perceptions by the Interna-
tional Labour Office
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Prevalence of IFAs

At the time of writing (December 2010), 80-plus IFAs existed in the world, 
covering approximately 6.3 million workers excluding suppliers and 
sub contractors (see the Appendix). While the number of IFAs is small 
com pared to the number of unilateral codes of conduct adopted by MNEs 
(in the order of several thousand) and covers only a fraction of workers 
compared with the global workforce of MNEs (roughly 77 million exclud-
ing subcontractors and suppliers, according to UNCTAD 2009), the pace 
at which IFAs have spread since 1988 when the first such instrument was 
concluded has accelerated dramatically. Whereas 23 IFAs were concluded 
between 1988 and 2002 (15 years), another 33 were signed in the four-
year period 2003–06. From 2007 to mid-2010, 26 more agreements were 
signed.

If, instead of focusing on those agreements which have been at least 
co-signed by a GUF, one took a ‘wider’ definition of IFAs to include all 
kinds of transnational texts negotiated between workers’ organizations 
or representatives at enterprise level (including European trade unions 
and European works councils, or EWCs) on the one hand, and specific 
MNEs on the other, the number of transnational agreements would 
amount to hundreds, most of them adopted in the past few years. Data 
drawing on European Union (EU) research on transnational agreements 
show that, by March 2010, approximately 160 joint texts existed, cov-
ering more than eight million workers around the world (European 
Commission 2009).

In terms of the ‘narrower’ definition of IFAs, however, the sector with 
the most negotiated agreements is the construction industry (14) and 
the automotive and transport equipment manufacturing industry (13), 
followed by postal and telecommunications services (6), temporary work 

Finally, IFAs seem to be a relatively inexpensive endeavour for com-
panies. One explanation is that the main costs (dissemination, train-
ing and monitoring) may be absorbed by existing corporate budget 
lines for broader corporate social practices, such as cross-border super-
vision at company level through European works councils and reports 
on corporate social responsibility.

Source: ‘Assessing the Social Impact of IFAs: An ILO Online Survey 
(2008–2009)’, available at www.ilo.org/public/english/dialogue/ifp
dial/downloads/xborder/ifa-survey-2008-09.pdf
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services (6), chemical industries/utilities (water, gas and electricity) (5), 
food and lodging (5), retail (4), property services (3), and the media/
culture graphical industries (3) (see the Appendix). The maritime sector 
represents a major exception in that no IFA has yet been agreed. This is 
because, instead of an agreement covering a single MNE, the entire sec-
tor is covered by a fully fledged collective agreement negotiated between 
the International Transport Workers’ Federation and the International 
Maritime Employers’ Committee.

As written elsewhere (Hammer 2008; Rossi and Robertson, Chapter 10 
in this volume), the vast majority of IFAs can be found in, using Gereffi’s 
typology, ‘producer-driven’ (rather than ‘buyer-driven’) global supply 
chains which are capital- and technology-intensive industries, such as the 
automotive industry (Gereffi 1999). MNEs governing these chains usu-
ally have a hierarchical, vertically integrated production structure. They 
are also often characterized by strong relationships between MNEs and 
their first-tier suppliers, by a solid workplace organization throughout 
the chain, and by strong home-country unions and work councils that 
become instrumental in the monitoring and implementation of IFAs. 
This feature creates a suitable institutional environment for IFAs.

In contrast, IFAs have difficulty in securing a presence in ‘buyer-driven’ 
global supply chains, which are characterized by an outsourcing of most 
if not all of the MNE production to developing-country suppliers. MNEs 
operating in ‘buyer-driven’ industries, such as the garment or banana sup-
ply chains, not only are very remote from the actual workplace in which 
their products are manufactured, but are also often embedded in a culture 
of union avoidance. The only IFA in the garment supply chain is between 
the Spanish MNE Inditex SA and the International Textiles, Garment and 
Leather Workers’ Federation (ITGLWF) (see Miller, Chapter 8 in this vol-
ume). Furthermore, an increased interest in IFAs is shown by major global 
service companies (such as ISS, G4S, Securitas and other temporary staff-
ing companies) which are also part of buyer-driven value chains.

In terms of organizations, the most active GUF in concluding ‘narrower’ 
IFAs is Union Network International (UNI), which has reached 30 agree-
ments, followed by the International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) with 
19 IFAs. The Building and Wood Workers International (BWI) and the 
International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ 
Unions (ICEM) have concluded 14 and 13 IFAs, respectively. The IUF has 
signed five agreements. Finally, the ITGLWF, Public Services International 
(PSI) and the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) have signed one 
IFA each (see Table I in the Appendix). Among all GUFs, only Education 
International and the International Transport Workers’ Federation have 
not yet signed an IFA.
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Most of the MNEs that have signed an IFA are of EU origin — especially 
German, French and Nordic. At the time of writing, only 14 non-EU 
MNEs (of the 80-plus) had signed an IFA.4 These have their headquarters 
in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, the 
Russian Federation, South Africa and the United States. In 2008–10 the first 
agreements signed by companies based in the United Kingdom, in Asia 
(Indonesia, Japan and Malaysia) and in Latin America (Brazil) emerged – 
countries where until then no IFA had been reached. The recent geo-
graphical expansion seems to suggest a departure from an IFA logic as 
reflecting exclusively the European approach to industrial relations.

The rationale and overview of this volume

This volume presents evidence regarding the observed impact of selected 
IFAs as well as their effectiveness on the ground, with particular focus on 
their social dialogue and positive industrial relations effects across the 
global value chains of multinationals: what are the observed impacts of 
IFAs in terms of improved possibilities for social dialogue across the value 
chain of companies? Do IFAs contribute effectively to the promotion of 
the principles of freedom of association and the right to organize and 
bargain collectively at the holding-company and local levels? And, ulti-
mately, can IFAs improve working conditions? Such impacts can be felt 
both at the enterprise/headquarters level and at the level of local opera-
tions (both subsidiaries and suppliers) of the signatory enterprises. The 
two levels therefore constitute the focus of the present volume.

The chapters try to address these questions by examining best practices, 
by highlighting problems of implementation of the agreements, including 
in the current context of economic crisis, and by exploring complemen-
tary mechanisms which do not necessarily take the form of signed IFAs, 
yet contribute to transnational labour regulation through the widening of 
possibilities for workers’ organization or coordinated union action across 
borders. The chapters are based on both secondary and primary sources, 
including field research. Ultimately, the volume aims to identify possible 
ways to improve compliance of the signatory parties of IFAs, as well as 
similar mechanisms of transnational labour regulation, and to stimulate 
further reflection on a global, regulatory system that can be both coherent 
and equitable.

Overview of chapters

This volume brings together the contributions of 15 specialists in the field 
of IFAs, from both academic and practitioners’ backgrounds. It combines 
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8 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

both paper-based research and lessons learned through personal experi-
ence. The volume is divided into three parts.

Part I provides a snapshot of observed processes and outcomes of 
in ternational agreements with global and European trade unions. The 
chapters here are based on content analysis and the perceptions of the 
signatory parties as to impacts and motivations, notably in the areas of 
social dialogue and industrial relations. This part aims at mapping avail-
able evidence, especially at the level of company headquarters and global 
unions, without necessarily taking into account the perceptions of the 
actors on the ground, throughout value chains.

In Chapter 1, Isabelle Schömann provides an overview of the 
findings of a study that assessed the potential of European and interna-
tional framework agreements (EFAs and IFAs, together also known as trans-
national company agreements) in generating positive impacts measured 
in terms of improved working conditions and respect for labour stand-
ards, sound social dialogue, and the establishment of cross-border indus-
trial relations systems. The chapter uses a six-company sample of Arcelor, 
Bosch, Electricité de France (EDF), IKEA and Securitas. The author makes 
a two-fold policy proposal for guaranteeing effective implementation of 
transnational collective agreements which comprises: (a) the standardiza-
tion of negotiation procedures by European and global unions so as to 
grant greater legitimacy to negotiated agreements; and (b) the creation of 
a ‘legal’ or institutional framework that can assist the global social partners 
with the process of implementing cross-border agreements.

In the next chapter, Christian Welz provides additional evidence of 
impacts on the basis both of content analysis of IFAs with regard to 
implementation procedures and scope of application, and of selected case 
studies, namely Bosch, Leoni, PSA Peugeot Citroën, Securitas and 
Telefónica. Even though the underlying assumption of IFAs is the need 
for both management and labour to establish a workable partnership that 
can function across borders, as the author concludes, it remains to be seen 
whether IFAs have the capacity to constitute ‘a cornerstone in a multi-
level system of industrial relations’, so as to bring together international, 
European and national industrial relations cultures and actors.

In Chapter 3, Konstantinos Papadakis addresses the question of manage-
ment’s motivations in some of the few non-European and non-US compa-
nies that have adopted IFAs, in South Africa, the Russian Federation and 
Japan. By examining the question of relevance of existing IFAs to non-EU 
and non-US companies, the chapter aims to achieve a better understand-
ing of the role that IFAs can play in the construction of global industrial 
relations in the future. The author identifies the factors that appear to 
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de  termine why these companies were interested in IFAs, and concludes 
that the development of IFAs outside the EU and United States is a credible 
possibility if a global trade union strategy focuses on enterprises that have 
already a fair record of labour relations in their home country, are engaged 
in the process of business expansion, and become convinced of the value 
of IFAs as a tool for risk management.

Part II gets into the nitty-gritty of impact assessment through case stud-
ies focusing on selected IFAs and countries. This part focuses on three 
industries – automotive, textiles, and food and agriculture – thus cover-
ing both producer-driven and buyer-driven industries, as well as three 
regions, that is, Europe, the Americas and Asia.

In Chapter 4, Michael Fichter and Markus Helfen study IFA implemen-
tation in two important countries for the global economy, the United 
States and Brazil, with a focus on case studies of Rhodia, Leoni, G4S, 
Dannon, Skanska, Lafarge, Mercedes-Benz and Ai3, and Eurocopter. The 
authors try to answer a twofold question: Are IFAs effectively imple-
mented in these countries by the companies that have signed them (and 
their subsidiaries) and under what conditions can such implementation 
be successful? The authors show that success depends on how well unions 
manage to join forces to achieve breakthroughs even in countries where 
anti-union attitudes may be culturally embedded. In particular they high-
light the need to support cross-border union cooperation and strengthen 
union exchange as a means for effectively implementing IFA clauses 
re  lated to freedom of association. To overcome observed country-specific 
impediments, the authors propose the inclusion of clauses in future IFAs 
that would ‘allow for and define the scope of possible supplementary 
agreements to be negotiated nationally by the relevant parties’.

In Chapter 5, Dimitris Stevis closely examines the 2002 Daimler IFA 
and emphasizes the major impacts of this agreement in terms of sustained 
social dialogue, the mainstreaming of ILO core labour standards and 
en  suring better dissemination through sophisticated procedures linked to 
the company’s Integrity Code. This admirable record in terms of dispute 
resolution across the global supply chain of the company should not hide 
an implicit shortcoming, for instance that the company perceives the IFA 
mostly as a ‘risk management’ tool in times of restructuring. This said, the 
link between restructuring and IFAs is not yet obvious (with the exception 
of European framework agreements). The author emphasizes this point 
that ‘as the current global crisis reminds us, questions of restructuring will 
have to become at least an item of deliberation at the level of IFAs, thus 
broadening their content’. He concludes by noting that ‘IFAs are not one 
type of global negotiations among many – they are the only type’. In sum, 
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10 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

the global crisis is likely to provide a clearer answer as to whether IFAs will 
manage to take global industrial relations beyond voluntary CSR in the 
direction of stronger social dialogue and social accountability.

Next, Isabel da Costa and Udo Rehfeldt scrutinize the question of cross-
border international solidarity and coordination by examining the impact 
of cross-border agreements on company restructuring. Their case studies 
of Ford Europe, General Motors (GM) Europe and Daimler demonstrate 
that, in times of global crisis, the delegation of capacity to negotiate from 
the national to the European level, together with restructuring agreements 
providing employment guarantees (‘sharing the pain’ in exchange for ‘no 
plant closures’), may be insufficient for successful implementation unless 
strong union solidarity and coordination is present. In the authors’ esti-
mation, through coordination of different trade union actors at different 
levels – perhaps through the establishment of a ‘legal framework’ at cross-
border level –there is an opportunity for transnational collective bargain-
ing ‘to emerge as a new form of transnational regulation of work that can 
build upon the strength of national trade union actors … to create new 
forms of work regulation.’

In Chapter 7, Pamela Robinson focuses on an IFA adopted by a com-
pany operating in a buyer-driven industry – that is, the banana supply 
chain. The author endeavours to explore the impact of the IFA in terms of 
improving employment conditions of workers. Based on the outcomes of 
field research in Costa Rica and observation of the production and trade 
practices of Chiquita, she points to the successes and challenges for trade 
unions in Costa Rica in implementing the IFA and effectively protecting 
workers’ rights. The author highlights a caveat: one major player taking 
a strong position on labour rights does not prevent violations of  workers’ 
rights by other producers in an industry. The role of supermarkets in 
preventing violations in lower tiers of production is key and depends 
not only on whether supermarkets demand that labour conditions be 
improved, but also on whether they accept the need to moderate or elim-
inate practices of passing cost pressures down the chain, which account 
for such a difficult balance on the ground.

In Chapter 8, Doug Miller looks at the Inditex/ITGLWF Global Frame-
work Agreement, the first such agreement to cover an outsourced supply 
chain in textiles and apparel. The author finds that the agreement has had 
significant and tangible impacts at three levels: promotion of freedom of 
association and workers’ organization, establishment of sound industrial 
relations at company level, and working conditions. He also argues that 
the agreement has had another, more indirect impact, because following 
the Inditex experience, at least one major fashion retailer in the United 
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Kingdom has entered into a ‘trial’ global social relationship with the 
ITGLWF, while another UK retailer is very close to opening negotiations 
with the ITGLWF on a global framework agreement.

Part III explores initiatives which are complementary to IFAs and may 
have an impact on the way forward. These include a critical analysis of 
trade union strategies in coordinating their transnational action, as well as 
an evaluation of an ILO-International Finance Corporation (IFC) project, 
in terms of establishing an environment for improved industrial relations 
within buyer-driven industries where IFAs are less widespread.

Steve Davies, Glynne Williams and Nikolaus Hammer, in Chapter 9, 
argue that as national product markets have become global and compa-
nies have ‘jumped scale to take advantage of competitive advantages in 
regulation and labour costs’, international trade union coordination is a 
must for the global labour movement strategy to regain influence in the 
workplace. Initiatives aiming at transnational trade union coordination 
vary, according to the industry profile as a whole and the dominant MNEs 
within it. Their effectiveness depends on the practical constraints asso-
ciated with union recognition and organization at the workplace. The 
au  thors identify and present examples of three innovative and far-reach-
ing types of international union coordination: union coordination in the 
context of IFAs, international company networks created and operated by 
GUFs, and international union alliances.

Finally, in Chapter 10, Arianna Rossi and Raymond Robertson exam-
ine the ILO-supported Better Factories Cambodia (BFC) project, which 
combines monitoring, remediation and training to improve working 
conditions in garment factories in global supply chains. The authors’ 
econometric assessment suggests that the programme has been instru-
mental in establishing an open environment for improved industrial rela-
tions. This is measured in terms of improved communication between 
labour and management, and consequent improvements in key aspects 
of working conditions. The authors also recognize that the institutional 
space created needs to be filled by mature and democratic actors and that 
there is continuous need to actively engage in capacity building with 
local and national unions.

Overall messages

The chapters have a wide geographical focus: they give examples from 
companies and countries of major importance within global value chains 
of multinationals, including non-European countries, such as Bangladesh, 
Brazil, Cambodia, Japan, the Russian Federation and the United States. 
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Similarly, the chapters cover most of the sectors concerned by IFAs, 
in  cluding the automobile sector, construction, food, services and energy, 
thus covering global agreements reached between MNEs and the most 
active GUFs in this area. They also examine emerging forms of transna-
tional union cooperation in the maritime and mining sectors, which seem 
to constitute complementary modes of cross-border union action.

The empirical evidence presented in this volume, notably in the form of 
case studies drawing on field research, suggests that IFAs have the capacity 
to improve the prospects for the effective implementation of fundamental 
rights at work, especially in the areas of freedom of association and the 
right to organize and bargain collectively. However, the links between 
the existence of an IFA and the improvement of working conditions are 
much less evident. IFAs serve as the basis for further initiatives in the area 
of cross-border union organizing, the cornerstone of global social dialogue 
and agreements. There are best practices to highlight, but there is also 
room for improvement in terms of the content of global agreements, MNE 
implementation practices, and union capacities and strategies to monitor 
them. There is also room to further develop these new levels of industrial 
relations.

The key messages are:

Effective implementation of IFAs and European framework agreements 
re  quires institutional novelties or fine-tuning in the following areas (notably 
from the studies by Schömann, Welz, and da Costa and Rehfeldt). The 
standardization of negotiation procedures by European and global 
un  ions is needed to grant greater legitimacy to negotiated agreements; 
to create a legal and institutional framework, or the establishment 
of clear rules by the signatory parties, which would assist the social 
partners operating at the cross-border level in the process of imple-
mentation of global agreements; and to bring together international, 
European and national/local industrial relations actors.
There is room for the development of new IFAs, including outside the EU and 
the United States. Papadakis suggests this can be achieved if a global 
union strategy focuses on enterprises that already have a fair record 
of labour relations in their home country, if enterprises are engaged 
in the process of business expansion and if managers are convinced 
of the value of IFAs as a tool for risk management. The last argument 
in particular seems to be a major motivation for companies, as is also 
suggested by Stevis’s analysis of the Daimler agreement.
It is important to strengthen trade union capacities, exchanges and cross-
border cooperation. For Fichter and Helfen, two key factors for effective 

•

•

•
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im plementation of IFAs on the ground exist: (a) support for cross-
border union cooperation and strengthening union exchange; and 
(b) the inclusion of clauses in future IFAs that would allow for supple-
mentary agreements to be negotiated nationally by the relevant parties. 
Furthermore, Davies et al., Miller, and Rossi and Robertson emphasize 
the importance of building local union capacity as a condition for im -
proving implementation of cross-border agreements, beyond first-tier 
workers of global supply chains, to second-tier (regional subsidiaries 
and joint ventures), third-tier (local subcontractors) and fourth-tier 
workers (informal workers).
The content of IFAs should be expanded so as to go beyond core labour 
standards and address practical questions such as anticipation and man-
agement of industrial change. For IFAs to manage to take global indus-
trial relations beyond voluntary CSR and in the direction of stronger 
social dialogue and social accountability, the content of an IFA 
should go beyond core labour standards. If IFAs continue to be seen 
as an industrial relations exercise, they could address a range of issues 
within the remit of traditional collective bargaining, including, for 
instance, medical coverage and pension security. Furthermore, new 
or updated IFAs should include more practical questions such as 
anticipating industrial change and managing restructuring across the 
global value chain, or at least become an ad hoc item of deliberation, 
according to Stevis. The overall positive, albeit modest, record of 
cross-border restructuring agreements reached in Europe, shown by 
da Costa and Rehfeldt, confirms the importance of this statement.
Global unions and the management of MNEs need to rationalize their activi -
ties so as to improve their capacity in terms of follow-up of IFAs. Global un -
ions will have to rise to the challenge of developing the internal capacity 
to implement IFAs and of ensuring cross-border coordination, as Miller, 
Fichter and Helfen, and Davies et al. suggest. Merging unions into more 
encompassing and powerful structures is one way to achieve this. On the 
company side, more active involvement in the design and negotiation 
of IFAs by managers from foreign operations and large customers such 
as retail stores – as Robinson suggests – would be key to ensuring better 
implementation prospects for IFAs along MNEs’ global value chains.

Concluding remarks: thoughts on a future research and 
policy agenda

Since the early 1990s, a significant amount of energy and resources 
has been expended by all the actors involved in the negotiation and 

•

•
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14 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

implementation of IFAs. These instruments are not one type of global 
industrial relations negotiations among many – they are the only type, 
as Stevis argues in this volume. And they are not just another voluntary 
corporate initiative – they are the most legitimate one to the extent that 
they are the outcome of voluntary negotiations between representative 
organizations.

What emerges from this volume is a need to strengthen the delivery 
capacity of these instruments, through better implementation and com-
pliance. The following elements could be used as guidance by practition-
ers and academics in developing policy and further research in this area.

Expanding the content and scope of IFAs. In the context of the global 
so  cioeconomic crisis, IFAs can become one way of mitigating the impacts 
of the crisis on employment, as shown by da Costa and Rehfeldt’s exam-
ples of agreements on restructuring in the European automobile sector, 
and distributing costs in an equitable way. IFAs may also become the 
means for regulating transnationally the socioeconomic landscape in 
the post-crisis period – if a new public policy and development paradigm 
is to emerge. Such a broader use of IFAs, beyond the European region, 
may necessitate the expansion of: (a) the content of IFAs, in order to 
include areas that go beyond core labour standards and more practi-
cal issues starting from the inclusion of specific clauses on managing 
and anticipating industrial change and restructuring (as highlighted 
by Stevis); (b) the geographical coverage of IFAs; and (c) world works 
councils within each MNE, or the expansion of EWCs to include repre-
sentation of workers outside the EU and the United States, especially in 
developing economies.

Developing appropriate action for supporting actors and institutions of cross-
border social dialogue and agreements. The role of international public 
institutions in supporting MNEs and GUFs in implementing and mon-
itoring IFAs may be crucial. Historically, the voluntary creation of labour–
management agreements on, for example, collective bargaining at the 
na tional level has been followed by state-driven regulatory action ena-
bling actors to formalize and sustain their relationship. The multiplication 
of cross-border company initiatives has already triggered initiatives of 
regulatory action at the European Union level. The EU or other interna-
tional public institutions such as the ILO may provide a framework for 
effective monitoring of agreements and remediation in case of breach, 
provided that such action enjoys the support of the various actors (stake-
holders) involved in IFAs and does not have an impact on the intention of 
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 businesses to sign additional agreements. A related issue to pursue would 
be the extent to which the views of the ILO supervisory bodies5 could but-
tress efforts by GUFs to organize and mobilize transnationally. From the 
point of view of business, an issue to explore would be whether research 
and training by public institutions (or public–private partnerships) could 
help to improve internal coherence within MNEs engaging in cross- border 
agreements (especially coordination among different company units deal-
ing with CSR, for example, public relations, human resources, industrial 
relations, sustainability and marketing) (ILO 2010).

Harmonizing actions between several (self-)regulatory building blocks. As 
mentioned at the outset of this volume, the building blocks of a future 
global industrial relations system are already present. In order to avoid 
the fragmentation, or worse, the ‘colonization’ of such a system by mere 
‘public relations’ intentions, notably on the part of the MNEs, the recent 
initiatives in this area should lead to some harmonization or cross-
fertilization, where appropriate. However, for this to be achieved there 
needs to be enough political (and business) will. Several developments 
seem to indicate that the policy frameworks that may bring together such 
initiatives are under development. These are:

a growing awareness of companies (including non-EU-based, as shown 
in Chapter 3 by Papadakis in this volume), that cross-border labour–
management agreements can be closely associated with global busi-
ness expansion plans and human resources management;
continued efforts at the EU level aimed at regulating the area of trans-
national company agreements. For instance, in the Social Agenda 
2005–2010 adopted on 9 February 2005, the European Commission 
stated its intention to establish a European ‘optional framework for 
transnational collective bargaining’ at enterprise or sectoral level (Bé 
2008). While the EU has not succeded in creating such a framework 
(Ales et al. 2006), an EU expert group on transnational corporate 
agreements was established in 2009 to explore ‘the role of transna-
tional company agreements in the context of increasing interna-
tional integration’, and with a view to promoting the representation 
and collective defence of the interests of workers and employers 
across borders;6

the ILO’s gradual opening to partnerships and cooperation with GUFs 
and MNEs. For instance, the ILO Declaration on Social Justice for a 
Fair Globalization (2008) calls on the ILO to develop new partnerships 
with non-state entities and economic actors, such as MNEs and trade 

•
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16 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

unions operating at the global sectoral level, to enhance the effective-
ness of ILO operational programmes and activities (ILO 2008);
the creation of an ILO Help Desk run by the ILO Multinational 
En  terprise Programme, which provides free and confidential advice to 
MNE management and other actors such as unions, including GUFs. 
The Help Desk relies on international labour standards and other ILO 
key instruments that recognize core labour standards within MNEs, for 
example the ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Mul ti-
national Enterprises and Social Policy (MNE Declaration). This can help 
companies align their operations with international labour stand ards 
and the ILO approach to socially responsible labour  practices.7

a growing interest on the part of the International Organisation of 
Em  ployers (IOE) in IFAs and in developing partnerships with MNEs. 
For instance, a major project of the IOE and Business Europe was 
launched in 2010 with the goal of building knowledge and capacity on 
how to sign and implement IFAs, from a business perspective, through 
a series of seminars across Europe;8 and
mergers and alliances in the global labour movement such as those 
resulting in the formation of Workers Uniting or Nautilus (see Davies 
et al., Chapter 9 in this volume) or ITGLWF’s merger into a manufac-
turing global union federation with the International Metalworkers’ 
Federation and the International Chemical Energy and Mineworkers 
Federation (see Miller, Chapter 8 in this volume). These can result in 
better campaigns and implementation of IFAs. Finally, more flexible 
structures, such as union networks interfacing with IFAs, may also be 
key in countries where IFAs are less widespread.

Anticipating forthcoming developments. For the moment, IFAs focus on 
single multinationals. This is the will and the strategy followed by all sig-
natory parties. However, when several MNEs have signed IFAs and global 
industry has reached a critical mass, questions of coherence among the 
different IFAs, and of a need to rationalize their implementation within 
global industries, will naturally emerge. This will lead to a possible expan-
sion of IFAs from the enterprise level to the cross-border sectoral level. 
Such expansion could be done on the basis of the lessons drawn from the 
only fully fledged global collective agreement negotiated to date, that is, 
the agreement reached in the maritime sector between the International 
Maritime Employers’ Committee and the International Transport Workers’ 
Federation. As seen elsewhere (Papadakis et al. 2008), this agreement, 
which regulates wages and conditions of employment at the cross-border 
level, has been reached in part thanks to the presence both of a global 
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employers’ organization representing the interests of a specific sector 
along the corresponding GUF, and also thanks to the framework pro-
vided by international labour standards in this area, notably by the ILO 
Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, which sets a global standard for the 
terms and conditions of seafarers’ employment as well as procedures for 
the periodic revision of seafarers’ wages.9

While it may take time to realize the organization of employers into 
glo bal sectoral federations and an active role for the ILO in setting a min-
imum global sector standard in other sectors, IFAs seem to preparing the 
ground in this direction. They do so notably by establishing recognition 
for social partnership across borders. If this social partnership is main-
tained and strengthened, one may even argue that IFAs can function as 
‘recognition agreements’ between actors operating at the global level. 
Through the negotiation and signing of such agreements, MNEs recognize 
global unions as their legitimate counterparts for employment relations 
in their global operations. By analogy to national industrial relations, the 
fact that the parties recognize each other as legitimate partners might 
constitute a first step for global unions and global employers to engage 
in future negotiations, possibly leading to a collective agreement. In sum, 
despite the absence of an international framework to prevent or regulate 
the excesses of globalization, notably in terms of social impact, private 
initiatives and partnerships such as IFAs have emerged in order to fill this 
gap, thereby contributing to the creation of an enabling environment for 
the development of sound industrial relations at the global level.

Notes

1.  Some IFAs explicitly recognize the following ILO Conventions: the Forced 
La  bour Convention, 1930 (No. 29); the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 
1957 (No. 105); the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100); the Dis-
crimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111); the 
Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138); and the Worst Forms of Child 
La  bour Convention, 1999 (No. 182). More information on the content of IFAs 
in re lation to ILO instruments is provided in Table 2 in the Appendix.

2.  Exploring how international industrial relations might play a proactive strategic 
role in corporate management would therefore be an important area for future 
research work.

3.  The origins of IFAs are described in more detail elsewhere (see, for example, 
Bourque 2005).

4.  Chiquita (United States, 2001); AngloGold Ashanti (South Africa, 2002); 
Fonterra (New Zealand, 2002); Lukoil (Russian Federation, 2004); Nampak 
(South Africa, 2006); National Australia Bank Group (Australia, 2006), 
Takashimaya ( Japan, 2008); Adecco (Switzerland, 2008); Kelly Services (United 
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18 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

States, 2008); Manpower (United States, 2008); TEL – Telecomunicações (Brazil, 
2009); Shoprite Checkers (South Africa, 2010); Antara (Indonesia, 2010); and 
Media Prima (Malaysia, 2010). See the Appendix.

5.  Including comments of the Committee of Experts on the Application of Con-
ventions and Recommendations, representations, complaints, interpretations, 
gen eral surveys, and numerous related documents.

6.  See Commission Staff Working Document SEC (2008) 2155 (http://ec.europa.
eu/social/main.jsp?catId=707&langId=en&intPageId=214 [19 May 2010]).

7.  See www.ilo.org/empent/Whatwedo/Publications/lang—en/docName—
WCMS_106376/index.htm, accessed 2 July 2010.

8.  See http://lempnet.itcilo.org/en/tcas/home, accessed 2 July 2010.
9.  Future research could explore the relationship between IFAs and corporate 

economic governance, including the strategic role that corporate manage-
ment could play in this regard and the economic costs and benefits of IFAs, 
in particular, whether there is a business case for IFAs similar to that for the 
adoption of a global collective agreement in the maritime sector.
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1
The Impact of Transnational 
Company Agreements on Social 
Dialogue and Industrial Relations
Isabelle Schömann

Introduction

In the past two decades, cross-border industrial relations have undergone 
a steady but most interesting evolution. The constant increase of transna-
tional company agreements (TCAs) in a legal ‘no man’s land’ shows the 
motivation of labour and management relations to tackle the social con-
sequences of globalization, in most cases with a view to anticipating and 
participating in changes in sectors such as chemicals, metals, services, 
wood, food, tourism and textiles. TCAs are defined as the outcome of 
negotia tions between individual multinational enterprises (MNEs) and 
trade unions at global and European levels. The different terminologies 
used to name TCAs vary, from international framework agreements (IFAs) 
to global framework agreements (GFAs) to global agreements. A recent 
ter minology stemming from the European Commission differentiates 
be tween international and European framework agreements (EFAs). For 
ease of reading, the terminology used in this chapter is TCAs, including 
both international and European framework agreements, while specifying 
when appropriate if IFAs or EFAs are meant in a specific context.

Although TCAs are a recent feature of cross-border social dialogue, 
many scholars and practitioners have shown much interest in the devel-
opment of what has been seen as an emerging form of social dialogue at 
global level and is now viewed as a hybrid form of collective bargaining 
at the international level (Ales et al. 2006). A previous study (Schömann 
et al. 2008) clarified the differences between IFAs and codes of conduct 
(unilateral initiatives of MNE management on issues related to corpo-
rate social responsibility [CSR]). It emphasized the partnership-based 
ap  proach of both management and trade unions to negotiating and 
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22 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

signing IFAs in order to deal with the challenges of industrial relations 
and labour conditions in the context of globalization.

In negotiating and signing TCAs, both management and labour are 
cre ating a corporate environment and culture to support both the active 
in volvement of employees and the promotion of dialogue-based social 
relations, thus formalizing the participation of trade unions in MNE oper-
ations worldwide. TCAs aim to promote a number of ILO principles on 
la  bour relations and conditions of work, such as freedom of association and 
collective bargaining, thus organizing a common labour relations frame-
work across the worldwide operations of MNEs. TCAs refer to the use of 
existing employees’ representation bodies, or establish their own supra-
national workers’ representation bodies as permanent social dialogue 
struc tures, to ensure dissemination and monitoring of the agreement. The 
col lective ownership of the agreement in most cases fosters effective 
im  plementation while allowing for alternative dispute settlement proce-
dures in MNE operations down to their subsidiaries, to plant level and in 
some cases even down to supplier level.

However, little analysis has been carried out on the impact of TCAs and 
their effectiveness in promoting social dialogue and sound industrial 
re lations in MNE operations around the world. Indeed, little evidence 
has been presented on the contribution of TCAs in promoting freedom 
of association, workers’ organization or collective bargaining, especially 
in countries with a poor record of respecting workers’ rights. Probable 
reasons for the lack of data are the recent development of TCAs and the 
long period needed in general for their negotiation and signing (approxi-
mately one to three years), and for the dissemination and organization of 
the structures for implementation and monitoring (approximately two to 
three years) before any impact can be evaluated.

Additionally, little attention has been paid to how to monitor the 
im  pact of the agreements, and only a few agreements contain ‘perform-
ance indicators’. Furthermore, economic changes may occur, such as 
mergers or even the recent economic crisis, which slow the whole process 
of implementing a TCA.

Many TCAs have been signed in MNEs with headquarters in the EU 
and/or with a large range of activities taking place in the EU. The predomi-
nance of such EU-based MNEs involved in negotiating TCAs has a signifi-
cant influence on the whole process: local and European trade unions as 
well as European industry federations (EIFs) and/or European workers’ 
representation structures such as European works councils (EWCs) are the 
most active actors in negotiations. The scope and content of such agree-
ments differ from IFAs in referring to more European values and European 
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legal texts while tackling Europe-driven issues such as lifelong learning, 
non-discrimination and equality, and restructuring. Furthermore, imple-
mentation and monitoring processes in most cases imply the involvement 
of Europe-based actors. Such evidence has led some scholars (including 
Telljohann et al. 2009; Béthoux 2008) and the European Commission 
(Pichot 2006b) to distinguish between IFAs on the one hand and EFAs on 
the other.

Hence, little empirical research has been carried out on the impact of 
TCAs on cross-border industrial relations and on working conditions. This 
chapter will therefore focus on evaluating the monitoring and implemen-
tation of TCAs, while keeping in mind the distinction between IFAs and 
EFAs. It will also explore more in detail the role of trade unions and work-
ers’ representation bodies, and the impact of TCAs on social dialogue 
structures and processes. The next section examines the methodological 
aspects of the research on impact assessment. In the subsequent sections, 
the impact of TCAs on the following three areas will be analysed: work-
ing conditions and respect of core labour standards; labour–management 
relations in MNEs; and industrial relations systems.

Methodological aspects

The aim of the research underlying this chapter is to build upon a prior 
study’s results (Schömann et al. 2008) and to propose new outcomes to 
research questions and research gaps identified previously. Focusing on 
the impact of TCAs on the three areas outlined above, this chapter is 
based on findings from a follow-up project and investigates the impact 
of TCAs in an analytical and empirical way. While considering current 
research projects and publications on the issue of cross-border social 
dialogue, it focuses on a qualitative analysis of a range of case studies.

The choice of case studies reflects various indicators and criteria that 
were crucial in the previous study: variety of countries, industrial relations 
systems and models of corporate governance, and variety of economic 
sectors (taking into account the variety of social partners involved in the 
agreement). In most cases, the scope of the agreement is international, 
with a relatively significant European component when EIFs and/or EWCs 
are involved, for example, as negotiating and/or signatory parties to the 
agreement. Little attention is paid to the title of the document (such as  
an agreement, framework agreement, declaration or statement) due to 
the large variety of terms used, which do not always match the procedure 
followed to reach an agreement or even the content of the document. 
Indeed, titles of agreements differ from one MNE to another and may also 
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refer to a ‘code of conduct’ instead of an ‘agreement’ (as, for example, for 
Telefónica). This said, the case study selection was based on different cri-
teria that correspond to the definition of TCAs: the parties involved and 
the procedure followed to reach a joint agreement towards the promotion 
of core labour standards. All selected agreements are the result of a nego-
tiation process between management and labour that culminated in the 
signing of an agreement. Against this background, six MNEs were selected 
as the case study samples (Table 1.1).

Interviews were held with workers’ representatives of the six MNEs 
and representatives of EIFs, GUFs (global union federations), EWCs and 
workers’ representation bodies created by the TCAs. Some of the results 
have been drawn from the previous study (Schömann et al. 2008). In 
addition, the management side has been left out,1 whereby conclu-
sions are drawn from previous studies, including management position 
and involvement in the development and implementation of TCAs 
(Schömann et al. 2008, Telljohann et al. 2009).

It is difficult to determine the concrete impacts of TCAs on labour 
conditions at the local level from the point of view of individual or col-
lective employee experiences. It is also hard to assess best practice with 
regard to TCAs. Only a few provide performance indicators. Generally, 
though, it is possible to measure effects on the basis of what the TCA 
was intended to influence:

working and labour conditions in countries where the MNEs operate, 
especially countries with inadequate labour standards (in terms of 
ILO core labour standards);
at the supplier level, implementation of freedom of association and 
collective bargaining rights;
promotion of channels and instruments for transnational social dia-
logue between trade unions and MNEs; and
the creation of a joint-interest representation structure at all the 
MNEs’ sites.

Ultimately, the question arises of whether expanding TCAs affects the way 
in which trade unions at European and global levels perceive transna-
tional collective bargaining and whether, in the long term, such expan-
sion might inspire legislators to brave the current legal ‘no man’s land’.

Important sources of information are the regular (usually annual) MNE 
reports, which, although mandatory, have no predefined format. This 
gives companies much leeway in how they present them. Additionally, 
‘while the majority of companies express their commitment to strengthen 
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Table 1.1 Six case study transnational company agreements

Sector Metal Steel Services Retail Furniture Energy

Multinational 
enterprise
(date of agreement)

Arcelor 
(2005)

Bosch
(2004)

Securitas 
(2006)

Telefónica 
(2001–2007)

IKEA
(1998–2001)

EDF
(2005–2009)

European industry 
federation

EMF – – – EFBWW EMCEF

Global union 
federations

IMF IMF UNI UNI BWI ICEM, PSI, IFME, 
WFIW

National unions – – Swedish 
Transport 
Workers’ 
Union 

UGT, 
CC.OO

Initiated by 
NFBWW and 
Swedish Wood 
Workers’ Union

All five major 
unions in France 

Workers’ 
representation

– EWC – – Global 
compliance and 
monitoring 
group

Consultation 
Committee on 
EDF Group CSR

Notes: – : not involved as signatory party.
BWI: Building and Wood Workers International (formerly International Federation of Building and Woodworkers, and World Federation of 
Building & Wood Workers); CC.OO: Confederación Sindical de Comisiones Obreras; CSR: corporate social responsibility; EDF: Electricité de 
France; EFBWW: European Federation of Building and Woodworkers; EMCEF: European Mine, Chemical and Energy Workers’ Federation; 
EMF: European Metalworkers’ Federation; EWC: European works council; ICEM: International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and 
General Workers’ Unions; IFME: International Federation of Municipal Engineering; IMF: International Metalworkers’ Federation; NFBWW: 
Nordic Federation of Building and Wood Workers; PSI: Public Services International; UGT: Unión General de Trabajadores; UNI: Union 
Network International; WFIW: World Federation of Industry Workers.
Source: Author.

25

9780230314269_03_cha01.indd   25
9780230314269_03_cha01.indd   25

8/17/2011   4:45:52 P
M

8/17/2011   4:45:52 P
M



26 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

workers’ rights in the multinational and its operations worldwide, report-
ing performance remains sketchy, possibly due to the lack of clear social 
indicators’ (KPMG 2005: 5). As well as the fact that reports are not always 
published and accessible, a certain degree of confidentiality is respected 
by both the management and the trade union sides, so that reports and 
interviewees remain vague when it comes to reporting in detail on cases 
dealt with at plant level.

Another source of information is the experience of the people involved 
in implementation and monitoring. The case studies show how impor-
tant this source is for understanding what the impact of most TCAs is on 
different areas.

Based on a set of questions provided, interviews focused on a twin 
track of interests. First, as noted, the three areas of the impact of TCAs 
on working conditions and respect for core labour standards, labour–
management relations in MNEs, and industrial relations systems. Second, 
for each of these three areas, interviewees were asked about the role of 
trade unions and workers’ representatives, with a focus on their function 
and tasks in implementing, monitoring and assessing the agreement. 
Most of the information related to the situation in the MNE and its sub-
sidiaries. Occasionally, it related to the situation among suppliers.

Impact on respect for core labour standards: making trade 
union rights more effective

In general, IFAs refer to ILO core Conventions and fundamental social 
rights as well as to the ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles Concerning 
Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy reaffirming fundamental 
labour rights. Such instruments are intended to give a clear message relat-
ing to the recognition and acceptance, as well as implementation, of work-
ers’ rights within the scope of activities of the MNEs. This is one of the 
most important features of IFAs and one of the trade unions’ main objec-
tives when urging MNEs to observe core labour standards (wherever they 
operate in the world) regarding antidiscrimination, the prohibition of 
child labour and forced labour, and recognition of the rights to freedom 
of association, collective bargaining and workers’ representation.2

The reference to ‘core labour standards’ has its origin in two areas: the 
requirements of various countries’ national legislation for companies to 
include social matters in their annual reports3 and to develop some form 
of social performance assessment. This is combined with the growing 
pressure of society in general for MNEs to have greater liability for their 
activities and those of their suppliers. As far as trade union rights are 
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concerned, the fact that TCAs are co-signed by trade unions at the global 
and/or national and European level explains the reference to freedom of 
association in all agreements. According to global trade union representa-
tives, an important criterion for evaluating the impact of IFAs in MNEs is 
the increase in union membership and the development of trade union 
bodies or social dialogue structures within MNEs.

Indeed, the impact on freedom of association and collective bargaining 
is one of the most important features of IFAs. Examples of direct positive 
impacts – on both the recognition of freedom of association and the right 
to collective bargaining – can be seen in companies in which the imple-
mentation and monitoring of the TCA, irrespective of the regional scope of 
the agreement, result from active trade union and employee involvement. 
Clearly, such developments are directly linked to the implementation of 
the TCA, and workers’ rights in question were non-existent or were insuf-
ficiently recognized if compared to the situation before the implementa-
tion of TCA. In many cases, such involvement has led to the establishment 
of structures of company-based interest representation. As the case of 
Securitas shows, direct positive effects on the recognition and acceptance 
of trade unions by national management in the United States were trig-
gered by the agreement signed between Securitas and Union Network 
International (UNI), including national trade unions and the EWC.

Comparable changes in the way in which trade union activities are 
per ceived and accepted were reported in other, virtually trade union-free, 
regions outside Europe such as in China with Electricité de France (EDF) or 
in sensitive regions such as Latin America4 with Telefónica. Interestingly, 
TCAs help in the first place to raise awareness amongst workers and 
management of the multinational culture of social dialogue and lead, 
in the long run, to the respect and promotion of core labour standards. 
Similar changes also occurred in the EU, as seen in the examples of IKEA 
in Poland and Telefónica in Ireland (in the latter, implementation of 
the IFA revealed the difficulty in gaining trade union recognition inside 
plants). Such im provement in the recognition and promotion of trade 
union rights de pends heavily on the involvement of the trade union and 
workers’ re presentation bodies, which actively contribute to making trade 
union rights effective.

While IFAs deal in most cases with core labour standards, EFAs tackle 
a broader variety of themes, including restructuring, social dialogue, 
health and safety, human resources management, equal opportunities, 
CSR and data protection (Telljohann et al. 2009: 24–26). Additionally, the 
joint commitment of management and labour and the means allo-
cated to the implementation of the TCAs enable concrete results not 
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only in terms of fundamental social rights but also in relation to issues 
such as restructuring. In the case of EDF, for example, actions have been 
taken on the basis of the IFA for restructuring decisions in Europe. Such 
characteristics are clearly the outcome of EIF policies based on the de -
mands of their affiliates.

Some MNEs and EIFs are developing and testing performance indica-
tors. Initial experience suggests that such indicators serve essentially as an 
early warning system, as they show trends rather than concrete impacts. 
However, when reporting focuses on health and safety among suppliers 
and subcontractors, they allow one to spot where and why the difficul-
ties occurred, which in turn can lead to concrete remedial actions. 
(Ad  ditionally, interviewees stated that the development of performance 
in dicators should be followed by adequate training and resources, to bet-
ter exploit the information collected.) Potential performance indicators in 
the field of implementing, monitoring and reporting as well as enforcing 
IFAs can be characterized as follows (Schömann et al. 2008: 89):

Translation into local languages;
Establishing special working structures and clear responsibilities for 
implementation;
Establishing joint employer–employee committees, working groups 
and other forms of regular social dialogue;
Developing decentralized and local forms and structures of dialogue 
regarding implementation, monitoring and needs assessments;
Actively involving external parties (such as international unions and 
NGOs);
Global and/or regional conferences, workshops and other forms of 
networking and exchange of experiences involving employee and 
management representatives;
Special information/training of the purchasing department and of 
the main suppliers and subcontractors;
Developing instruments and tools for social performance assessment 
and reporting (according to the Global Reporting Initiative [GRI], the 
Social Accountability 8000 standard and others);
Systematic reporting on implementation in the CSR and/or Sustain-
ability Reporting of the company.

Furthermore, in respect of corporate policy and dissemination, perform-
ance indicators could address the following issues:

Integration of the document in corporate CSR strategy, visions and 
principles;

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Extensive publication and dissemination to employees through various 
channels of communication;
Translation into local languages;
Integration into management guidelines;
Special training measures for local managers and employee repre-
sentatives (for example, tool-kits, manuals)
Special information/training for the purchasing department and main 
suppliers and subcontractors.

Examples from the case studies show that TCAs strengthen the respect 
for workers’ rights at the local level, thus adapting to new boundaries of 
MNEs, while IFAs tend to emphasize core labour standards. EFAs usually 
signed by European-based MNEs operating mostly in Europe – where 
one might expect core labour standards to be respected – address spe-
cific areas of the working environment and specific working conditions, 
such as restructuring, health and safety, and non-discrimination.

Impact on labour–management relations in multinationals: 
social dialogue as a goal

Most of the TCAs reviewed aim to improve relations between manage-
ment and labour, not only at the multinational level but also in MNE 
subsidiaries and, when possible, at the the supplier and subcontractor 
levels.

Earlier studies (for example, Bourque 2005; Hammer 2005; and 
Schö mann et al. 2008) have shown that a precondition for successfully 
negotiating a good TCA is the trust that the signatory parties have already 
built at the national level. The study by Schömann et al. (2008) shows 
that negotiating an IFA has an impact on national and local social dia-
logue, when for example national unions have co-signed the IFA. At EDF, 
for example, the IFA clearly contributed to the further development of 
social dialogue at both national and international levels. In the case of 
Securitas, management considers the IFA as an important means of pro-
moting the ‘Nordic way of doing social dialogue’ (Schömann at al. 2008: 
78) which is based on consultation and participation of workers’ repre-
sentatives and trade unions in daily business, as well as in the company’s 
European and global activities.

The impact of TCAs on social dialogue in the MNEs can be assessed, in 
looking at the involvement of workers’ representatives and trade unions 
in the implementation of the agreement, by using existing social dia-
logue structures and processes (Bosch and Securitas), or by the creation of 
specific transnational structures of workers’ representation (EDF and, in a 

•

•
•
•

•
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way, also IKEA). Furthermore, the activities linked to implementation and 
monitoring can provide some interesting additional information on the 
involvement of trade unions and workers, for example in reporting.

Most TCAs prescribe a regular reporting exercise, usually once a year, 
and additionally on an ad hoc basis as necessary. During the relevant 
meetings, management and workers’ representatives discuss the imple-
mentation of the IFAs, the progress achieved and the difficulties encoun-
tered. Such joint meetings allow for an exchange of information on how 
the TCA is valued at different levels of implementation in MNEs and 
sometimes at supplier and subcontractor level. They also provide a forum 
for consultation on the possible difficulties encountered in implement-
ing the agreement and a means to identify joint solutions as a form of 
alternative dispute resolution.

The case studies show that reporting exercises can be jointly carried out 
or based on the management obligation to report its social activities 
(ac  cording to national legal requirements in some EU Member States). 
Trade unions and workers’ representatives have the opportunity to be 
informed and consulted on the multinational’s worldwide activities. They 
also have the means to bring to the management’s attention concrete 
difficulties in operations inside and outside Europe in respect of working 
conditions and trade unions’ and workers’ representation rights. Examples 
from the case studies include bad working conditions in the supplier 
chain after delocalization of some activities (Bosch), difficulties in setting 
up workers’ representation bodies at the local level and the need for sup-
port from local management (EDF in China), and non-respect for workers’ 
representation rights in Europe (Telefónica in Ireland).

The role of EWCs in developing, negotiating and implementing TCAs 
is important, and in most cases central, to EFAs. In Schömann at al. 
(2008), the impact of IFAs on the daily activities of EWCs was seen in 
their serving as a facilitator during EWC/IFA negotiations as well as for 
the agreements’ monitoring body (in most cases, formally dealing with 
European issues only, while wider international issues were dealt with by 
GUFs); and in some cases, and especially when no ad hoc body had been 
created, they served as reporting mechanisms, primarily in EWC plenary 
sessions. However, EWCs have no legal competence to negotiate and sign 
a TCA according to EWC Directive 45/94/EC and the recast Directive 
2009/38/EC. The latter reaffirms the legal competence of trade unions 
(Point 27 and Art. 5 § 4) in negotiation with management. Furthermore, 
the scope of EWC competence is clearly European and not global. 
Interestingly, the involvement of an EWC in the whole process of the 
TCA increases (Pichot 2006b); this trend reflects the practice of a national 
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system of workers’ participation as in Germany, as a large number of 
TCAs co-signed by EWCs were concluded by MNEs with German head-
quarters, thus mirroring the important role of works councils in the dual 
system of interest representation.

The involvement of an EWC as signatory party in a TCA, while con-
flicting with the current revised European legal set-up, raises the question 
of whether the practices of EWCs – reflecting the real world of industrial 
relations in Europe-based MNEs – should lead to the adaptation of the 
European framework of workers’ representation (ETUI-REHS 2008).

International networks and structures of trade unions and workers’ 
representatives have triggered negotiation and signing of IFAs in MNEs 
in some important sectors such as services, metalworking, automotive, 
food, tourism, textiles and wood. Previous studies (such as Hammer 2004, 
Bourque 2005 and Rudikoff 2005) show a direct relation between IFAs 
(rather than EFAs) and supranational structures of interest representation, 
information, consultation and dialogue.

In the energy sector, the connection between the IFA and the creation 
of a world works council is clear: EDF’s Consultative Committee on CSR 
(CCSR) is responsible for implementing the IFA. The CCSR consists of 
six workers’ representatives of EDF, whereby the EWC, while informed, 
is not part of the monitoring, implementation and assessment of the 
IFA. The CCSR is seen as the first step towards the creation of a world 
works council.

However, the development of global structures of interest representa-
tion and social dialogue as a consequence of the implementation of the 
IFA very much depends on the pre-existing working relationship between 
management and trade unions. In the case of IKEA, a joint monitoring 
and implementation group was established with the Building and Wood 
Workers International (BWI), which supports the management in its 
activities in monitoring how the code of conduct is implemented. The 
task of this group is to assist in the development of IKEA standards and 
management systems for ensuring the implementation of internation-
ally accepted labour standards, and to develop good industrial relations 
between suppliers and the BWI member unions.

In addition to the positive impact on core labour standards and work-
ing conditions, TCAs contribute to the development of social dialogue 
between management and workers’ representation or trade unions at the 
local, national, European and global levels. TCAs strengthen, on the one 
hand, existing social dialogue structures and processes, and this is true 
especially for the impact of EFAs on EWCs. On the other hand, specific 
transnational structures of workers’ representation are established (when 
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appropriate) to implement, monitor and assess the impact of IFAs, thus 
creating a contractual framework for workers’ participation. Whether 
TCAs have a similar impact on industrial relations at the global and 
European levels as they do on the labour–management relationship in 
MNEs is the subject of the final section.

TCAs’ impact on industrial relations: a framework for 
collective bargaining with multinationals?

Can TCAs be seen as a driving force enabling the recognition of trade 
unions as legitimate partners, fostering workers’ representation and trade 
union networking where no legislation enforces such legitimacy? Do TCAs 
tend to facilitate multilateral trade union cooperation? Do they influ-
ence trade unions’ policy towards a global/European industrial relations 
system? This section will try to give some answers based on the literature 
review and interviews carried out in the framework of the case studies (see 
Table 1.2).

Trade unions at global level are among the main initiators of IFAs, 
and were so from the outset. Since the early 1990s, most GUFs – that is, 
the branch representation of the International Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ITUC) – have put IFAs on their strategic agenda, including the 
Internation  al Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, 
Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations (IUTA); BWI; the International 
Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions 
(ICEM); UNI; and the International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF). GUFs 
have been the main movers in the promotion of IFAs throughout differ-
ent campaigns and programmes. The aim of the ITUC (Malentacchi 2004) 
and the GUFs (UNI 2009d) is to develop potentially powerful instruments 
to fight for the protection of trade unions’ and workers’ rights, thus 
strengthening trade union representation in worldwide operations of 
MNEs, to foster trade union cooperation and coordination across produc-
tion chains, and to bring international questions to the fore as a legitimate 
subject for negotiation with trade unions. In its 2005–09 programme, the 
IMF calls on its member unions to conclude global agreements, and has 
developed a model agreement for this purpose.

EIFs are actively involved in the process of developing IFAs and/or EFAs 
and have joined forces with the ITUC and GUFs, in some sectors more 
than in others. In some cases, they already work closely with their inter-
national counterparts (UNI and the IMF, for example), a fact that explains 
their involvement in international matters. In other cases, they are the 
direct contacts of local and national workers’ representatives, who have 
taken the initiative to launch a social dialogue with management, often 
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using the multinational’s CSR as a springboard. This last fact is supported 
by the existence at the European level of the European sectoral social 
dialogue committees, which allows for a forum for both employers and 
workers’ representation at the European level for social dialogue initia-
tives, including CSR.

Recent research projects (Telljohann et al. 2009; Sobczak and Léonard 
2009) show that some EIFs focus on the European dimension of TCAs in 
addressing the MNEs of their respective sectors and in signing EFAs. 
In  terestingly, the most involved EIFs argue that the development of such 
agreements is a response to the increasing demand of their affiliates and the 
EWCs for a formal framework for European negotiation with enterprises. 
The European Metalworkers’ Federation (EMF) for example, in a recent 
EFA signed with Thales (EMF 2009), has developed a policy and procedure 
to harmonize the whole process of establishing EFAs, based on existing 
procedures of collective bargaining at European level using (as appropriate) 
the framework provided by the European sectoral social dialogue as well as 
the procedure developed for that dialogue. Such a procedure grants greater 
legitimacy to the whole process, as the EMF works on a mandate negoti-
ated between the EMF and the trade union representatives in the MNEs.

The active commitment of most EIFs, coupled with the development of 
IFAs, strengthens cooperation and coordination among trade unions. In 

Table 1.2 Impact of transnational company agreements on industrial relations

Global union federations European industry federations

Strategy Strengthen trade union participation in multinationals
To urge multinationals to 
sign ‘model framework 
agreements’

Collective bargaining on the 
basis of partnership

Role Strengthen trade union cooperation and coordination
Formal recognition of the 
global union federation in 
signatory parties in 
multinationals 

Formal recognition of European 
industry federation as signatory 
parties
Give a formal frame 

Enforcement Control based on infor-
mation from local level 
and reporting

Recourse to national 
collective bargaining tools
Joint monitoring and 
implementation

Conflict 
resolution

Provide internal means to solve problems at plant level

Suppliers/
subcontractors

Impact depends on the level of commitment of 
multinationals to deal with the issue 

Source: Author.
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this respect, interesting developments can be witnessed concerning the 
enforcement of the TCAs. On the one hand, international trade unions 
rely very much on national trade unions to implement IFAs, as one of the 
most effective ways towards implementation is to transpose the agree-
ments via national collective bargaining. However, and in the view of the 
GUFs, IFAs are intended to create, in the first place, opportunities for local 
trade unions to set up a social dialogue with local management units.

A new trend set by the EMF is to involve the national and local trade 
unions from the very outset in the negotiations as well as to set a specific 
agenda of negotiations (such as health and safety or non-discrimination) 
in as much detail as possible so that, once it is signed, the agreement will 
be taken as such and form a collective agreement at national level. Such a 
procedure brings to mind another used for European cross-sectoral social 
dialogue. It intends to circumvent one of the main difficulties encountered 
in implementing TCAs: the variety of national industrial relations systems 
and laws that do not allow for direct enforcement. Furthermore, it would 
prevent reference to national law for enforcement, especially when such 
laws are weak or poorly implemented. The example of IKEA’s code of con-
duct for suppliers is a good example: it relies on national standards, and is 
criticized for accepting low standards with respect to working time but also 
freedom of association and trade union rights, for example, in China.

The enforcement of TCAs (whether global or European) by MNE busi-
ness partners remains one of the biggest challenges for trade unions and 
workers’ representatives. Although two thirds of IFAs refer to suppliers 
and subcontractors, only one third oblige MNEs to inform business 
partners of, and to encourage them to adhere to, TCAs. Even fewer TCAs 
contain measures to ensure compliance by suppliers and subcontractors, 
and only a few apply such measures to the whole supply chain with the 
full responsibility of the multinational concerned (Sobczak and Léonard 
2009). Furthermore – and even if such measures are referred to in the 
agreement – enforcement appears difficult if not impossible, as the 
example of Bosch shows.

The fostering of multinational trade union coordination depends on 
good working relations between the different levels of trade union rep-
resentation. Furthermore, trade unions at global and European levels are 
still in a learning phase of what might be termed ‘global and European 
collective bargaining with MNEs’. Structures and procedures have still to 
be improved, and diverging opinions on, for example, the issue of the 
mandate or the topic to be tackled, need to be aligned more.

The GUFs and EIFs are seeing what can be called a ‘snowball effect’ in 
a sector as well as across sectors towards more and better TCAs, either on 
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the initiative of trade unions and workers’ representatives or of MNEs. 
EWCs are increasingly involved in all processes, especially at the European 
level and in TCAs signed recently. The cooperation between trade unions 
and EWCs and/or international structures set up to implement and 
monitor TCAs is welcome in most sectors (the European Mine, Chemical 
and Energy Workers’ Federation, for example), as long as the allocation 
of com petences between trade unions and the EWC is respected (such 
as the EMF and the European Trade Union Confederation). The question 
therefore arises whether the evolution of cross-border social dialogue 
in the form of TCAs will bring a change in the perception of European 
legislators about the need to fill in the existing legal gap in respect of an 
optional European framework for transnational collective bargaining and 
thus European collective bargaining issues (Ales et al. 2006).

Conclusions

The impact of TCAs in promoting core labour standards, social dialogue 
and sound industrial relations at MNEs is still very difficult to measure. 
Such impact can only be investigated case by case, given the current lack 
of social indicators from the social partners at European and interna-
tional level or from European legislation. This chapter has shown that 
the impact can, though, be measured when one reviews the experience 
of workers involved, especially in monitoring and enforcing TCAs. Trade 
unions (in all six case studies) and workers’ representatives (in most 
case studies) were the main agents in implementing TCAs: their action-
oriented reports, together with general management reports, provide a 
most interesting information source.

This chapter has also shown that TCAs clearly have a positive impact 
on core labour standards and working conditions, and strengthen trade 
union representation and participation in multinational activities world-
wide, independently of the regional scope of their actions. Furthermore, 
TCAs give local trade unions the capacity to act globally, based on mutual 
trust and social dialogue. However, such developments do not resolve all 
workers’ rights issues at the multinational and plant levels and should 
therefore be carefully monitored.

Although the follow-up project did not directly involve management, 
which plays a role in the monitoring and implementation of TCAs, it 
dem onstrates both that the involvement of trade unions and workers’ 
representatives is a benchmark for efficient implementation of TCAs and 
that, above all, the appropriation of a TCA by all parties is one of the 
preconditions for effective enforcement. Despite significant differences 
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among MNEs, TCAs represent a proactive approach to shaping company-
wide industrial relations and social dialogue in the global and European 
context, building on structures of international and European trade union 
networking, social dialogue between management and workers’ represent-
atives in Europe, and the involvement of GUFs. This is in addition to the 
existing structures of workers’ representation that operate as facilitators 
or serve as ‘stepping stones’ to world works council-types of information, 
consultation and social dialogue, based on the active involvement of local 
management and trade unions.

Elsewhere, the policy papers of GUFs as well as of EIFs reveal that some 
of the most active sectors are developing a general framework for trans -
national social dialogue agreements – for example, the BWI Strategy on 
Multinational Corporations (BWI 2010) and its model framework agree-
ment, the UNI New Business Guide (UNI 2009b) from the UN Global Com-
pact on Labour Principles, or the EMF Internal Procedure for Negotiations 
at Multinational Company Level (EMF 2006b). At the global level, 
Philip Jennings, General Secretary of UNI Global Union, speaking at the  
International Labour Conference in 2009, called on all global employers 
to build a dialogue, to establish a framework based on ILO standards and 
to work together to resolve issues and promote decent work. Such prac-
tices call for more transparency in the whole process of establishing and 
implementing TCAs to create more legitimacy and recognition, leading 
to more efficient enforcement of such agreements to the benefit of both 
management and workers.

With the current lack of a legal institutional grounding in Europe and 
at the international level in respect of cross-border social dialogue, man-
agement and labour of a growing number of MNEs are creating the nego-
tiated tools necessary to tackle the social consequences of globalization 
and are compensating for a lack of enforceable international tools. This 
trend shows, however, that enforcement of TCAs is still the ‘poor relation’ 
to their texts, and that enforcement and monitoring require increased re -
sources on the part of both management and labour. To allow for a more 
efficient dissemination of TCAs, as well as for a better understanding and 
appropriation of such instruments by all actors involved, monitoring 
structures need to be set up or existing ones reinforced.

Finally, both management and labour are reluctant to disseminate infor-
mation on the outcomes of TCAs – in terms of infringement of workers’ 
rights, for example. Confidentiality seems to be part of the mechanism 
set up to solve disputes at local level, but it also hinders evaluation of the 
impact of TCAs in terms of alternative dispute resolution within industrial 
relations systems. The standardization of procedures launched by certain 
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GUFs and EIFs to frame the negotiation process of TCAs and the content 
of agreements would gain by being extended to their implementation.

Notes

1. But see Box 1 in the Introduction to this volume.
2. The key ILO Conventions in this regard are The Worst Forms of Child Labour 

Con vention, 1999 (No. 182), the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), the 
Free dom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 
1948 (No. 87), the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 
1949 (No. 98) and the Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971 (No. 135).

3. For example, the French Act ‘Grenelle de l’environnement’ of 3 August 2009 
(Art. 53) obliges companies to organize regular social and environmental reports 
with the involvement of workers’ representatives on the sustainable develop-
ment of company activities and to establish performance indicators. The Danish 
law of 16 December 2008 requires mandatory annual reports on social respon-
sibility for 1,100 of the country’s largest listed firms, including their social and 
environmental performance.

4. One could also cite the automotive sector that brought together affiliated uni-
ons with plant representatives from companies that had each concluded an IFA, 
including Volkswagen, DaimlerChrysler, Leoni, SKF, Arcelor, Bosch and Renault 
(Holdcroft 2006).
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2
A Qualitative Analysis of 
International Framework 
Agreements: Implementation 
and Impact1

Christian Welz

Despite differences in terms of contents and implementation procedures, 
it is possible to identify some common patterns in the application of IFAs. 
The overwhelming majority of IFAs have a global scope of application. 
Most agreements adhere to fundamental social rights and contain the 
ILO core labour standards (freedom of association, collective bargain-
ing, non-discrimination, abolition of forced labour, elimination of child 
labour); several also contain minimum terms and conditions of employ-
ment (working time, wages, health and safety). Only a few IFAs address 
just one specific issue, such as health and safety (ArcelorMittal)2 or trade 
union rights (Danone). The vast majority are signed by transnational 
companies based in Europe, and here, in particular in the ‘social market 
economies’ (Telljohann et al. 2009; Bé 2010).

This chapter explores further two particular aspects of IFAs, imple-
mentation and impact. A further analysis of two research reports of 
the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions (Eurofound) appears promising (Schömann et al. 2008; 
Telljohann et al. 2009), since there seem to be, at first sight, consid-
erable differences among IFAs with regard to their impact at work-
place level. In order to establish whether a specific issue truly had an 
impact at that level, a document analysis is necessary but not suffi-
cient, since it can only provide an informative basis about the formal 
processes of the agreements. Eurofound’s two research reports, with 
their several case studies, complemented the document analysis. 
Some of these case studies will be referred to in this chapter, for the 
analysis and assessment of the implementation, application and impact 
of IFAs.3
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Implementation

The key to understanding the potential impact of IFAs is the imple-
mentation process. Some IFAs clearly stress the company’s responsibil-
ity for the agreement’s implementation (Bosch, Daimler and Triumph 
International). Others oblige both sides of industry to ensure the pro-
visions’ implementation (Air France, Euradius, GEA, ISS, Rhodia and 
Umicore). Finally, in some rare cases only are the employees asked to 
implement the text of the IFA (Rhodia, Securitas and Umicore).

A monitoring process often accompanies an IFA’s implementation. In 
this context, effective monitoring refers to a continuous process of observ-
ance, which is not, however, laid out in many IFAs. Yet there are exceptions. 
The adherence to the ‘IKEA-Way on Purchasing Home Furniture Products’,4 
for example, is monitored by a ‘global compliance and monitoring group’ 
which conducts internal audits. In the case of Umicore, the monitoring 
is conducted by external auditors, who present their report at the annual 
meeting. The most complex monitoring system is enshrined in the IFA 
at Inditex: the company is audited under the rules of the Ethical Trading 
Initiative, in which both the GUF and the enterprise are members.5

Similar developments have been reported from the Faber-Castell Group. 
Monitoring is carried out at three levels: every company performs a self-
assessment every two years; an internal audit is organized annually; and a 
monitoring committee composed of representatives of Faber-Castell and 
of IG Metall with the Building and Wood Workers International (BWI) 
on equal terms will monitor implementation of the agreement. The 
committee will meet every two years and local trade unions are entitled 
to participate. The monitoring committee will also be responsible for the 
settlement of disputes arising from the IFA (Planet Labor 2009b). An IFA 
with very similar implementation mechanisms was signed in April 2009 
at the Wikhahn group (Planet Labor 2009c).

The body responsible for implementation

Most IFAs require the formation of a body made up of an equal number 
of employee and management representatives to monitor implemen-
tation. Only the agreements with Accor, Brunel, CSA-Czech Airlines, 
Danone, Hochtief, NAG, RAG, Rhodia and UPU do not provide for such 
a body. In the case of Danone, evaluations of the first IFAs have been con-
ducted and then published. At Rhodia, the company is obliged to report 
annually on the outcomes of the IFA according to indicators co-defined 
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with the International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General 
Workers’ Unions (ICEM). At Brunel, the signatory parties are obliged to 
meet, but the agreement does not provide any further details.

Usually, not only does the GUF take part in annual meetings, but 
often a union delegate of the company’s home country attends as well 
(for example, Ballast Nedam, Chiquita, EDF, Endesa, Eni, Fonterra, 
Freudenberg, Impregilo, Norske Skogindustrier, Lukoil, OTE [Hellenic 
Tel ecommunications Organization], Portugal Telecom, RAG AG, SCA 
[Svenska Cellulosa Aktiebolaget], Schwan-Stabilo, Statoil, Staedtler, 
Telefónica and Veidekke). At Staedtler, a representative of the German 
national works council attends the annual meeting.

Sometimes a representative of the European works council (EWC) par-
ticipates too, as is the case at Air France, Euradius, SCA, Skanska, Triumph 
International and Umicore. In the case of SCA, a delegate of the EWC 
has the right to participate at the annual meeting, but is not automati-
cally present. In the event of a conflict, local workers’ representatives are 
allowed to participate as well. In the case of Arcelor, Nampak and WAZ, 
besides representatives of the GUF and EWC, union delegates at national 
level attend the meetings; at Euradius and Staedtler the latter have the 
right to participate, and at SCA they may be called in if necessary. At Air 
France, only the EWC is involved in implementing the agreement with-
out any further union involvement.

The annual meeting between management and the GUF is held with-
out participation of the union from the home country in the following 
companies: Arcelor, AngloGold, IKEA, ISS, Lafarge and Royal BAM.

In other cases, the EWC annual meeting is used to communicate the 
status of the IFA’s implementation (for example, Air France, BMW, Bosch, 
GEA Group AG, Leoni, Merloni, PSA Peugeot Citroën, Prym, Rheinmetall, 
Röchling and Securitas). At EADS, although the group’s management 
does not report regularly to the EWC at the annual meeting, the com-
pany presents a report after claimed breaches of the agreement. This 
report includes an account of corrective measures taken. In the cases of 
Air France and Merloni, the parties have agreed that local management 
will inform non-European worker representatives (who are not members 
of the EWC) about the outcome of the meeting.

At PSA Peugeot Citroën, non-European union representatives attend 
the EWC meeting whenever the implementation of the IFA is on the 
agenda. Thus for these purposes, the EWC assumes the role of a world 
works council (WWC). However, only non-European union observers 
from firms meeting the criteria of the workforce (as defined in the EWC 
agreement) can participate. The IFA with PSA Peugeot Citroën also has 
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a declaration of intent to form a WWC in the medium term. If a company 
has a WWC, it is usually this body that is in charge of implementing the 
IFA (for example, Daimler, Renault, SKF and Volkswagen). The manage-
ment of Daimler has committed itself to present an implementation 
report on the IFA to the WWC. In the Bosch IFA, no official reporting to 
the non-European workers’ representatives was planned, though a Bosch 
world conference took place at the beginning of 2006, at which the main 
issue was the IFA’s implementation.

The monitoring body generally meets once a year (Air France, 
AngloGold, Ballast Nedam, EDF, Fonterra, Freudenberg, Impregilo, Indi-
tex, Lafarge, Lukoil, Merloni, NAG, Nampak, Norske Skogindustrier, OTE, 
Portugal Telecom, Quebecor, Koninklijke BAM Groep [Royal BAM], SCA, 
Schwan-Stabilo, Securitas, Statoil, Staedtler, Umicore, VolkerWessels and 
WAZ Mediengruppe). In some cases, the monitoring body convenes 
twice a year (Chiquita, Endesa, France Telecom and IKEA), while at Faber-
Castell, it meets only once every two years. Some agreements do not set 
the frequency of meetings (Brunel, ISS, RAG, Skanska, Telefónica and 
Triumph International).

The company normally bears the costs of the monitoring body’s meet-
ing, but not all agreements oblige the company to do this. Only the 
IFAs with Arcelor, EDF, Endesa, Eni, Impregilo, Lafarge, Nampak, OTE, 
Schwan-Stabilo, Staedtler and Veidekke explicitly state that the company 
is to bear the costs. In the case of Portugal Telecom, trade unionists who 
are employed in the enterprise receive paid leave to attend the meeting. 
If the EWC and WWC are nominated as appropriate bodies, the company 
has to bear the costs. However, in some cases meetings that have been 
agreed to are not held: the IFA with Merloni was signed in 2001, but the 
first meeting did not take place until 2006; in the case of Leoni, one year 
passed before the agreed meeting was held (IMF 2006).

Concrete implementation measures

Most IFAs oblige the company to communicate the agreed text of the IFA 
to employees; only the IFAs between ICEM and Freudenberg and between 
Union Network International (UNI) and Carrefour do not. Sixteen per cent 
of all IFAs analysed do not contain any further measures relating to imple-
mentation besides the obligation to inform employees (including Accor, 
Carrefour, Freudenberg, H&M, OTE, Portugal Telecom, RAG, Röchling, 
SKF, Telefónica and UPU). The IFA with Carrefour contains the provision 
(in a subordinate clause) that UNI and Carrefour will jointly carry out 
monitoring. The agreement, however, does not contain any provisions 
on procedural aspects. Some IFAs refer to ‘appropriate’ or ‘corresponding’ 
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measures, but without further clarification (for example, Endesa and Faber-
Castell). Nevertheless, many IFAs contain concrete steps for implementa-
tion, such as including compliance with the IFA into corporate auditing 
(including Daimler, Leoni and Staedtler). The IFA with Rhodia formulates 
concrete reporting indicators, while in the case of Staedtler and Veidekke 
compliance with the IFA has to be part of annual reporting.

Several IFAs contain dispute resolution mechanisms, mainly consisting 
of a sequence of separate steps. Local management is usually responsible 
for this. If no solution is found at local level, the national trade union will 
pass the case on, until the GUF presents the incident to the group’s man-
agement (as with, for example, Norske Skogindustrier, SCA, Securitas and 
Veidekke). According to the IFAs at Daimler, Nampak and Quebecor, the 
companies have to identify contact persons for employees, business part-
ners and clients. Similar obligations exist at Chiquita, Hochtief, Staedtler 
and Triumph International. Daimler set up a central hotline for this 
purpose. The IFAs at Daimler, PSA Peugeot Citroën and Securitas provide 
for local ‘observatories’, made up of the directorate for human resources 
and local trade unions. In the case of Lukoil and Statoil, the company 
management as well as ICEM had to provide training sessions for local 
trade unionists and local management. The company bore ICEM’s costs. 
The IFA at Inditex requires training sessions to be developed for imple-
menting the IFA. Training sessions and/or information and instruction of 
executive staff are also included in the IFAs at EDF and Staedtler.

The IFA at ENI stipulates that corrective action is to be taken in case of 
infringements. The IFA clarifies that the parties may also agree on posi-
tive measures, such as information or training sessions for employees. 
Similar arrangements can be found at IKEA, Inditex, Royal BAM, 
Skanska and Umicore.

In the case of Triumph, the company commits itself also to inform its 
contractors and suppliers about the contents of the IFA. A similar obliga-
tion is in the Staedtler IFA. In several cases, compliance has to be inte-
grated into all purchasing contracts with suppliers and licensees (as with 
IKEA, Staedtler and Triumph International). Sometimes, the principles 
of the IFA are integrated in existing records and guidelines (for example, 
Bosch and Staedtler).

Scope of application

The scope of application of a few IFAs goes beyond the enterprise and 
includes its subsidiaries. In general, such IFAs cover all employees of the 
group, but one exception is Volkswagen. Here the scope of application 
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is limited to those countries and regions which are represented in the 
WWC of the group, a restriction that leads to the exclusion of China (IMF 
2006). Some IFAs do not refer to the problem of violation of basic workers’ 
rights at the suppliers’ and subcontractors’ premises at all (namely Accor, 
AngloGold, Arcelor, BSN Medical I, II, III, Club Méditerranée, Danone, 
Endesa, ENI, Faber-Castell, Fonterra, Freudenberg, H&M, Lafarge, NAG, 
Nampak, Prym, RAG, SKF Group and WAZ).6 Other IFAs include an 
obligation to inform contract partners (such as suppliers and subcontrac-
tors) about the contents of the agreement, or to ‘support’ and ‘encour-
age’ them to adhere to the principles of the agreement (namely BMW, 
Carrefour, Daimler Euradius, GEA, Röchling,7 IKEA, Leoni, Lukoil, Norske 
Skogindustrier, OTE, Rheinmetall, Renault, Telefónica, SCA, Skanska, 
Statoil, Umicore and Volkswagen).

Working conditions at supplier companies are not necessarily included 
in the scope of application either; thus, many companies do not extend 
the responsibility for working conditions to the contract partners. A few 
IFAs (9 per cent) formally include the whole supply chain in the scope of 
application, though only as an objective and without being more explicit 
about the processes to deploy (for example, Impregilo, Merloni and 
Portugal Telecom), where the inclusion of suppliers and subcontractors is 
qualified with ‘if possible’. In the IFAs of Bosch, Chiquita, EADS, France 
Telecom, PSA Peugeot Citroën,8 Rhodia9 and Schwan-Stabilo, similar 
wording was chosen. These IFAs state that the company expects its sup-
pliers to respect similar standards and considers this as a necessary con-
dition for continuing the commercial relationship. The IFA at Quebecor 
includes a provision that the company will not knowingly use vendors or 
suppliers who wilfully violate the principles of the joint statement.

Other IFAs have gone one step further and refer to potential sanctions. 
The IFA at Brunel stipulates that in case of violations of the agreement, 
sanctions will be taken against the supplier; similar wording is found in 
the IFA at Securitas. The IFA at Veidekke contains a commitment that 
the company will use its fullest influence to secure compliance with the 
principles set out in the agreement also with regard to its contractors, 
subcontractors and suppliers. In the case of Air France, Ballast Nedam, 
EDF, Vallourec and VolkerWessels, the signatory companies are willing 
to assume more responsibility. The IFA at Staedtler not only states that 
the company will work exclusively with contract partners adhering to 
the IFA, but that the company also includes appropriate clauses in its 
own supply contracts. In the IFAs between BWI and Ballast Nedam and 
Hochtief, the companies assume responsibility for the working condi-
tions of their direct contract partners.
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Only a few companies acknowledge comprehensive responsibility for 
the whole production chain, including subcontractors. Among these 
are the IFAs concluded by CSA-Czech Airlines, Inditex, Royal BAM and 
Triumph International. The IFAs between UNI and ISS and Portugal 
Telecom apply to suppliers as well as to customers (Sobczak and Léonard 
2008).

Implementation and impact: selected company cases

Bosch

The Basic Principles of Social Responsibility at Bosch (Basic Principles, 
in short), which were signed by management and employee representa-
tives as well as by the IMF, should be seen in a wider context of CSR and 
corporate codes of conduct.10

Implementation

This agreement explicitly refers to operational issues, such as implemen-
tation. A major step in implementing the 10 Basic Principles throughout 
the group was to include those principles in the internal Management 
System Manual for Quality, Environment, Safety and Security in the 
Bosch Group. It also stipulates that the main actors responsible for 
implementing the principles are senior management representatives of 
the respective divisions, regional subsidiaries and local companies. The 
agreement is disseminated in cooperation with employee representatives. 
In consultation with the respective employee representative organiza-
tions, individual employees will be informed ‘through proper channels 
about contents of the principles’ (Basic Principles, paragraph 11). For this 
purpose, the document was translated into all the major Bosch languages 
and employees were informed by local works councils and trade unions 
and through internal information channels.

With regard to complaints about breaches of the principles, the IFA 
ensures that all complaints will be investigated by the responsible actors, 
namely local management representatives. The IFA states that ‘any 
action will be discussed and implemented by senior management and 
employee representatives responsible’ (Basic Principles, paragraph 11). 
While the IMF does not play an active role in implementing the agree-
ment, the EWC functions as an oversight and steering body, though it is 
not directly involved in the implementation, monitoring or enforcement 
process. The EWC will be informed about complaints ‘that cannot be 
dealt with satisfactorily at a national level’, that is, only in those cases 
where local, regional and national solutions are not possible.
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Impact

Both management and employee representatives have identified a de 
facto impact arising from the very adoption of the Basic Principles, mainly 
because of the integration of certain principles of core labour standards 
and basic ILO norms into the general Bosch values and respective com-
pliance auditing processes that affect suppliers and other business part-
ners. The global agreement particularly impacts on labour standards and 
relations outside the Bosch home country (Germany) and outside most 
European countries, since ILO standards are generally well implemented 
in Europe. Thus, the agreement is unlikely to have any beneficial effects 
on employee rights in Europe, where core labour standards are already 
widely respected, but will most likely have such effects in countries like 
Brazil, China and India. Through the supplier audit procedure, which 
has been developed over the past few years, the agreement has also had a 
direct impact on social regulation beyond the company.

Chiquita

In presence of Juan Somavia, Director-General of the ILO, which hosted 
the signing in Geneva, Chiquita, the Coordinadora Latinoamericana de 
Sindicatos Bananeros (COLSIBA) and the International Union of Food, 
Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ 
Association (IUF) were pioneers in the 2001 signing of a labour rights 
framework agreement on freedom of association, minimum labour stand-
ards and employment in Latin American banana operations.11 The agree-
ment affirms Chiquita’s commitment to respect the core labour standards 
of the ILO, including the Convention on Freedom of Association and 
Protection of the Right to Organise (No. 87). Furthermore, Chiquita 
acknowledges its responsibility to provide safe and healthy workplaces. 
Chiquita, COLSIBA and the IUF also agreed to improve health and safety 
at the company’s banana operations. The agreement was signed with 
both international and regional unions.

Implementation

A review committee meets regularly (at least once a year) to discuss the 
implementation of the agreement. The committee members are the IUF 
(represented by the general secretary and his IUF Latin American col-
league), COLSIBA (represented by its general coordinator and a repre-
sentative of a Latin American country) and Chiquita (represented by its 
vice-president of corporate affairs and its legal counsel). In some specific 
cases, a technical observer may be asked to join the review committee 
meeting. As part of the parties’ commitment to transparency, a report 
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is produced on the discussion and on the points for action agreed on 
at the meeting. The outcome of the meeting is an action plan in which 
the signatory parties decide to undertake further steps to implement the 
agreement. The review committee also discusses difficulties reported by 
trade union members or local management and proposes action-oriented 
solutions.

In addressing allegations of trade union persecution in Costa Rica, 
including allegations of violations occurring on Chiquita farms, the 
fourth review committee agreed on an IUF/COLSIBA programme on 
three or four of the 28 non-union Chiquita farms in Costa Rica, where 
it was to carry out education workshops based on the agreement and 
solicit union membership. The parties agreed that the workshops would 
not interfere with normal production processes, that worker participation 
would be voluntary and that the company would neither encourage nor 
discourage participation or membership.

Impact

Chiquita’s standing and reputation greatly improved following the agree-
ment, as the company moved from an antagonistic to a more cooperative 
relationship with unions as well as to more corporate-responsible actions 
with respect to environmental issues. Coming from external stakeholders, 
this recognition significantly improved Chiquita’s position in the banana 
industry.

In May 2006, senior representatives of the three parties met in 
Cincin nati, Ohio, United States, to review its overall impact. The IUF and 
COLSIBA also brought out various unresolved company–union issues. On 
the unions’ side, the IUF and COLSIBA highlighted the successes in the 
time the agreement had been in force. They also stressed the importance 
of the open recognition of both the IUF and COLSIBA by senior Chiquita 
corporate management, and as a result by management throughout 
Chiquita operations. It was also reported at the Cincinnati meeting that 
workers and union members had used the agreement to increase union 
membership in the company as well as in some suppliers. Two of the 
most significant union successes were the recruitment of up to 5000 
members in Colombia following the agreement’s signing and a series of 
subsequent collective bargaining agreements. Union membership also 
increased following the agreement in Honduras, where a union was 
founded and consolidated on several farms.

The entire process from signature to implementation was welcomed 
by both COLSIBA and the IUF general secretary. The agreement was 
used as a reference text in some important cases, backing up trade union 
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members and helping strengthen their actions. To date the agreement 
has held, although Chiquita’s Colombian division was sold.

Additionally, serious flooding in Honduras in 2005 led to Chiquita 
abandoning the farms where new union organization had taken place. 
After a difficult period of negotiations, an initial agreement was reached 
that new owners rehabilitating the flooded plantations needed to agree 
to a union rights clause in any contract that Chiquita might sign to pur-
chase bananas from those farms in the future.

In short, the IFA shows the potential impact of negotiations with a 
company as a result of trade union recognition, such as Chiquita gave 
to both the IUF and COLSIBA.

Leoni

LEONI was one of the first German companies in the metalworking sec-
tor (besides Volkswagen and Daimler-Chrysler) to sign an IFA, in April 
2003: the Declaration on Social Rights and Industrial Relations. As stated 
in the preamble of the Leoni Declaration, the basic social rights and 
principles of the declaration are oriented towards ‘the relevant United 
Nations Conventions of the International Labour Organization’.12 Leoni 
declares that the group ‘respects and supports compliance with the [sic] 
internationally acknowledged human rights’. The most detailed para-
graph is dedicated to the issue of freedom of association, referring directly 
to ILO Convention No. 87 and the Convention on the Right to Organise 
and Collective Bargaining (No. 98). Leoni acknowledges the right of all 
employees to establish and join trade unions and employee representa-
tion. Leoni is also committed to going beyond national standards where 
national law does not cover these rights.

Implementation

The Declaration has been translated into 13 languages and is accessible 
on the group’s website, through the intranet and via other forms of 
internal company communication. The dissemination of the Declaration 
was the responsibility of local executive management. Employees were 
informed of it either by works meetings or notice boards, in line with 
local information practices. The Declaration is binding on Leoni world-
wide, and executives in respective countries are obliged to work in com-
pliance with the declaration’s principles. The duration of the Declaration 
is not limited. With regard to the implementation and enforcement of 
the basic social and industrial relations provisions, the integration of 
the principles is crucial both in the internal auditing process of Leoni 
subsidiaries worldwide and in regular human resources reporting by local 
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plant managers. The main responsibility and coordinating role for the 
enforcement, monitoring and reporting of compliance with the decla-
ration is with the corporate human resources department at corporate 
headquarters in Nuremberg. In addition to the obligation of local human 
resources managers to report any cases of violations of the Social Charter 
in regular human resources and ad hoc reports, questions on compliance 
with the Social Charter have also been integrated into the normal inter-
nal auditing process.

Leoni management is also expected to report on the implementation 
of the corporate social rights and principles as well as cases of non-
compliance at the annual EWC meeting. However, at the time of the 
case study, the company had not published annual reports on issues 
related to corporate social responsibility, social relations or sustainable 
development.

The instruments applied to implement and enforce the social rights 
and principles were mainly designed as ‘self-checks’ for local human 
resources and plant managers as to whether they were in compliance. 
However, the company has started to integrate these rights and principles 
in its relations with business partners and suppliers. A reference to the 
Social Charter is, for example, included in the general terms and condi-
tions of business contracts.

Impact

Since no flagrant cases of non-compliance or violation of the Social 
Charter have been reported since its launch in 2003, the most impor-
tant impact of the Leoni Declaration is in the governance of employ-
ment relations, information and consultation processes, and human 
resources practices. From the management’s point of view, the Social 
Charter has obvious positive effects on business relationships, the pro-
file of the company and internal relationships. On the global scale, the 
declaration enables key company actors to reflect on their own practice 
and to further develop good practice. It opens space for harmonious and 
common minimum standards regarding fundamental and basic social 
rights. In light of what appears to be the well-developed and coopera-
tive nature of company industrial relations and the commitment of the 
company to social responsibility, the Leoni Declaration could well be 
regarded as spreading the basic elements of corporate culture in the con-
text of growing globalization. A first concrete result of this, at least from 
the employee perspective, was the first global meeting of employee 
representatives from several countries in 2005.
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PSA Peugeot Citroën

The PSA Peugeot Citroën IFA, signed on 1 March 2006, applies to the 
entire consolidated automotive division (including research and develop-
ment, manufacturing, sales and support services) as well as to the finance, 
transport and logistics divisions with regard to current and future 
subsidiaries over which the corporation has a dominant influence.13 PSA 
Peugeot Citroën agreed to transmit this global framework agreement to 
Faurecia (a PSA subsidiary specializing in equipment manufacturing), 
which also has its own representative bodies at European level. The ILO 
Conventions referred to in the agreement also apply to suppliers, subcon-
tractors, industrial partners and members of distribution networks.

Implementation

Local managers had to define concrete actions to implement the IFA as 
well as a sound action plan. An information kit was prepared by group 
management and presented to the IMF and the office of the liaison com-
mittee (comité de liaison). The directors of all subsidiaries received a kit for 
their local managers and local unions. The kit contains a practical guide 
for implementing the IFA. It aims to check whether the company respects 
the commitments made in the IFA and which action plans have been 
made. Local managers also had to list the action plans defined for each 
commitment. In 2007, audits were carried out in some countries to check 
that the evaluation procedure was being applied correctly. Auditors inter-
viewed local managers and representatives of local unions. The auditors 
were either employees of the company, external auditors or a combina-
tion of the two. The results of these audits were shared between the social 
partners but were not made public.

There are two levels of monitoring. In each of the major countries, 
social ‘observatories’ were set up. They comprise the local human re -
sources manager and representatives of local unions, and are responsible 
for monitoring the IFA’s application. In the IMF’s view, local unions bear 
the main responsibility for monitoring and the GUF should not assume 
these unions’ monitoring role – the GUF’s role is to inform and train local 
actors in these issues.

At the group level, monitoring is in the hands of the Extended European 
Council on Social Responsibility. Each plenary session of the council is 
preceded by a preparatory meeting of all the council representatives as 
well as of IMF and European Metalworkers’ Federation representatives. 
For this purpose, the EWC was enlarged to include union representa-
tives from countries fulfilling the staffing requirements set out in the 
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EWC agreement (such as Argentina and Brazil). These representatives are 
invited to plenary sessions as observers.

Impact

The group’s management considered using its experience from imple-
menting the IFA to transform the EWC into a global works council 
(GWC). The unions were not opposed, but wanted to use the follow-up 
procedure of the IFA as a test. Thus the enlarged EWC is responsible for 
following up on the IFA. In countries where the group has a long tradi-
tion (such as Argentina and Spain), the signing of the IFA was a confir-
mation of the existing social dialogue at international level. However 
in other countries, the IFA was an opportunity to create contacts with 
the unions. For example, in Germany, no contact had existed previ-
ously between the company and the unions at the national level. For 
the group, negotiating the IFA was also the first contact with the IMF. 
For the French unions, the IFA was also an opportunity to establish 
links with the IMF, as previously they had only had contact with the 
European Metalworkers’ Federation.

Telefónica

Telefónica’s IFA takes the form of a ‘code of conduct’ for trade union and 
workers’ rights.14 The agreement was signed in March 2001 by the group’s 
management and UNI, together with the two Spanish trade union 
organizations – the Confederación Sindical de Comisiones Obreras (CC.
OO) and the Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT). The agreement was 
referred to as a code of conduct because, at the time of the initiative, little 
was known about IFAs and the term was not commonly used. The agree-
ment was the result of social dialogue at the international level between 
the company and UNI. A social protocol on international agreements, 
signed by the same parties in April 2000, prepared the ground for the IFA. 
The agreement was further revised in December 2007.

Implementation

The signatory parties made a commitment to engage in ongoing dia-
logue on the agreement’s administration and implementation. Its 
dissemination was organized through the trade union’s website, with 
direct access to the text of the IFA reserved for members. Newsletters 
and translations were organized by the trade unions. Telefónica’s man-
agement also offered financial support for translations as well as for 
meetings. Local management and trade unions were responsible for 
enforcing the agreement at local level.
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The agreement’s monitoring process differs according to local priori-
ties. UNI organized a range of monitoring actions including:

a survey on the agreement’s implementation;
seminars to educate trade union members about the agreement and 
its implementation;
an annual meeting with local trade unions to discuss implementa-
tion aspects and difficulties to be solved;
a special trade union alliance to monitor the agreement;
annual meetings between UNI and management to discuss the 
evaluation of the agreement.

When necessary, additional meetings can be organized with management 
to discuss urgent matters. Both trade unions and management view these 
meetings as an early warning system in a dispute-settlement process. The 
Telefónica Corporate Responsibility Annual Report 2006 described the 
important role of international social dialogue as follows:

In relation to social dialogue at international level, Telefónica and UNI 
agreed to meet annually in order to enable Telefónica’s management to 
provide the trade unions with general information on the most impor-
tant matters affecting the Group. A very positive assessment was also 
made of labour relations during 2006. The most important collective 
matters were resolved through dialogue and agreements. Transparency 
and cooperation within the Group were strengthened. The overall 
result was the recognition of important concessions in favour of the 
employees. With regard to subcontractors, the agreement states that 
Telefónica ‘will inform the companies that would like to provide con-
tracts and services of the need to adhere to these principles’.

Impact

The agreement had a favourable impact on industrial relations at Tel-
efónica and fostered respect for human rights in Telefónica’s worldwide 
locations. On some occasions, conflict arose with regard to the recogni-
tion of trade union rights against the background of local legislation. 
However, both management and trade unions put the agreement into 
practice to adopt a better approach in resolving difficulties. Thus, as a 
mechanism of alternative dispute resolution and an early warning sys-
tem, the agreement has had a high added value for both trade unions 
and management.

•
•

•

•
•
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Securitas

The Securitas code of conduct dates from 2003 and was revised in April 
2006.15 Based on the mutual interests and initiatives of both management 
and the Swedish Transport Workers’ Union, the code was developed by 
the board of directors of Securitas in Sweden, in which the trade unions 
were also represented. The code deals with the group’s mission and 
related ethical conduct and values. It is part of Securitas’s CSR framework. 
Based on a tradition of social dialogue in Sweden, the code’s contents as 
well as revisions were drawn up in consultation with the trade unions. As 
a consequence, the EWC started to discuss how to implement the code 
and agreed to put forward a demand to Securitas management aiming to 
regulate the actual implementation of the code. The agreement between 
Securitas AB, UNI and the Swedish Transport Workers’ Union was signed 
on 30 March 2006. The agreement’s objective is to organize implementa-
tion of the code in order to develop better working conditions.

Implementation

Both management and trade unions consider the agreement as innova-
tive both in its explicit references to ethical standards and in its contents 
and scope of application. A main feature is the implementation section, 
which refers to the establishment of a monitoring body (an implementa-
tion group) that annually reviews the agreement’s implementation and 
takes action as necessary.

The last paragraph of the code, on implementation, covers:

the responsibility of each employee to observe and promote the 
code;
requests to employees to report any violation of the code;
measures on reporting to local senior management, if the complaint 
is not resolved or if the allegation is of a serious nature;
the necessity to ensure comprehensive investigation and corrective 
measures, where appropriate.

The code of conduct generally reflects management’s intention that 
day-to-day business should be conducted ethically. This intention is 
applied internally (to management and workers), externally (to sup-
pliers, subcontractors and clients), as well as within the group’s overall 
sphere of influence. The agreement is based on the fundamental rights 
and principles contained in the code and is designed to provide a 
framework for implementing the code’s infringement procedure. The 
agreement also caters for an interpretation of the code.

•

•
•

•
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The agreement’s main implementation measure is the establishment 
of an implementation group consisting of two members from the trade 
union side (UNI and the Swedish Transport Workers’ Union) and two 
members from the management side. The group meets annually to 
review the agreement’s implementation as well as any infringements. 
The implementation group is organized in conjunction with the EWC 
annual meeting; it can also meet in exceptional cases on joint request.

A special section of the agreement outlines the procedure to be fol-
lowed in event of an infringement. A jointly accepted principle is that if 
a complaint or problem arises, the first step is to try to resolve it at the 
local level. In this respect, the implementation group can agree on setting 
up a local implementation group in particular cases. Where no local solu-
tion can be found within a reasonable time or if the allegation requires 
a higher competence, the appropriate national union organization can 
raise the issue with Securitas’s country president. The next step is to put 
the issue on the agenda of the executive committee of the EWC. The final 
step is to address the implementation group as stated in the agreement.

In cases of non-respect of the code of conduct by a business partner, 
Securitas will address the issue and on written request ask its business 
partner to comply with the Securitas values and principles stated in the 
code and the agreement. If no improvement is seen, Securitas will con-
sider ceasing to do business with that partner. Since 2006, the implemen-
tation group has had to deal with two cases for which no solution could 
be found at local or national level.

Both Securitas and the trade unions (UNI and the Swedish Transport 
Workers’ Union) are responsible for the agreement’s monitoring and 
interpretation. The agreement states that the parties will exchange 
information to facilitate compliance monitoring. Both Securitas and 
the trade unions agreed that any interpretation of the agreement 
remains within the exclusive competence of the implementation group. 
Furthermore, the parties specified that the agreement can in no way 
replace legal provisions, collective bargaining or labour-related proce-
dures or local industry practices as given in national law, especially in 
respect of alternative dispute resolution mechanisms.

Impact

Since the agreement was still at an early stage when analysed in 2008, it is 
still difficult to draw any clear conclusion as to its impact on Securitas sites 
in Europe, the United States or elsewhere. However, three concrete exam-
ples of its impact can be identified. First, the negotiation process itself 
shows how IFAs may spread a model of cooperative industrial relations 
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beyond the limits of the company’s home country. Second, cooperation 
between the European management and workers’ representatives and the 
Securitas representatives in the United States facilitated the recognition of 
trade unions as well as the acceptance of their concerns. Third, two cases 
have already been brought to the implementation group, to clarify the 
agreement’s scope of application. Thus, this enforcement mechanism has 
already been tested in practice and this adds weight to the agreement.

In sum, the contents of the agreement in respect of establishing an 
implementation group, and the setting up of a procedure in case of 
infringements, can be seen as good practice. The agreement is a joint 
exercise with important issues at stake for both management and trade 
unions. Through the agreement, both partners commit themselves to 
promoting better working conditions and enhancing labour standards, 
without duplicating existing legislation but by adapting to local practices 
and cultures in line with the principle of subsidiarity. The agreement 
helps maintain and improve trade union density in a sector with few 
institutional industrial relations and a high workforce turnover.

Tentative impact assessment

The document analysis of the contents of IFAs (68 documents at the end 
of 2008) illustrates that these agreements are mainly applied to the group, 
but to a much less extent to subcontractors and suppliers. A total of 31 per 
cent of the existing IFAs do not mention suppliers and subcontractors at 
all, only half of the agreements oblige companies to inform and encour-
age their suppliers to adhere to the IFA, and only 14 per cent actually 
contain measures to ensure compliance by suppliers (Figure 2.1). In sum, 
only 9 per cent of existing IFAs are applied to the whole supply chain.

Scope and bodies of implementation

IFAs also vary considerably in terms of the provisions defining their scope 
of implementation within the group. Nearly all IFAs contain the obliga-
tion to inform employees about the agreement. In 16 per cent of IFAs, 
no further implementation measures are specified. A substantial number 
of IFAs contain concrete implementation steps, such as including com-
pliance with the IFA in the records of the company’s corporate auditing 
process. Several IFAs lay the foundation for building up a structure to deal 
with grievances: usually, rather than stipulating a system of mediation 
(such as an ombudsperson), it lays out a chain of grievance resolution. 
Sometimes, compliance has to be integrated into all purchasing contracts 
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with suppliers and licensees. More than 50 per cent of existing IFAs con-
tain provisions to strengthen the rights of local unions, on the basis of 
ILO Convention No. 135 (Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971), 
which prohibits discrimination against workers’ representatives.

With regard to bodies to ensure implementation of the agreement, 
most IFAs stipulate the formation of a joint body consisting of employee 
and management representatives. The employee-side delegation usually 
comprises company-level representatives and a representative from the 
GUF and from the union of the company’s home country. Sometimes a 
representative of the EWC is involved. In some cases, no such joint body 
is set up and the annual meeting of the EWC is used to communicate 
how the IFA is implemented. If there is a WWC in place, this body is in 
charge of IFA implementation.

Finally, the overall trend is that IFAs signed more recently are more 
precise and include more specific implementation provisions than 
earlier IFAs. Some of the above shortcomings may be explained by dif-
ferences in the strategy of the GUFs. Some GUFs focus on deepening 
the relationship with the signatory company and try to extend their 
IFAs incrementally until they also cover suppliers and subcontractors. 
Other GUFs try to negotiate agreements that include these requirements 

Figure 2.1 Inclusion of suppliers and subcontractors in IFA scope of application

9% of the IFAs assume 
responsibility for the 
whole supply chain

14% take measures to 
assure that suppliers 
do comply with the IFA

46% of the IFAs inform
their suppliers and encourage

them to adhere to the IFA

31% of the IFAs do 
not mention suppliers 

and subcontractors at all
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from the start. GUFs confronted with the evolution towards outsourc-
ing, off-shoring and production in network structures try to cover the 
whole production and supply chain. If companies acknowledge their 
own responsibility for the whole supply chain, it appears to be easier to 
generate financial contributions for improving working conditions or 
for training suppliers.

Implementation matters

Few IFAs define comprehensive implementation manuals, whereas others 
formulate only a few steps towards implementation. Sometimes, a report 
by management at the annual meeting is the only concrete measure 
and management is not obliged to take further implementation steps. 
Most agreements do not indicate that the contents of an IFA are part of 
a management system on social compliance nor specify the integration 
of the IFA principles into the hierarchy of management. Only 6 per cent 
of the IFAs (four out of 68) refer to the internal steps that the company 
should take to implement an agreed standard, such as implementing 
guidelines. Only 9 per cent refer to internal monitoring processes, and a 
further 8 per cent are monitored by external experts. If the company fails 
to evaluate the IFA systematically, the annual reporting will most likely 
be fragmentary as well.

Nevertheless, quite a number of IFAs contain a wide range of provisions 
on how to implement the agreement. More than 50 per cent contain 
provisions to strengthen local union rights. Some of these provisions are 
quite specific, a fact that enables unions to really make use of them and 
to actively support IFA implementation. These concrete rights enable 
unions to organize workers – an essential step towards monitoring by 
the persons concerned. However, if there are no unions at the company 
(or even in the whole area), these provisions will not help to organize 
workers and the GUFs will not get the information about violations of the 
IFA as easily. Recent IFAs have tended to be more precise and to include 
more specific provisions of implementation. The parties involved may, 
for example, meet at least once a year to discuss problems around the top-
ics spelt out in the IFA. Against this background, Telljohann et al. (2009) 
and the case studies indicate that IFAs may strengthen international 
industrial relations and, in the long term, these instruments may support 
the organizing activities of union organizations.

Practically all IFAs refer to the principles of the core labour standards 
defined in ILO Conventions. While these ILO instruments are primarily 
addressed to governments, nothing prevents private actors from taking 
account of them in their voluntary practices. However, the added value 
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of IFAs is not only to reaffirm these social rights, but also to organize an 
effective implementation process (Sobczak and Léonard 2008).

The implementation and enforcement of IFA standards are different 
from those for legal standards: IFA implementation mechanisms are 
predominantly of a political and not legal character. A large variety of 
different mechanisms has been developed, such as training of suppliers 
and workers, grievance mechanisms and internal or external auditing 
processes. Since the ‘compliance-pull’ is a political dimension, social pres-
sure is the leading source of adherence to the rules. Consequently, many 
scholars classify IFAs as another emanation of international soft law in 
an emerging multi-level polity of industrial relations (for example, Carley 
2009: 25 and Welz 2010: 99).

A mutual learning exercise

A document analysis, however, can only constitute an approximate guide 
to actual practice. This limitation is confirmed by the case study findings, 
which demonstrate that the actual practices of GUFs and management 
that signed an IFA sometimes transcend, or in other cases fall short of, 
an agreement’s formal provisions. This might be the result of a stronger 
position of the GUF or of a mutual learning process similar to the one of 
the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). This method provides a mode 
of governance that aims at coordinating national policies in a process of 
European soft law. The OMC is designed to achieve greater convergence 
towards commonly set goals via spreading good practices, peer review 
and mutual learning. The OMC consists of:

fixing guidelines combined with specific timetables for achieving the 
goals in the short, medium and long term;
establishing, where appropriate, quantitative and qualitative indica-
tors and benchmarks against the best in the world that are tailored 
to the needs of different Member States and sectors as a means of 
comparing best practices;
translating these European guidelines into national and regional 
policies, by setting specific targets and adopting measures, taking 
into account national and regional differences;
periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review, organized as mutual 
learning processes (European Council 2001; Welz 2008: 73–74).

If practices fall short of the agreement, the provisions really then just 
exist on paper, and the practices then cast doubt on IFAs as instruments 
of transnational collective bargaining. From a trade union point of 

•

•

•

•
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view, the real challenge in making an IFA work is establishing effective 
monitoring and verification mechanisms. Trade unions distinguish 
between monitoring and verification. According to the International 
Trade Union Confederation, ‘the term monitoring implies a continuous 
or frequently repeated activity’ (ICFTU 2004: 72), which in turn means 
that the monitoring of an IFA requires a continuous trade union pres-
ence at the workplace. Some scholars claim that trade unions take veri-
fication to mean ‘a comprehensive process, involving checking on both 
code compliance of the supplier and the implementation systems of the 
company that has adopted the code’ (Kearney and Justice 2003: 109).

Against this background, the GUFs are very sceptical about the so-called 
independent monitoring performed by external auditing and accounting 
companies. Thus, for the GUFs, ‘the only real system of ‘independent 
monitoring’ of workplaces is by the workers themselves through their 
trade unions’ (Hellmann 2007: 28). This, however, requires that inde-
pendent trade unions exist at all the company’s production sites (includ-
ing the supply chain). This amounts to a ‘chicken and egg’ situation: it 
is frequently not until the fundamental trade union rights detailed in an 
IFA have been successfully implemented that trade union organization is 
even possible. In other words, because a trade union presence is often an 
intended result of an IFA, it cannot always be relied upon as a prerequisite 
for monitoring IFA implementation in the first place.

One of the GUFs’ main objectives with respect to the establishment 
of effective monitoring and verification mechanisms is to ensure that 
they are involved in determining the rules and procedures of how the 
monitoring and verification should be performed and that they are 
continually informed and consulted during the process (Kearney and 
Justice 2003: 109). In addition, many GUFs have also developed their 
own monitoring and verification capacities of violations of IFA provi-
sions (Rüb 2006: 20–22).

Conflict resolution

In line with the GUFs’ main objective of establishing an ongoing dia-
logue with transnational companies through the conclusion of an IFA, 
the GUFs usually try to settle any violation of the provisions of an IFA in 
cooperation with management. While the actual handling of disputes 
varies from company to company, the GUFs’ overall approach towards 
conflict resolution can be described as follows.

In the case of an alleged violation of the IFA, the GUF tries to obtain 
more information about the case. If the GUF confirms the violation, it 
encourages its affiliates to try to resolve the issue with local or national 
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management. If this fails, the GUF, with the national affiliate (or  company-
level employee representation structure, or both) in the company’s home 
country, brings the complaint to the attention of central management, 
whose task it is to develop a catalogue of corrective measures and to 
ensure its timely implementation. If central management fails to resolve 
the issue to the satisfaction of the trade unions concerned, the GUF may 
choose to resolve the issue through binding arbitration or through a pub-
lic campaign (for example, via the press) to put pressure on the company. 
The GUF’s termination of the IFA is the final resort, to be pursued only if 
all other attempts to come to a satisfactory solution have failed.

In the case studies, some IFAs were identified that had a strong impact 
on company-based industrial relations leading to win-win situations for 
both sides (for example, Chiquita, EDF, IKEA and Telefónica). The cases 
indicate the potential of IFAs as tools for promoting social dialogue and 
solving local conflicts. The application of IFAs in the European Union 
illustrates that this ‘soft’ tool can also help resolve conflicts in highly 
institutionalized industrial relations contexts. The cases also demonstrate 
that GUFs can play an important role by gathering and communicating 
information on the cases concerned and by implementing the solutions 
to the problem.

New governance in transnational industrial relations

IFAs are a qualitatively new instrument for industrial relations at glo-
bal level, one that encourages and promotes social partnership across 
national borders. They yield entirely new forms of social regulation 
at global level, which may also impact on industrial relations at the 
national level. Potential spillover effects include the promotion of social 
dialogue and cooperation, the development of mutual trust and a new 
potential for conflict resolution. IFAs can also help to close the gap 
between the employees’ and trade unions’ largely national action arena, 
on the one hand, and the overarching global arena in which transna-
tional companies operate, on the other.

The rationale for taking the initiative to negotiate IFAs can be traced 
back to the effects of the globalization of production structures and 
human resource strategies. In the case studies, the national unions and 
other structures of interest representation perceived the need to develop 
transnational representation structures and to sign IFAs in order to 
develop a capacity to act globally, while management saw that IFAs 
could contribute to facilitating the introduction of transnational poli-
cies, thereby avoiding time-consuming processes of conducting parallel 
negotiations in countries separately.
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IFAs serve to promote key features of the respective national models 
of social partnership and cooperative industrial relations. IFAs are seen 
particularly in transnational companies headquartered in European social 
market economies (characterized by collective interest representation as 
the basis for the regulation of work and the labour market), but rarely 
in liberal market economies. Whether IFAs will constitute an essential 
cornerstone in a multi-level system of industrial relations (international, 
European and national), and what the future level linkages of this system 
will look like, remains to be seen.

Notes

 1. This chapter draws on two research reports with case studies conducted for 
Eurofound (Schömann et al. 2008 and Telljohann et al. 2009).

 2. EIRO (2008). See also Planet Labor (2009a).
 3. The following IFA case studies were run by the research teams of Eurofound 

in 2008 and 2009: Arcelor, Bosch, Chiquita, Danone, Daimler, EDF, Electrolux, 
GME, IKEA, Indesit, Leoni, PSA, Securitas, Schneider-Electric and Telefónica 
(www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/governancecasestudies.
htm).

 4. See www.ikea.com/ms/de_AT/about_ikea/pdf/IWAY_purchasing_home_
furnishing_products.pdf.

 5. See www.inditex.com/en/corporate_responsibility/social_dimension/code_
conduct#q2 [accessed 15 February 2010].

 6. EIRO (2007).
 7. EIRO (2005a).
 8. EIRO (2006).
 9. EIRO (2005b).
10. For the complete case study, see www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/

htmlfiles/ef07924.htm. The Basic Priniciples of Social Responsibility at Bosch 
are available online at: http://csr.bosch.com/content/language2/downloads/
Basic_principles_of_social_responsibilities.pdf.

11. For the complete case study, see www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/
htmlfiles/ef07925.htm.

12. For more information on this case study, see Telljohann et al. (2009).
13. For the complete case study, see www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/

htmlfiles/ef07926.htm.
14. For the complete case study, see www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/

htmlfiles/ef079211.htm.
15. For the complete case study, see www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/

htmlfiles/ef07929.htm.
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3
Adopting International Framework 
Agreements in the Russian 
Federation, South Africa and 
Japan: Management Motivations
Konstantinos Papadakis

Introduction

In the past few years, a growing body of literature has tried to grasp 
the phenomenon of IFAs, often from a union and workers’ representa-
tives’ perspective. Most of these studies focus on agreements reached by 
companies headquartered in the EU or to a lesser degree in the United 
States, which are the origin of the majority of companies that have signed 
IFAs. Fewer studies have examined explicitly the IFA phenomenon from 
the point of view of MNEs and management (for example, IOE 2007; 
European Commission 2006) and no study has focused on the few non-
EU and non-US multinationals that have signed agreements. This chapter 
endeavours to fill this double gap by addressing the following question: 
What are the management motivations for adopting IFAs, notably at 
MNEs headquartered outside the EU and the United States?

The rationale for asking this question is to inform the research, policy 
and business communities on whether the main determinants of the 
decision of MNE management to adopt IFAs can be replicated, or not, 
outside the EU and the United States. By examining the question of exist-
ing IFAs’ attractiveness to MNEs there, we may gain a better understand-
ing of IFAs’ prospects for playing an important role in the construction 
of global industrial relations in the next few years. Indeed, while for the 
moment IFAs remain largely embedded in the corporate social culture of 
EU-based multinationals (as demonstrated by their origin – see Table 1 in 
the Appendix), or at best US-based multinationals operating in Europe 
(see da Costa and Rehfeldt, Chapter 6 in this volume), the expected 
increase in new multinationals from developing countries in the next 
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decade1 is likely to shape decisively the evolution of the IFA phenom-
enon and global industrial relations.

The present chapter studies this particular kind of IFA impact as 
follows. The first section categorizes the main incentives identified by 
the relevant, but EU-focused, literature on the motives associated with 
the adoption of IFAs, namely ‘coercive’, ‘anticipatory’ and ‘civil society 
pressure’. The following section after that presents three exploratory 
case studies that aim to analyse the reasons that have motivated three 
non-EU, non-US multinationals to sign an IFA with a global union fed-
eration (GUF). The case studies build on the outcomes of field research 
conducted in mid-2007 in three countries, the Russian Federation, South 
Africa and Japan, and additional telephone interviews conducted in 
2009. The countries were selected for their dissimilar industrial relations 
structure and cultures, and the fact that at least one multinational head-
quartered in the country in question has adopted an IFA. (Full details of 
those interviews are given at the end of this chapter.)

On the basis of these case studies, we conclude that civil society pres-
sure and anticipatory factors constitute major explanatory elements 
in the adoption of IFAs by the management of non-EU and non-US 
MNEs. We therefore identify an important potential for IFA expansion 
outside those jurisdictions, notably in MNEs that enjoy good labour–
 management relations and are in the process of expanding their 
activities outside their home country. Finally, the personality of the top 
manager behind the adoption of the IFA remains key in the final deci-
sion of companies to sign IFAs.

Literature review of company motivations and 
expectations

The literature, which, as noted, mostly focuses on MNEs based in the EU 
and the United States,2 has identified several factors that seem to have 
contributed to the decision of the management to go beyond their pre-
existing unilateral approach to CSR codes and sign an IFA with a GUF.3 
This issue has been broadly examined by some recent empirical literature  
(see, for example, Schömann et al. 2008; Egels-Zandén 2009). This section 
endeavours to classify the incentives identified in the literature into three 
broad categories.

Coercive factors

Research on IFAs and transnational negotiations generally points to sev-
eral structural factors that can dramatically influence enterprise decision-
 making, in addition to considerations of profit (the primary objective of an 
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enterprise). These factors reflect regulatory (or ‘top-down’) obligations of 
the MNE; cultural expectations, notably in the home country of the MNE; 
and industry-specific factors associated with the activity in which the MNE 
is engaged. We call these factors ‘coercive’ to the extent that, despite their 
not being driven by profit, they are central in enterprise decision-making 
as they reflect strong external pressures to obtain societal legitimacy (as 
described by ‘new institutionalism’ – see DiMaggio and Powell 1983).4

The relevant (EU-focused) literature relies heavily on EU Directive 94/
45/EC on European Works Councils (EWCs) as the leading coercive factor 
of a regulatory nature that may have led to the emergence and multiplica-
tion of IFAs in the EU (often called European framework agreements). This 
Directive obliges MNEs operating in the EU to inform and consult with 
their workers on various labour and employment issues that affect them.5 
As a result of this Directive, EWCs have become widespread in the EU. As 
of early 2010, more than 1155 MNEs had established EWCs6 out of an 
estimated 2264 MNEs concerned by the legislation. (According to the lat-
est available data from 2008, more than 14.5 million workers or approxi-
mately 64 per cent of workers concerned were covered).7 In addition, and 
more importantly for the purposes of this chapter, in many cases EWCs 
have gone beyond the scope and original intention of the EU directive 
both by becoming negotiators and signatories of roughly one fourth of 
IFAs and by transforming themselves in some rare cases into ‘global’ works
councils and/or monitoring bodies for the implementation of IFAs.

In addition to the EWC Directive, companies are increasingly obliged to 
comply with laws and regulations adopted at state level aimed at the dis-
closure of information regarding internal corporate governance practices. 
The obligation to disclose information on a company’s practices (such as 
environmental, social and labour, and anti-corruption practices) is useful 
not only for shareholders (that is, related to the governance of the com-
pany) but also for other stakeholders. The management of many firms 
regard this obligation as yet another coercive factor of a regulatory nature 
with practical implications in case of non-compliance. For instance, com-
panies listed on European and US stock exchanges are either given incen-
tives or put under pressure to adopt credible corporate codes and to respect 
them. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act in the United States is a well-known regula-
tory instrument in this area, and certainly one that MNEs take into con-
sideration when adopting IFAs.8 Moreover, commercial practices aimed 
at providing official support to developing country exports, such as the 
EU regulation favouring imports from the African, Caribbean and Pacific 
(ACP) group of states, may have also functioned as a trigger for IFAs.

One should add to the above a number of expectations of a regula-
tory nature stemming from international soft law instruments and 
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mechanisms, from which few large MNEs can escape despite their vol-
untary nature. The most frequently cited examples are the re quirements 
imposed by the International Finance Corporation (IFC) in order to 
obtain access to financing, by the UN Global Compact, or by ISO-type 
standards labelling.

Cultural expectations seem to constitute another key coercive factor 
during the decision-making process of an MNE that engages in, or explores 
the possibility of, adopting an IFA. Such cultural expectations are associ-
ated either with the industrial relations culture prevailing in the country of 
origin of the MNE, or with the industrial relations culture in the country 
where the company operates. Empirical research based on case studies and 
surveys on the reasons explaining the adoption of IFAs by multinationals 
confirms that IFAs tend to be an extrapolation of well-established German, 
French and Nordic systems of industrial relations.9 Industrial relations in 
these countries are based – contrary to the industrial relations system of 
the United States, for instance – on institutionalized incentives for collec-
tive representation and industrial action (for example, tripartite dialogue, 
bargaining at industry level and enterprise regulation through works 
councils) aimed at ensuring that social dialogue between the social part-
ners promotes and protects labour standards, and contributes to a sound 
redistribution of the wealth generated by economic activity.10 The man-
agement of MNEs established in these countries internalizes this culture 
and may be more prone than others to reproduce it elsewhere through 
processes of social dialogue. This said, the environment within which a 
company actually operates would largely determine the degree of com-
mitment to the IFA: it is not rare that some of the largest and best-known 
multinationals headquartered in countries respectful of systems of collec-
tive representation and bargaining adopt a different stance towards social 
dialogue when the dominant business culture in the country of operation 
is more voluntaristic.11

Finally, the way a company structures its value chain and the type of 
core activity in which it is engaged appear to play a significant role in 
management’s decision to adopt an IFA. Relevant literature demonstrates, 
quite convincingly, that companies engaged in certain types of produc-
tion and distribution are more prone to adopt negotiated agreements 
than others. The literature distinguishes between two broad types of com-
pany profile in that respect: ‘producer-driven’ and ‘buyer-driven’ (based 
on Gereffi 1999). One type, producer-driven, requires high investments 
of capital and technology (such as those in the automobile, aircraft, and 
oil, gas, chemical and mining industries), thereby creating high entry 
barriers, so that large manufacturers assume a leading role vis-à-vis their 
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suppliers. Because of their dominant position in terms of technology and 
capital, firms in producer-driven industries allow only some activities for 
suppliers (producing upon specification), and then retailers, but without 
losing strategic control.

In contrast, the second type of firm – buyer-driven – is character-
ized by relatively easy access to production (as in the clothing, textiles, 
footwear, food and agricultural, and toy industries); the principal firm 
maintains leadership over activities such as design, marketing, branding 
and retailing.

By June 2010, more than two thirds of companies with an IFA were 
producer-driven rather than buyer-driven. MNEs engaged in producer-
driven activities have traditionally been characterized by higher levels 
of unionization and union representation. For their part, buyer-driven 
MNEs have been characterized by lack of organized interest representa-
tion, often anti-trade union practices, and perhaps more importantly, low 
disclosure of production sites, a precondition for cross-border workers’ 
organization.12 An explanation of such differences might stem from the 
fact that producer-driven firms usually employ highly trained workers 
who are more difficult to replace than low-skilled, often female, workers 
employed in buyer-driven industries, with obvious consequences in terms 
of precariousness, vulnerability and possibilities of workplace organization 
(Egels-Zandén and Hyllman 2007: 213).

Anticipatory factors

While anticipatory capacity in the business world has its obvious limits 
(often associated with available information), company managements 
seem to regard as rather important the adoption of credible self- regulation 
to shield the company from the potential risks of social and labour insta-
bility in various instances (such as restructuring or expansion of operations 
in new markets). This approach is often described as one that pursues the 
goal of legitimacy, that is, greater acceptance of the corporation by the 
society in which it operates, with an expectation of financial benefit.13

MNEs often view IFAs as credible ‘best practices’ to the extent that 
they are adopted jointly with partners. Supporting evidence includes 
recent research (for example, Pichot 2006a, 2006b; Schömann et al. 
2008; Egels-Zandén 2009); debates that took place in a series of study 
seminars organized by the EU on transnational bargaining;14 a policy 
document on IFAs released by the International Organisation of Em -
ployers (IOE 2007: 8); and, more recently, debates in the context of the 
European Commission expert group meetings on transnational company 
agreements (TCAs).15
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Such best practices would aim at ensuring stability and profitability dur-
ing company efforts to internationalize its activities, in an environment 
with three main characteristics: pressures on the company to ‘go global’; 
intense competition for new markets, new products and increased market 
share and value; and the quest for cost savings through the adoption of 
new technology, restructuring, and delocalization/regionalization. In this 
environment, MNEs must anticipate problems and grasp opportunities 
to ensure product quality, a strong (and positive) corporate image and 
industrial relations stability.

Finally, ethical motives do not seem to play an important role in the 
adoption of IFAs, contrary to what might be suggested by some parties 
in the traditional debate on unilaterally adopted CSR codes (for example, 
Bansal and Roth 2000; Egels-Zandén 2009). In other words, the literature 
suggests that the quest for legitimacy in unknown environments is not 
only part of an outward-looking strategy of communication and image-
making; it is also part of an inward-looking strategy aimed at obtaining 
the consent or approval of employees. In this sense, IFAs often function 
as a ‘cultural glue’ that binds the organization together.

IFAs are seen as potentially combining the benefits of both the ‘busi-
ness case’ and ‘risk management’. On the one hand, companies expect 
direct benefits from the adoption of socially responsible practices, for 
example, in order to win (or win back) consumers with a certain degree 
of social awareness. This has been the case, for instance, with the deci-
sion of Chiquita to use in its promotional strategy in European coun-
tries a strong CSR component at a time when EU regulation favouring 
imports from ‘non-competitive’ former colonies from African, Caribbean 
and Pacific (ACP) countries had generated many losses of market share 
(Riisgaard 2004: 9). On the other hand, IFAs encompass an expectation 
of lower production costs through good labour relations, reduced future 
transaction costs, fewer information asymmetries, and low risk of strikes, 
in particular in newly acquired sites outside the country of origin of the 
company. Put differently, companies expect to gain profits that can be 
measured at least as ‘non-losses’ during industrial change (a badly man-
aged restructuring process or business expansion might entail more costs 
than benefits).16 In sum, being the outcome of dialogue rather than a 
unilateral initiative, IFAs can be seen as one of the safest tools for ensur-
ing a credible ‘prediction’ of social risks.

Civil society pressure factors

Information and mobilization campaigns by trade unions at various 
levels – sometimes in alliance with non-governmental organizations 
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(NGOs) – in favour of core labour rights and cross-border workers’ 
organization in the global value chains of MNEs, is the third category of 
factors that seem to motivate company management to adopt an IFA. 
The organization of such campaigns reflects an adaptation of union 
action to the current business environment characterized by increased 
mobility of production factors and the growing number of businesses 
operating on an international scale. This fundamentally affects the 
ability of the social partners to act in a purely national context and 
obliges them to progressively enter into transnational negotiations.

The precise functioning and impact of such campaigns has been 
extensively analysed in earlier bodies of literature: in the fields of human 
rights, the environment, women’s rights, indigenous rights or labour 
rights, activists first identify a problem, then specify a cause, identify a 
target and propose a solution ‘all with an eye toward producing proce-
dural, substantive, and normative change in their area of concern’ (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998: 8).17 It would appear that similar dynamics apply also 
in the case of the emergence of IFAs, even though the main focus is on 
labour rights and the main civil society agent that carries out the cam-
paign is a union rather than an NGO.

A major difference between previous civil society (NGO) and IFA 
(union) campaigns is that union pressure in the case of IFAs may be 
sometimes exerted through interpersonal contacts – often between chief 
executive officers (CEOs) and heads of GUFs. As a consequence, while the 
bulk of the literature that focuses on the motives for the adoption of uni-
lateral codes emphasizes the confrontational function of the MNE–NGO 
interaction (consumer campaigns, the use of mass media, and ‘name and 
shame’ strategies), the kind of civil society pressure exercised in the case 
of IFAs may appear to be an expression of a constructive relationship 
aimed at building and improving relations with the union movement.18

The building of a relationship of trust and confidence based on 
information-sharing seems to be at the core of the motives of both 
management and unions when it comes to IFAs and to constitute the most 
important contribution towards the establishment of an industrial relations 
framework at cross-border level (Papadakis 2008a: 81). Such interpersonal 
contacts aimed at building trust seem to be facilitated by the fact that the 
interested actors at this level of dialogue are few in number (mostly CEOs 
and GUF leaders) but also because the social and inter-union relation-
ships at this level are less formalized (the cross-border level of dialogue 
and agreements being at its embryonic stages). Thus, union actors at the 
cross-border level enjoy a ‘space of freedom’ that favours the invention 
of original norms, such as IFAs (Descolonges 2008: 16).
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The three factors mentioned above, in terms of contributing to the 
decision of managers to self-regulate through an IFA, tend to be found in 
real life in combination rather than in isolation. The three factors are in 
fact interrelated. This is demonstrated by most empirical studies aimed 
at analysing the process of negotiation and adoption of IFAs reached by 
EU- and US-based MNEs.19 One additional element, the personality of the 
managers involved in the negotiation of IFAs, seems also to play a key 
role. The role of an ‘enlighted leader’ could be seen as cross-cutting to all 
three categories to the extent that – in spite of the three-fold theoretical 
construct used herein in order to facilitate our study – the human factor 
is the one that ultimately shapes the form of the final decision of any 
social strategy at the company level.20 The following section sets out to 
discover which of the three factors (or combination of factors) determines 
whether non-EU and non-US companies adopt an IFA, while keeping in 
mind the above-mentioned personality factor.

Case studies from the Russian Federation, South Africa 
and Japan

In this section, the main method used to determine why non-EU and 
non-US companies adopt an IFA takes the form of exploratory case stud-
ies that draw on material collected through field research in the Russian 
Federation, South Africa and Japan.21 The three countries were selected 
for two main reasons: their dissimilar industrial relations structures 
and managerial ‘cultures’;22 and the fact that at least one multinational 
headquartered in the country in question has adopted an IFA. At the 
time of writing, South Africa had three IFAs, the Russian Federation one, 
and Japan one (out of three in the whole Asian region). The focus of the 
study was on producer-driven industries. The field research consisted 
of interviews with the principal actors involved in IFA negotiations at 
Lukoil, AngloGold Ashanti and Takashimaya. The interviews focused on 
MNE management (human resource and/or CSR departments) and social 
partners at enterprise, sector, national and global levels. The interviews 
were semi-structured and aimed at identifying management incentives 
by analysing the negotiation process of an IFA, identifying the agendas 
of the parties and depicting those incentives which have most influenced 
the decision of an MNE to join a negotiated agreement. Interviews were 
conducted with companies that have not signed an IFA in Japan and 
South Africa, but had unilaterally adopted a code of conduct,23 in order 
to identify the reasons for not adopting an IFA.24
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Lukoil

Lukoil is by far the biggest MNE headquartered in the Russian Federation 
in terms of foreign assets and labour force. It employs a workforce of 
approximately 150,000, including 22,000 outside the Russian Federation, 
and has an annual turnover of US$90 billion with net income of US$9.5 
billion. It is the biggest company in the country’s oil sector, and the 
 second-largest private oil MNE worldwide by proven hydrocarbon 
reserves (10 trillion barrels).

The Lukoil IFA was the first, and for the moment, is the only one to 
have been adopted by a Russian enterprise. It is also the only one in 
Eastern and Central Europe.25 The actual text of the IFA was signed in May 
2004 by three parties, namely, the General Secretary of the In  ternational 
Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions 
(ICEM), Fred Higgs; Lukoil’s President (Vagit Alekperov); and Lev Mironov, 
the Chairman of the Russian Oil, Gas and Construction Workers’ Union 
(ROGWU), which is the national affiliate of ICEM.26 The agreement was 
last renewed in April 2008.

Interviews with the negotiators of the signatory parties revealed that 
the main incentive for the company to adopt an IFA, and indeed initi-
ate negotiations on this joint instrument, was the company’s quest to 
position itself in the gas and oil market as a socially responsible MNE. 
This was considered to be a ‘serious advantage’ during the process of 
internationalization of its activities. The management’s rationale was 
that in order to access markets and attract investors in a business where 
well-established companies already have important market shares and 
technical reputation, Lukoil had to put forward a comparative advantage 
that could serve as an additional argument vis-à-vis tender committees, 
consumers, governments selling public assets and global investors.27 
According to the management of Lukoil, an IFA would contribute to 
enhancing the company’s profile as a socially responsible MNE.

Furthermore, the image of a progressive enterprise aware of the issues 
of social and environmental sustainability and adopting best practices 
in this area seemed like a natural consequence of the socialist origins of 
the Russian oil and gas industry and key for ensuring smooth restruc-
turing policies in home and in foreign operations. This consideration 
applied also in light of future plans of the company to make its way into 
European oil and gas consumers and markets. In fact, the management 
of the company viewed EU regulation on social dialogue, European works 
councils and corporate practices of European MNEs, including the adop-
tion of IFAs, as ‘legally compulsory’.
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Another more immediate and practical consideration for adopting 
the IFA was to ensure a ‘natural’ leadership of the enterprise union Inter-
national Association of the Trade-Union Organizations of OAO (IATUO) 
Lukoil over the local unions in newly acquired plants, and indeed increase 
IATUO’s legitimacy as a key interlocutor within these plants.28 IATUO’s 
intention was to carry an important weight not only within Russian 
operations of the company, but also in recently acquired foreign opera-
tions. This met with some initial resistance from already established local 
unions independent from the company in newly acquired plants, such 
as in Serbia, Bulgaria, and Romania, which wanted to report at best to 
ICEM. In the cases of Bulgaria and Romania, the various enterprise unions 
eventually agreed to merge into one union, while in the case of Serbia a 
steering committee was created comprising all enterprise unions.29 The IFA 
was therefore possibly viewed by IATUO Lukoil – and management – as a 
means to put an end to what appeared to be the beginning of industrial 
conflict over workers’ representation mandates and to rationalize workers’ 
representation in these plants.

AngloGold Ashanti

AngloGold Ashanti is one of the world’s leading gold producers. It is 
headquartered in South Africa where it is included among the 30 big-
gest companies in terms of annual turnover (for the financial year 2006, 
according to production data provided by Business Unity South Africa).30 
In 2007 the company produced 5.5 million ounces of gold – an estimated 
7 per cent of global production, making it the third-largest producer in 
the world. It has 20 operations located in 10 countries on four conti-
nents, and substantial global exploration programmes. In addition, the 
company is engaged in important greenfields exploration operations in 
Western Australia, China, Colombia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
the Philippines and the Russian Federation. The IFA was signed in 2002 
between AngloGold Ashanti’s CEO at the time, Bobby Godsell; ICEM’s 
General Secretary, Fred Higgs; and the President of the National Union of 
Mineworkers (NUM), Senzeni Zokwana. (NUM is the national affiliate of 
ICEM in South Africa.)

The role of Bobby Godsell has been reported to be the main catalyst 
in the adoption of the IFA. Godsell is one of the most respected busi-
nessmen in South Africa, not only for his business leadership and the 
leading positions he has occupied over the years (World Gold Council, 
Anglo American, Business Unity South Africa and the Chamber of 
Mines) but also for his progressive views and vision, even during the 
peak of apartheid in the 1970s, regarding democratic labour institutions 
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and free labour representation of the black labour force. In fact, Godsell 
had to overcome reactions coming not only from inside the company 
by executive managers in the foreign subsidiaries of AngloGold Ashanti 
(notably in the Latin American and Australian operations), but also 
from several members of the Chamber of Mines of South Africa, that is, 
local competitors.

As the managers of AngloGold Ashanti stated, while AngloGold saw 
the IFA ‘as a “code” for good governance of the company’, colleagues 
in Australia and foreign operations in general looked at the IFA as a 
real collective agreement which would go beyond national legislation 
in these countries. This generated rigidities in terms of managing non-
South African operations (Interview: Unwin, Fine and Barde, 2007).

These concerns were more or less explicitly confirmed in interviews 
with other major mining companies in South Africa, including Gold 
Fields, BHP Billiton and De Beers.31 These companies remained very scep-
tical about IFAs. Most were concerned that agreeing to sign an IFA could 
entail one or more of the following: (a) running against their conviction 
that diverse global operations needed to be managed as separate autono-
mous entities; (b) serving to finance costly union officials’ exchange pro-
grammes at the company’s expense; (c) financing and supporting global 
committees of trade union leaders and world works councils; (d) export-
ing the militancy of the South African unions to foreign jurisdictions; 
(e) promoting international comparison of terms and conditions of 
employment, which could end up shaping labour costs towards the 
highest common denominator; ( f ) launching sympathy strike action on 
a global scale; and (g) duplicating administrative work already done for 
unilateral codes and the UN Global Compact. In sum, unions may have 
so far not succeeded in reassuring companies in this sector that IFAs 
would not lead to a potential questioning of the legitimacy of MNEs.

A second incentive for AngloGold Ashanti in concluding the IFA was 
reportedly the company’s eagerness (including by the Human Resources 
and Public Relations departments) to replicate a relatively good relation-
ship with NUM (the national affiliate of ICEM) at the global level and 
to recognize ICEM as the company’s global partner. Turning down the 
proposal of ICEM for an IFA might have sent the wrong signal also to 
NUM, which then held, among other things, the presidency of ICEM. 
In other words, the company’s strategy of ‘exporting’ the local culture 
of social dialogue and industrial relations toward foreign operations 
was due to a combination of anticipatory and civil society pressure 
factors associated with a need to ensure a stable relationship and an open 
communication channel with a global union.32
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In 2007, five years after the adoption of the IFA, NUM leadership 
appeared to be critical of the effectiveness of the IFA. NUM saw in the 
AngloGold IFA ‘a good instrument for AngloGold to attract investors’ as 
well as ‘an ICEM instrument [but] which lacked NUM ownership’. NUM 
interpreted the IFA as ICEM’s recognition by AngloGold Ashanti as its global 
social partner, and an indication of the company’s urgent need to acquire 
a ‘social licence to operate abroad and attract investors’ during the process 
of an intense internationalization of the business activity of AngloGold 
Ashanti. This was, according to NUM, because international investors, 
tender committees and global institutions (such as the International 
Finance Corporation) increasingly link ‘access to capital markets’ with mini-
mum social and environmental requirements (Interview: Mpufane, 2007).

Takashimaya

Takashimaya Co. Ltd is a department store chain founded in 1829 in 
Kyoto by Iida Shinshichi as a retailer of used clothing, cotton cloth and 
kimonos. Today the store sells a wide array of products, ranging from 
apparel to electronics and flatware. It operates throughout Japan and 
in New York, Taipei, Paris and Singapore, and plans to expand in the 
years to come to China and Viet Nam. Takashimaya is relatively small 
compared to other multinationals that have signed IFAs in the same area 
of activities (such as Carrefour, H&M, Inditex and Metro). The company 
was ranked number 1650 in Forbes’s Global 2000 list for 2008, with sales 
of US$8.1 billion and employing approximately 14,000 employees, 65 
per cent of whom were women and about 50 per cent regular workers 
(the rest being contract or part-time workers).33

Its enterprise union, the Takashimaya Labour Union (Tarô), is very active. 
It has organized over 85 per cent of its workforce, many of them contract 
workers. Contrary to other enterprise unions in Japan, Takashimaya has 
adopted a ‘global’ perspective, which aims at boosting the internation-
alization effort of the company, while promoting a human rights-driven 
approach to it.34 As explained below, the enterprise union was key in the 
adoption of the first IFA to be signed by a Japanese company, as it managed 
to successfully lobby the enterprise following technical advice from the 
global union federation, Union Network International (UNI) (Interview: 
Ito, 2009).

On 13 November 2008, during an official ceremony organized at 
UNI’s headquarters in Nyon, Switzerland, the agreement was signed by 
the Vice-President of Takashimaya (Atsunori Andoh) on behalf of the 
President of Takashimaya (Koji Suzuki), UNI Global Union’s Secretary 
General (Philip Jennings), the President of Tarô (Yoshio Murata), 
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and the President of the Japan Federation of Service and Distributive 
Workers Unions (JSD, Takaaki Sakurada). It would appear that three 
main factors contributed to the adoption of the IFA.

Information availability due to a proactive policy of the GUF (UNI). UNI, 
the GUF representing workers in various services at global level includ-
ing retail and department stores, had set a target of signing at least 50 
IFAs by December 2010 (when the UNI World Congress took place in 
Nagasaki, Japan). The head of UNI has been actively involved in the 
adoption of IFAs around the world, including Japan. Additionally, in 
the last few years UNI has established liaison councils (LCs) in numer-
ous countries, including Japan (LCJ). UNI’s LCs aim at empowering its 
affiliates, notably through increased possibilities for coordinated action 
among them, and dissemination of information on key issues. In the 
case of Japan, LCJ has functioned as a mechanism for information 
exchange and joint decision-making, including strategies for promoting 
IFAs. The LCJ, which represents 13 affiliated companies and has 980,000 
members, has set three targets to be achieved by late 2010: (a) increase 
membership to 1 million; (b) conclude at least one IFA in a Japanese 
MNE; and (c) train a new generation of trade unionists with an ‘inter-
national spirit’. Thus, LCJ has been instrumental in familiarizing Tarô 
with the concept of IFAs, which in turn informed its company about the 
existence of IFAs, and eventually convinced management to sign one.

Empathy of the company’s management with union matters. Being a former 
union official of Tarô, the CEO of the company reportedly has empathy 
for union matters (Interviews: Murata and Saeko, 2008). Furthermore, 
the CEO and top-level company officials seem to be convinced of the 
value of developing sound industrial relations not only at the country 
of origin level, but also at cross-border level. They believe that such 
relations can benefit the company’s expansion plans by improving the 
company’s social image, and because there is an expectation that UNI 
could provide ‘important information’ about labour issues in countries 
where the company wishes to expand, notably in China and South-East 
Asia (Interview: Murata and Saeko, 2008). In other words, the expecta-
tion of a replication of the good labour–management relations that 
Japan has in the whole region seems to have constituted a major motive 
for the decision of Takashimaya to sign the IFA.

A very active enterprise union. The three guiding principles of Japanese 
enterprises – enterprise-based industrial relations; a seniority-driven wage 
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system; and lifelong employment, good labour–management relations 
and the existence of CEOs with past trade union experience – are not rare 
in Japanese companies. The difference between the case of Takashimaya, 
which signed an IFA, and other companies with similar characteristics 
that have not signed is that Tarô played an active role in convincing the 
company to sign an IFA. Interviews conducted with UNI and Tarô top 
officials revealed that Tarô managed to make good use of the information 
received by UNI-LCJ and to follow the advice of UNI, which stressed the 
importance of clarifying the fact that signing an IFA had nothing to do 
with traditional distributive bargaining (such as wage negotiations of a 
Shunto type),35 but was rather a declaration of intent aimed at reiterat-
ing the company’s strategy, that already existed at headquarters level, to 
respect basic human rights in the workplace.

Summary

Interviews with MNE management and union leaders in the three 
countries have highlighted the fact that civil society pressure, combined 
with anticipatory factors aimed at enhancing the societal legitimacy of 
the enterprise, were key explanatory factors in the adoption of IFAs. In 
the three companies examined, civil society pressure took the form of 
campaigns by both enterprise and global unions for the promotion of 
core labour rights contained in IFAs. This form of pressure has developed 
through a constructive interaction between sector unions and MNE 
management, and has aimed to project, at the international level, the 
relations of trust between the enterprise and its union which are already 
a feature at headquarters. As a result, the type of civil society pressure 
internalized by the management of the MNEs under examination has not 
threatened the legitimacy of the MNEs, but rather emphasized the rela-
tions of trust among the actors involved, and has helped replicate them 
at international level.

This confirms earlier research by Egels-Zandén (2009: 14) on ‘nego-
tiated’ codes of conduct with enterprise unions, which comes to the 
conclusion that ‘[while] the traditional model of stakeholder pressure 
[NGO-driven campaigns] conceptualises the purpose of stakeholder pres-
sure as threatening the legitimacy of the firm in the eyes of its custom-
ers and the public, [pressure associated with the adoption of negotiated 
agreements] emphasises the endeavour to retain a trusting relationship – 
in this case, a trusting corporate–union relationship – as the main pur-
pose’. Such a course of action is expected to enhance the anticipatory 
capacity of the company as it ‘goes global’ and it has helped it reinforce 
its socially responsible image.
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The three cases of Lukoil, AngloGold Ashanti and Takashimaya 
strongly suggest that the management of these three MNEs seems to be 
convinced of the value of IFAs not only for reasons of corporate image 
associated with the public relations and CSR strategy of the company (as 
often seems to be the case with management-driven codes of conduct), 
but because they believe in the value of dialogue and sound industrial 
relations as a tool for risk management and smooth transition in times 
of industrial change. This factor, largely related also to the personality 
of the specific managers of each MNE, has important implications in 
non-EU countries, where awareness of these issues and institutionalized 
interaction between unions and management are sometimes weaker than 
in EU countries. The expansion of IFAs and their effective implementa-
tion in these contexts might depend almost exclusively on interpersonal 
contacts between the heads of GUFs and high-level executive managers 
of MNEs.

In the cases where the interviewed MNE managers had adopted uni-
lateral codes of conduct rather than negotiated IFAs, no such factors as 
anticipatory and civil society pressure were reported to exist. Thus, the 
decision to prefer a unilateral rather than a negotiated instrument was 
explained primarily by (a) the absence or ineffectiveness of pressure from 
unions to replicate the sound relationships that already existed at head-
quarters and project them internationally through an IFA; and (b) a lack 
of looking to the future by management, which did not see the estab-
lishment of a trusting relationship with the global union movement as 
indispensable for enhancing societal legitimacy in the process of business 
expansion.

Conclusions

The question of the motivations of MNE management, especially non-EU 
and non-US MNE management, in adopting IFAs is key to understand-
ing whether IFAs have the capacity to function as building blocks in the 
emergence of a cross-border industrial relations system. Based on a review 
of the literature, which focuses on MNEs based in the EU, we identified 
three broad factors, and a cross-cutting one, that seem to have contrib-
uted to the decision of the management to go beyond their pre-existing 
unilateral approach to CSR codes and sign an IFA with a GUF: coercive, 
anticipatory and civil society pressure.

The field research in the three countries highlighted one major find-
ing: that civil society pressure and anticipatory factors seem to consti-
tute key explanatory factors in the adoption of IFAs by management at 
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three non-EU and non-US MNEs. The element of civil society pressure 
does not necessarily take the form of protest and mobilization (as in 
the case of NGO-driven campaigns), but rather the form of information 
provision aimed at ‘exporting’ relations of trust between management 
and unions that already prevail in the home country of the MNE to the 
countries of the subsidiaries. A major catalyst for the adoption of IFAs 
can be the presence of an enlightened top manager already initiated 
in the virtues of social dialogue. Such leadership would anticipate that 
openness and communication with global unions in times of industrial 
change and rapid business expansion across the globe might prove to 
be beneficial for business. IFAs are notably seen as a tool for risk man-
agement, for smooth transition in times of industrial change, and for 
conflict resolution in the process of business restructuring and access to 
new markets.36

The development of IFAs beyond the EU and the United States is 
a credible possibility if a global union strategy focuses on enterprises 
that already have a fair record of labour relations in their home coun-
try, if these enterprises are engaged in a process of business expansion 
and internationalization of their activities, and if they are receptive to 
awareness-raising about the universality of application of the principles 
contained in IFAs. This finding seems to confirm anecdotal evidence 
that shows that many IFAs may have been signed because of a hidden 
GUF agenda emphasizing that one of the keys to successful interna-
tional business expansion is a step-by-step approach that can minimize 
the risks associated with big changes and where trade unions can func-
tion as an essential part of risk management. In other words, a major 
explanatory factor of future adherence to IFAs by businesses outside the 
EU and the United States would be management perception of GUFs 
not only as promoters or protectors of workers’ rights, but also as hold-
ers of information that may prove to be useful for smooth business 
expansion and industrial change.

These findings largely confirm the 2007 IOE study highlighting rea-
sons for companies deciding to sign an IFA (Table 3.1).

Although the GUF strategies highlighted above may go a long way 
towards ensuring the attractiveness of IFAs for managers, including those 
outside the EU region, these strategies would not automatically guaran-
tee the effective implementation of IFAs. A strategy aimed at promoting 
IFAs (process) would be ineffective without sufficient measures to ensure 
implementation and follow-up (outcomes), notably in the area of freedom 
of association and collective bargaining, the promotion of which remains 
the first objective of these instruments. In the case of AngloGold Ashanti, 
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the effectiveness of the IFA in organizing workers transnationally was 
reported by union and management representatives to be very weak. In 
the case of Lukoil, the record of the IFA on improving labour relations and 
industrial dispute resolution remains unanswered. As for the Takashimaya 
agreement, one of the most recent IFAs signed, it is still too early to evalu-
ate its impact. In any case, the multiplication of IFAs – particularly outside 
the EU where monitoring structures (such as EWCs) are very remote from 
the field – is likely to require either some kind of parallel strengthening 
of GUFs’ capacity to monitor them, or the development of a cross-border 
mechanism to provide appropriate support for monitoring, and perhaps 
credible arbitration, in case of breach. The development of such mecha-
nisms would be of critical importance in addressing the risk that IFAs and 
GUFs might end up as pure ‘window dressing’.

Interviews

de Beer, Albert, Industrial Relations Manager, BHP Billiton, 2007. Interview by 
author, manuscript notes, Johannesburg 3 April.

Ito, Eiichi, Director, Union Network International (UNI)-Apro, Tokyo Office, 
2009. Telephone interview by author, manuscript notes, 15 January.

Kiradiyev, Georgiy, Head of Council of IATUO Lukoil – International Association 
of the Trade-Union Organizations of the OAO (IATUO) Lukoil, and Nadezhda P. 
Ivchenko, Deputy Director, IATUO Lukoil, 2007. Interview by author, manu-
script notes, Moscow, 29 May.

Table 3.1 Reasons for signing an IFA

IFAs can: Case studies of Lukoil, 
AngloGold Ashanti 
and Takashimaya

1. Play a role in delivering industrial peace Confirmed (Lukoil)
2.  Help spread (and develop) a ‘culture’ of dialogue 

and partnership with trade unions within the 
organization

Confirmed (all cases)

3.  Help to develop the image of an enterprise as a 
‘global entity’ 

Confirmed (all cases)

4.  Create an opportunity to harmonize relations 
with unions throughout the organization

Confirmed (Lukoil)

5. Play a role in helping to overcome a crisis Confirmed (Lukoil)
6. Improve a company’s ‘social profile’ Confirmed (all cases)
7.  Help to avoid the need to deal with a wide 

range of actors by having an agreement with 
one GUF

Confirmed (Lukoil)

Sources: IOE (2007: 11–12), author’s findings and Papadakis (2009).
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Mironov, Lev A., President, Russian Oil, Gas and Construction Workers’ Union 
(ROGWU), and Larissa Lukiyanova, Expert on International Affairs, ROGWU, 
2007. Interview by author, tape recording. Moscow, 29 May.

Mpufane, Glen. Unit head, International Relations, National Union of Mine-
workers (NUM), 2007. Interview by author, manuscript notes, Johannesburg, 
3 April.

Mrost, Andrei, Director, Office for the New Independent States of the Inter-
national Trade Union Confederation; former Officer for Eastern Europe, 
Central Asia and Trans-Caucasus, International Federation of Chemical, 
Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM), 2007. Interview by author. 
Tape recording, International Labour Organization (ILO), Moscow, 28 May.

Murata, Yoshio, President of Takashimaya Labour Union (Tarô) and Honda 
Saeko, Assistant Director, International Affairs, Japan Federation of Service 
and Distributive Workers Unions ( JSD), 2008. Interview by author, manuscript 
notes. Nyon, 13 Nov.

Smerdon, Wayne, Senior Human Resources Manager, Employee Relations, 
De Beers Consolidated Mines, 2007. Interview by author, manuscript notes. 
Johannesburg, 3 April.

Smythe, Nicholas, Group Industrial Relations Manager, Gold Fields Mining 
Services Limited, 2007. Interview by author, manuscript notes. Johannesburg, 
3 April; and e-mail exchange, May 2008.

Unwin, Nigel, Executive Officer, Alan Fine, Public Affairs Manager, and Abe 
Barde, Head, Labour Relations, all at AngloGold Ashanti, 2007. Interview by 
author, tape recording, Johannesburg, 2 April.

Vasilenko, Alexander, Head, Department of Public Relations of OAO, Lukoil, and 
others, 2007. Interview by author, tape recording. Moscow, 30 May.

Notes

1. Notably China, India, Malaysia, the Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation 
and Singapore (PwC 2010).

2. As in the case of European framework agreements on restructuring. See, for 
example, Chapter 6 by da Costa and Rehfeldt in this volume.

3. Or in some cases with a European industry federation or a European works 
council.

4. Broadly, new institutionalism regards enterprises as organizations operating 
in an institutional environment that constantly influences them through 
peer pressure. Organizations are prone to isomorphism, that is, a largely unin-
tended process of homogeneous decision-making within enterprises aimed at 
acquiring social and institutional legitimacy.

5. The directive applies to all companies with 1000 or more workers, and at least 
150 employees in each of two or more EU Member States.

6. Online database on European works councils, www.ewcdb.org/ewc.php 
[accessed 11 March 2010].

7. European Trade Union Confederation website, www.etuc.org/a/125 [accessed 
11 March 2010]. 

8. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act – officially the Public Company Accounting Reform 
and Investor Protection Act of 2002 – imposes the adoption of codes of con-
duct and procedures that make it possible for employees to disclose breaches 
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 of the code. Schömann et al. (2008), p. 35, cite additional coercive practices 
on companies operating in the United States to adopt voluntary codes.

 9. A survey of several companies by T. Edwards et al. (2007) shows that 
US-headquartered MNEs are the most likely to have a code but are the least 
likely to have negotiated it with workers, whereas German and Nordic firms 
are the most likely to have negotiated a code (such as an IFA) but are among 
the least likely to have a code in the first place, reflecting different industrial 
relations cultures.

10. See, for example, Kaufman (2004: 583–620), who gives a comprehensive 
overview of the historical evolution of industrial relations, and main differ-
ences between, the US and European industrial relations cultures.

11. A recent report by Human Rights Watch details alleged violations of labour 
rights in the United States by European multinationals (including one com-
pany that has signed an IFA), in the form of aggressive campaigns to keep 
workers from organizing and bargaining (Human Rights Watch 2010).

12. Only one company in textiles and clothing has adopted an IFA in the last 
few years, namely Inditex (in 2007).

13. Egels-Zandén (2009) offers an extensive literature review on this topic.
14. See documents presented, notably, at the EU seminars on transnational agree-

ments, of 17 May 2006 and 27 November 2006 (http://ec.europa.eu/employ
ment_social/labour_law/documentation_en.htm#5 [accessed 29 May 2007]).

15. The expert group on TCAs was created by the European Commission in 2009 
in order to explore ‘the role of transnational company agreements in the 
context of increasing international integration’, and ‘with a view to promot-
ing social dialogue and supplementing the action of the Member States as 
regards the representation and collective defence of the interests of workers 
and employers’. See Commission Staff Working Document SEC (2008) 2155 
(http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=707&langId=en&intPageId=214 
[accessed 19 May 2010]).

16. For instance, this has been the approach of Arcelor (see Tollet 2006).
17. The study by Keck and Sikkink (1998) on transnational advocacy networks 

focusing on the action of global civil society networks constitutes one of the 
most comprehensive analyses of the main characteristics and strategies of 
transnational civil society networks and the outcomes of their actions.

18. Egels-Zandén (2009) further supports this finding.
19. A recent study on the motivations of a code of conduct, signed between 

a European company and its enterprise union, identifies as major motiva-
tion for the adoption of joint transnational texts four categories: search for 
corporate legitimacy; avoidance of governmental interference; search for 
corporate competitive advantages; and ethical reasons (Egels-Zandén 2009).

20. As at Accor (Wills 2002), Danone (Gallin 2008) and Inditex (Miller, Chapter 8 
in this volume). See also the exploratory case study of AngloGold Ashanti 
in this chapter.

21. The method of exploratory case studies consists of using as primary material 
stakeholders’ perceptions and other relevant information collected during 
field research, in order to identify cases which may not be in any way ‘typical’ 
of the phenomenon under examination, but which could help us draw the 
outer limits of the subject, and pave the way for future research (see, for exam-
ple, Huws and Dahlmann 2007).
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22. See, for example, Kaufman (2004) who offers a comprehensive overview of 
the evolution of different industrial relations cultures around the world.

23. For the purpose of this chapter we consider all codes that have not been 
negotiated or adopted by a global union, including in the context of multi-
stakeholder initiatives or the Global Impact, as the outcome of a unilateral 
decision of the company (herein called unilateral codes).

24. In South Africa, interviews were conducted with the management of 
De Beers, BHP Billiton and Gold Fields. In Japan, we interviewed manag-
ers from Nissan, Asahi Beer, AEON, Mitsui & Co., Ricoh and Sumitomo 
Chemical. For a more in-depth presentation of the outcomes of the field 
research, see Papadakis (2009).

25. The information in this section draws on Lukoil’s website (www.lukoil.com 
[accessed 29 May 2008]); International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine 
and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM), 2006: 12; ICEM’s information on the 
Lukoil agreement (www.icem.org/?id=100 [accessed 29 May 2008]); the Forbes 
website (www.forbes.com/lists/2006/10/QXTX.html [accessed 29 May 2008]); 
and interviews conducted with representatives of Lukoil, the International 
Association of Trade Unions of Lukoil (MOPO) and the Russian Oil, Gas and 
Construction Workers’ Union (ROGWU), that is, the interviews with Mironov 
and Lukiyanova (2007), Mrost (2007), Kiradiyev and Ivchenko (2007), and 
Vasilenko (2007) (see the references on pp. 77–78).

26. ROGWU was founded in December 1990. It brings together about 1.4 
million workers and about 3000 primary, 32 territorial and six interregional 
trade union organizations, including the Lukoil interregional trade union.

27. The interviewees indicated that Lukoil was attracted by the idea that ‘Lukoil 
is coming from a country where social issues were seriously taken into con-
sideration in the past, and are now converted into CSR best practices’.

28. Certain commentators have expressed reservations on the role of IATUO 
Lukoil, in particular with regard to its proximity to the company’s manage-
ment (Anonymous 2010; Interview: Mrost [2007]).

29. Interviews: Mrost (2007) and Kiradiyev and Ivchenko (2007).
30. The operational data in this section draw on information provided in the 

interviews, notably Unwin, Fine and Barde (2007) and Smythe (2007); 
annual reports of these companies available at their websites [accessed May 
2007]; and various reports of the South African Chamber of Mines (www.
bullion.org.za) and Statistics South Africa (www.statssa.gov.za [accessed July 
2008]).

31. Interviews: Smythe (2007), de Beer (2007) and Smerdon (2007).
32. This finding, based on field interviews, also confirms recent empirical 

research on the reasons for the adoption of a negotiated code in a European 
MNE (in 2003), according to which the civil society pressure coming from 
the enterprise union was the main if not the only trigger of this joint code, 
and the unique motive for the enterprise was to retain ‘trusting corporate–
union relations’ and replicate them abroad (Egels-Zandén 2009).

33. This section draws on Forbes Global 2000 (2008) (www.forbes.com/
lists/2008/18/biz_2000global08_The-Global-2000_Counrty_9.html); presen-
tations delivered by Atsunori Andoh, Philip Jennings and Takaaki Sakurada 
during the signing in Nyon; and interviews conducted in 2008 (Murata and 
Saeko).
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34. This is embedded in the union’s action plan, which is based on the concept of 
‘union social responsibility (USR)’. This concept focuses on human rights and 
dignity; the union’s role in managing CSR; the union’s function as a global 
citizen; and developing strong industry-level labour–management relations.

35. Shunto or ‘Spring Offensive’ is Japan’s annual spring wage negotiations 
which are led by RENGO, the Japanese Trade Union Confederation.

36. This finding also seems to confirm the observation made in the introductory 
chapter that contrary to other CSR practices, corporate management can 
play a strategic role in the adoption of IFAs.
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4
Going Local with Global Policies: 
Implementing International 
Framework Agreements in Brazil 
and the United States
Michael Fichter and Markus Helfen

Introduction

The impact of the recent worldwide financial and economic crisis has 
made abundantly clear that the market-creating, regulation-avoiding 
core of globalization has had far-reaching consequences for the world 
of labour. Within a neoliberal framework, the spreading of cross-border 
labour processes through the globalization of production has fostered 
both the ‘economic integration of countries and the disintegration of 
production processes’ (Wood 2001: 41). Spatially dispersed and network-
like economic structures have facilitated shareholder value maximization 
by allowing MNEs to distribute financial risks and, at the same time, con-
trol the streams of value added by local production (Sydow 1992; Fichter 
and Sydow 2002; Gereffi et al. 2005).

The spread of this global re-organization of work has, however, not 
proceeded unchallenged. There are countless examples of protests, cam-
paigns, demonstrations, strikes and boycotts led by NGOs and trade 
un ions around issues of labour and environmental standards, which 
have raised awareness and had some measure of success in exposing 
irresponsible business practices. The publicity generated by such critiques 
has brought the contested nature of the global reorganization of work 
(Amoore 2002) to light. Most generally, MNEs have responded by adopt-
ing a unilateral and voluntaristic approach as exemplified by the emer-
gence of CSR and a myriad of individual codes of conduct (Mamic 2004; 
ILO 2002). But as John Ruggie (1982) has argued, the level of institutional 
embeddedness1 of business and labour in a societal context once achiev ed 
in many industrialized countries is not being replicated at the global level. 
Indeed, globally coordinated, comprehensive and legally binding controls 
are still far from becoming reality.
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This regulatory gap between the transnational scope of MNEs’ activities 
and the nationally bounded nature of labour relations (Haworth and 
Hughes 2002: 67–69) has been particularly challenging to trade unions, 
which at the national level have felt the loss of governments’ regulatory 
involvement (Hyman 2004) and internationally have made no sub-
stantial progress in the pursuit of a binding and comprehensive legal 
regulatory regime. But over the past two decades, unions have developed 
international framework agreements (IFAs) 2 as a ‘second best’ (Mund and 
Priegnitz 2007) corporate-oriented approach to making MNEs account-
able for decent social and labour standards in the global economy.

IFAs are negotiated with MNEs by representatives of labour, that is, 
global union federations (GUFs), their affiliated trade unions and possibly 
works councils, to ensure union recognition and collective bargaining 
and promote social dialogue throughout the global production networks 
of MNEs. An IFA always includes the signatures of the relevant GUF and 
MNE central management. The significant increase in their numbers in the 
past few years (from 16 in 2001 to 75 in 2010) attests to their relevance, 
at least for continental European MNEs. This recognition of labour repre-
sentatives in managerial decision-making is an ambitious goal, not limited 
to the MNE headquarters in the country of origin. On paper, IFAs involve 
unions in cross-border policies of human resources management and 
labour relations and in the local practising of such policies at host country 
subsidiaries and, potentially, at suppliers as well. What distinguishes IFAs 
as a policy tool beyond their labour relations character is their acknowl-
edgement of CSR approaches, such as the United Nations Global Compact 
or the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Guidelines. This combination makes IFAs as an embodiment of social dia-
logue particularly relevant for involving MNEs and employee representa-
tives in a global approach to closing the regulatory gap.

Although the growing number of IFAs is a promising sign in this direc-
tion, the question of their effectiveness requires a closer examination of 
implementation practices. We begin this chapter on IFA implementation 
by briefly sketching the context of global labour relations, marked as 
it is by an imbalance between capital and labour in global production 
networks (GPNs) caused by financialization policies. Next, we critique 
unilateral CSR activities of firms as being inadequate to counter this 
imbalance. We also explain why union efforts to establish social dialogue 
via IFAs represent a necessary and seminal correction to voluntary and 
unilateral CSR initiatives.

In the main part of the chapter, we present the implementation of 
selected IFAs in two countries: Brazil and the United States. We regard 
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evidence from these two countries to be particularly valuable. For exam-
ple, among the European MNEs with IFAs, approximately one half has 
production sites or service units in both the United States and Brazil, 
a percentage surpassed only by China. Moreover, their systems of labour 
relations differ markedly from the European context of social dialogue, 
as well as from each other.

The cases we have chosen are intended to illustrate a variety of imple-
mentation processes, including both successes and failures. In the aca-
demic literature on home–host country relationships and the transfer 
of practices in international human resources management, barriers to 
a smooth implementation of management practices across borders have 
been pinpointed which also apply to transferring practices in labour 
relations (Fichter et al. 2011). Regarding unions, the question is: How do 
union recognition and collective bargaining modify managerial decision-
making and global management policies? Moreover, we ask: How can 
unions extend and secure their recognition and involvement throughout 
the GPN, that is, from the MNE headquarters in the country of origin to 
the host country subsidiaries and suppliers?

In our conclusions, we draw on the case evidence to assess the terms of 
successful implementation and the challenges that need to be addressed. 
Evidence from Brazil and the United States, countries in which social dia-
logue is not the norm, provides an opportunity to question whether IFAs 
can actually be effectively implemented as ‘stand-alones’ in institutional 
environments fundamentally different from their European origin.

Business restructuring and global production networks

Over the past 30 years, governments throughout the world have opened 
their economies to foreign products and capital. MNEs in particular have 
been beneficiaries, becoming key drivers of a new paradigm of inter-
national economic and social power relations beyond the nation state 
caused by ‘regime competition’ (Streeck 1992) among governments. In 
this context, the predominance of ‘shareholder value’ as a business strat-
egy and the increasing volatility of capital markets work as catalytic pres-
sures on ‘managers to engage in rapid structural and processual changes’ 
(Morgan and Kristensen 2006: 1469), contributing to instability, risk and 
uncertainty in MNE employment relations. This development has not left 
locally or nationally embedded systems of labour relations untouched. 
Their subjection to investor demands of optimization – rigorous 
reduction of costs, improved efficiency, elimination of slack and an 
increase in profitability – has eroded local power positions of organized 
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labour (Kädtler and Sperling 2003: 55, O’Sullivan 2003). Moreover, strate-
gies of business restructuring, including outsourcing, subcontracting and 
externalization, have been flanked by manifold forms of flexible work 
organization and inter-firm cooperation, reaching even into the informal 
economy (Palpacuer 2008; Sydow 1992). Such disintegration of produc-
tion processes into network-like forms may be highly disruptive for 
labour–management relations, which are generally nationally bounded 
and in need of clear organizational boundaries and responsibilities to 
establish representation rights and negotiation processes (Sydow 1992; 
Lüthje et al. 2002; Däubler 1999).

With production and supply geographically distributed across many 
locations in generally complex systems of autonomy and interdepend-
ence, the results have often been likened to a race to the bottom in terms 
of worsening labour conditions and lowering labour standards (O’Brien 
2000; Simon 2009). At the same time, countervailing forces – endogenous 
to certain production and business strategies – limit the advantages of a 
complete dissolution of global production streams into a myriad of inde-
pendent units competing against each other on the basis of deteriorating 
labour conditions. For example, high-quality employment strategies con-
nected to innovation strategies and based on appropriate professional 
education systems are certainly not negligible in preventing MNEs from 
becoming ‘completely disconnected from nation states and national 
government agencies’ (Djelic and Quack 2003: 11).

The limits of corporate social responsibility

In recent years, another – voluntary – limit to a deregulated race to the 
bottom has emerged. The rise of CSR might be interpreted as an indica-
tion that private business leaders have increasingly become aware that 
they can no longer afford to ignore the negative consequences of cor-
porate strategies in the name of shareholder value. Under terms such as 
‘business ethics’, ‘corporate sustainability’ and ‘corporate citizenship’, 
MNEs initiated and pursued voluntary and unilateral codes of conduct 
as a strategy (see Fichter and Sydow 2002). It is not far-fetched to speak 
of an entire CSR industry that provides business with the ‘products’ of 
corporate virtue and legitimacy (Vogel 2006; Frederick 2006), both for 
labour-related programmes of the human resources department and for 
structuring relationships with external stakeholders.

One might therefore wonder: Where is the problem? The shareholder 
value strategy has not only produced external costs to society, but comes 
up with its own solution as well, namely CSR. However, CSR’s scope in 
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terms both of the number of adherents to the respective principles or 
standards (encompassment) and of its actual impact on business opera-
tions (comprehensiveness) is still limited. Moreover, most standards are 
not enforceable by means of sanctioning mechanisms. And, as critics 
have pointed out, voluntary self-regulation is prone to violations; for 
example, codes of conduct are ineffective and unenforceable, contain 
vague language and reveal both implementation and monitoring deficits 
exactly where they are mostly needed – at the periphery of global pro-
duction networks (Fichter and Sydow 2002; Vogel 2006; Palpacuer 2008; 
Mamic 2004).

As a result, overcoming the imbalance between capital and labour 
ultimately requires input from employees and their collective representa-
tions to ‘impose constraints on the employer, by enforcing or negotiating 
controls on the operation of the labour market and [...] the organization 
of the labour process’ (Hyman 1994: 4). The involvement of unions 
through IFAs in the governance of global production networks is a step 
in this direction. In effect, what distinguishes IFAs from corporate vol-
untarism (such as unilateral codes of conduct), is that an autonomous 
and independent actor – the unions – with the capacity for the ongoing 
enforcement of implementation controls MNEs’ compliance with social 
and labour standards.

Implementing global social dialogue in global production 
networks: IFAs

The governance challenge for both unions and MNE management in 
implementing such an instrument is highly complex both because of the 
multiple levels and relationships of their respective organizations and 
because of the diverse institutional and legal settings in which they oper-
ate. For management, empirical research has found, albeit without refer-
ence to the potential involvement of employee representatives, that the 
transfer of practices, or the diffusion of a particular management policy, 
from headquarters to units throughout the GPN can be impeded or facili-
tated for various reasons emanating from the fact that multinational oper-
ations involve diverging interests, influence and power, and are affected 
by the relationships of many different organizational units on various lev-
els of the focal organization and its external partners (Edwards et al. 2007; 
Geppert et al. 2003). Among the political processes substantially influ-
encing implementation and monitoring of practices and policies com-
ing from headquarters are those involving intra-organizational relations 
(that is, between headquarters and subsidiaries) and inter-organizational 
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relations (between buyers and suppliers) (Blazejewski 2009; Geppert and 
Williams 2006; Dörrenbächer and Geppert 2006; Morgan and Kristensen 
2006; Szulanski 1996). Additionally, all these organization-related political 
processes are interlinked to local authorities and communities with their 
own labour market institutions.

Regarding the governance challenges facing GUFs, their character as 
eminently political organizations deriving their legitimacy from their 
membership distinguishes them clearly from business organizations. 
Nevertheless, similar problems emerge for GUFs when they seek to find 
ways to apply norms such as those embodied in IFAs in a heterogeneous 
variety of national and local environments, and especially in those lacking 
organizational representation or with poorly defined standards (Croucher 
and Cotton 2009). Communication and dissemination of the agreement’s 
text and its policy ramifications must take cognizance of distinct organi-
zational dynamics, actor constellations and institutional settings.

The subsequent challenge of implementation, which goes beyond the 
organizational sphere of the unions, is even greater, as it involves negoti-
ating standards that may impact strongly on internal consistency, process 
stability or strategic positioning of MNEs. Unions need to cope with insti-
tutional distances between multiple levels of GPNs as well, for example, 
by adapting and coordinating their organizing strategies to bridge differ-
ent local conditions. The large variety of company strategies and business 
models, of ownership structures and types of GPNs, of embeddedness of 
local subsidiaries and traditions of labour relations at the headquarters 
level (that is, the country-of-origin effects) might all interfere with the 
capacity of strategic union action involving local unions and making use 
of local institutional resources. In short, unions, too, need to develop new 
approaches in ‘fragmented bargaining arenas’ in a cross-border context 
(Kädtler 2006: 312; see also Müller et al. 2004).

Extending social dialogue beyond Europe: the challenges 
of implementing IFAs in Brazil and the United States

The following sections are based on examples from Brazil and the 
United States. These examples serve to illustrate the kinds of challenges 
that unions (and management) face in developing a global strategy of 
IFA implementation. In the context of the business systems of these 
two countries, in which institutional recognition for and support of 
European-style social dialogue is lacking, we consider the functionality 
of IFAs when they are implemented as a ‘stand-alone’ instrument. In the 
forefront of our analysis are the issues of union recognition and collective 
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bargaining. From all our case examples in both countries we argue that 
union recognition and collective bargaining are the most contested 
issues, making them the crux of implementation. Without both, the IFA 
has little or no impact; with both, it can be an effective instrument for 
creating a functional arena of labour relations. However, at this juncture 
in our ongoing research3 we want to emphasize that our findings, pre-
dominantly based in all but one case on union sources, are still incom-
plete. While we endeavour to show the importance of these factors, the 
conclusions we reach here do not provide a fully fledged explanation of 
implementation success or failure.

The vast majority of all 75 IFAs concluded by the end of 2010 make 
specific reference to social dialogue or social partnership as being in the 
interests of both parties. To give a few examples: in the agreement reached 
in 2000 between the International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine 
and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM) and the Freudenberg Group (2000), 
an important aim was ‘to strengthen social dialogue as well as mutual 
information and joint consultations’. This statement should hold also in 
cases of potential conflict: ‘Even though their interests may sometimes 
differ, the joint efforts of the contracting parties are aimed at finding 
mutually viable solutions, also in case of conflicts, on the basis of appro-
priate dialogue’.

The 2006 International Framework Agreement of the Staedtler Group 
with Building and Wood Workers International (BWI) and IG Metall 
(2006) emphasizes ‘the need for a transparent and democratic social 
dialogue and for fair negotiations with employees’ representative bodies 
and their trade unions’. Under the rubric of civic dialogue the Global 
Corporate Social Responsibility Agreement between Rhodia and ICEM of 
2008 (Rhodia SA and International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine 
and General Workers’ Unions 2008) even includes other stakeholders by 
asserting Rhodia’s willingness to develop, as needed, a constructive and 
responsible dialogue with NGOs active in its industry. Finally, according 
to the Sustainable Development Agreement of 2007 between Umicore, 
ICEM and the International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF), company 
management ‘states that its employees are a crucial factor for the Group’s 
global success, which involves establishing mutually beneficial relations 
and dialogue between all the partners contributing to its development’ 
(Umicore et al. 2007: 1).

Despite social dialogue receiving such sweepingly positive assessments, 
its impact on labour relations worldwide is still very limited. And while 
social dialogue as a concept and in practice is currently widespread through-
out Europe, it has not always enjoyed such recognition (Stevis 2010). 
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Indeed, what is often forgotten is that social dialogue is one of the results 
of long periods of struggle between employers and organized labour. In 
the course of these conflicts, with the state playing a regulating role, 
a relative balance of power resulted, signalling to both sides that the ulti-
mate outcome could not be ‘winner takes all’. This mutual recognition 
brought with it the acceptance of a broadly common ideological ground 
but did not nullify differences of interest. To negotiate agreements 
around these differences, the actors involved learned to respect both the 
differences and the power to act on them. And in the process of negotia-
tion and in regard to the final result, it became necessary for employers 
and employees to work out the dimensions of trust essential to successful 
engagement.

For the global labour movement, the IFA strategy is a tool for extend-
ing such an environment beyond national borders to cover production 
networks across the globe. By targeting the focal MNEs of such networks, 
the intended added value of IFAs in comparison to CSR-driven unilateral 
codes of conduct lies in management recognizing GUFs as bargain-
ing agents for MNE employees and in management signing on to ILO 
Conventions 87 and 98. Indeed, the language of both Conventions is 
very clearly supportive of this cause: Convention No. 87 (Freedom of 
Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948), 
for example, states that ‘workers and employers … shall have the right 
to establish and … to join organisations of their own choosing’, and 
that the ‘law of the land shall not be such as to impair, nor shall it be so 
applied as to impair, the guarantees provided for in this Convention’.

For its part, Convention No. 98 (Right to Organise and Collective 
Bargaining Convention, 1949) mandates ‘adequate protection [for 
 workers] against acts of anti-union discrimination in respect of their 
employment’. As for workers’ and employers’ organizations, these ‘shall 
enjoy adequate protection against any acts of interference by each other 
or each other’s agents or members in their establishment, functioning or 
administration’. Moreover, ‘measures appropriate to national conditions 
shall be taken, where necessary, to encourage and promote the full devel-
opment and utilisation of machinery for voluntary negotiation between 
employers or employers’ organisations and workers’ organisations, with a 
view to the regulation of terms and conditions of employment by means 
of collective agreements’.

Creating an environment of social dialogue is essential to meeting these 
challenges; however, in most of the countries where IFA implementation 
would bring improvements and raise standards, such an environment 
does not exist. For example, labour law reforms of the past decades in 
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Brazil have certainly not been ‘anti-union’ as labour activism was a key 
factor in their passage. Nevertheless, trade unions have not been able 
to rid the labour relations system of its restrictive corporatist vestiges. 
Government policies on behalf of economic liberalization and employer 
pressure for greater labour market flexibility have worked against their 
efforts (Anner 2008). Such problems are not peculiar to developing coun-
tries such as Brazil, as even a cursory glance at the United States reveals. 
In spite of its advanced economic status, the United States is also one of 
those countries in which the system of industrial relations poses consid-
erable obstacles to union recognition and collective bargaining.

The following sections are illustrative of the implementation of IFAs in 
both of these countries. Taken together, the examples provide an initial 
empirical basis for a discussion of the efficacy of IFAs in labour relations 
environments that might be expected to be adversarial and hence not 
fertile soil for IFAs altogether. As we will show, the mere existence of an IFA 
does not equate to its uncontested recognition and application in either 
country. Outcomes in terms of improved union recognition and function-
ing collective bargaining differ from case to case as well as between the 
two countries, depending both on the institutional setting and on local 
union approaches to acting on the opportunities provided by IFAs.

Brazilian IFA cases: local diversity – recognized frameworks

The labour relations setting in Brazil: from restrictive corporatism 
to limited democratization

Observers of Brazilian industrial relations during the 20th century unequiv-
ocally agree that the corporatist heritage of Brazilian politics –  originating 
from its formative period in the 1930s and 1940s, and rejuvenated under 
the military dictatorship in the 1970s and 1980s – has fundamentally 
shaped the institutional setting of management–labour relations in Brazil 
(Lang and Gagnon 2009; Dombois 2006; Cardoso 2002; Bronstein 1995, 
1997). State control and subordination of the organizations of labour and 
capital, both defined by law as ‘unions’ (sindicatos), under the prerogatives 
of economic policy goals, is the defining characteristic of this corporatist 
past (Bronstein 1995). As a result, the rights to freedom of association and 
collective bargaining have been heavily restricted during long stretches of 
industrial relations history in Brazil, characterized by repeated occurrences 
of state violence aimed at repressing independent union organizations. 
Au thoritarian policies of employers are quite extensive, and a high 
volume of labour rights cases before labour courts is also indicative of such 
problems (Rocha 2010; Cardoso 2002).
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The judicial foundation of this restrictive corporatism in Brazilian col-
lective industrial relations was established by four laws: Decree 19.433 
(Ministry of Labour, Industry and Trade, 1930); Decree 19.770 (regulation 
of unions, 1931); Decree-Law 1237 (labour court, 1939); and Decree 1402 
(union funding, 1940). In 1943, various earlier decrees and laws were 
consolidated into a single labour code. While the right to form a union 
and to bargain collectively was formally recognized, and the legal founda-
tion for formalizing the employment relationship was improved, unions 
were subjected to obligatory government accreditation and compulsory 
annual reporting. Instead of collecting dues from their members, unions 
received their funds from a state tax on all employees. Unions were forced 
into obligatory organizational units (the unicidade system) comprising a 
single industry within a county or city, and until recently were prohib-
ited from establishing both national confederations and company-level 
union representation. In addition, a labour court system was established 
to arbitrate wage disputes, to intervene in strikes (if these occurred at all) 
and to levy fines if unions violated any of the restrictions defined by law. 
All of this has resulted in a strongly judicative system of industrial rela-
tions with substantial barriers against the development of independent 
unions (Cardoso 2002):

This allowed for, and even encouraged, the creation and maintenance 
of labour organizations that held distant, if any, relations to the work-
ers they claimed to represent. Or, what was worse, it allowed for the rise 
of pelegos – that is, union leaders who occupied official union positions 
in order to advance their political careers or increase their personal 
fortunes while doing nothing for workers. Workers were obviously 
alienated from such organizations. (Lang and Gagnon 2009: 252)

The advent of a democratic renewal in the 1980s including the success-
ful (re-)emergence of an independent unionism led by the founding of 
Central Unica dos Trabalhadores in 1983 (Cardoso 2002), has certainly 
been a positive impulse for unions. But it has also been accompanied by 
neoliberal economic policies (Bronstein 1995; Anner 2008), adding to 
the problems posed by the economic consequences of Brazil’s colonial 
past. And while the corporatist foundations of authoritarian labour rela-
tions have been modified, they have not been completely abolished.

First, although the 1988 Federal Constitution guarantees freedom of 
association, union organizational structures and collective bargaining 
units are still legally defined geographically at municipal level, which 
contradicts the principles embodied in ILO Convention No. 87. It is thus 

9780230314269_06_cha04.indd   949780230314269_06_cha04.indd   94 8/13/2011   10:48:49 AM8/13/2011   10:48:49 AM



IFAs in Brazil and the United States 95

not surprising that Brazil has still not ratified this Convention. Workers 
and employers are almost automatically represented by the respective 
‘union’, irrespective of their formal membership status. Second, the 
labour code still guarantees public funding for labour unions, as well as 
for employer associations, through a mandatory tax on formal sector 
workers (a day’s wages) and a charge on employers’ revenues. As such, 
the state has guaranteed the existence of unions, but employees have 
had no voice in their funding. Third, although the intervention of the 
labour courts in the registration process for new unions has been consid-
erably reduced, labour courts still play a prominent role in the arbitration 
of labour disputes, which provides an obstacle to the establishment of 
autonomous bargaining because it allows the bargaining parties to avoid 
compromise agreements and the establishment of self-governed conflict 
resolution mechanisms.

Nevertheless, over the past two decades, the legal protection for 
labour rights such as the right to strike in both the public and the pri-
vate sector, dismissal protection for elected union representatives and 
a role for unions in collective bargaining has improved. In addition, 
the Consolidated Labour Code (Consolidação das Leis do Trabalho) has 
been reformed considerably. There has been an increase in the number 
of unions and in unionization rates,4 and there are even some examples 
of attempts to overcome the historically adversarial labour–management 
relationship through local and regional forums of social dialogue.

Moreover, new federal laws have bolstered the role of trade union 
confederations. Unions have been able to engage in workplace-related 
activities by delegating members to the annual negotiations of gain 
sharing, to sit on health and safety committees, and to join a comissão 
de fabrica, a shop-floor representational body of employees. Most suc-
cessful in these efforts have been unions in the manufacturing plants of 
the São Paulo region.

Since our selected cases are all from the São Paulo region, its special 
character of labour relations relative to other regions needs to be empha-
sized. This holds particularly true for working conditions in large-scale 
manufacturing plants and subsidiaries of foreign multinationals in the 
region, where employment belongs usually to the formal category. 
Moreover, these companies and this region have been the seedbed of 
one of the most politically influential union movements of the last 
quarter of the 20th century. Under violent repression, the labour move-
ment of the São Paulo region managed to regain so much strength that 
it could confront the military government in the second half of the 
1970s, with the resurgence of big strikes that began in this area.
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Two aspects regarding this ‘new unionism’ deserve emphasis: the 
strategy to act within the union structure to transform the corporatist 
system from within; and the focus on representation in the workplace. 
Strategically, the organizing attempts started in the metal industry and 
concentrated on big companies in the export sector, because these had 
become strategic industries for the payment of foreign debts. As a result, 
many of the negative influences of the old corporatist system were super-
seded by union organizational strength in the São Paulo region before 
democratization changed legislation. In fact, the metal workers’ unions of 
the São Paulo region played a decisive role in the overall democratization 
process of the whole country. This particular role gave them much cred-
ibility, contributing to the fact that, even though manufacturing workers’ 
unionization in Latin America declined throughout the neoliberal 1990s, 
in Brazil these losses were relatively moderate (Anner 2008: 37).

Rhodia

In 2005, the French chemical company Rhodia signed a global framework 
agreement (GFA) with ICEM. Three years later it was revised, in particular 
to strengthen the provisions on union recognition and collective bargain-
ing. The GFA mandates regular joint missions by central management 
and the ICEM to Rhodia subsidiaries, the second of which, in 2008, was 
to Brazil.5 Rhodia has been operating in Brazil since 1919. Of its produc-
tion, 70 per cent is for the domestic market and 30 per cent is exported. 
With some 2900 employees at five industrial facilities and a research unit, 
Rhodia’s Brazilian operations account for about 20 per cent of its global 
workforce. Around 1200 employees work at the second largest site in 
Santo Andre, which specializes in two product lines, acetow and fibres, 
and has a research centre for intelligent yarns. While the plant has no 
comissão de fabrica, management has emphasized its commitment over 
the past 20 years to developing a participatory approach.

Rhodia Brazil has a rather sophisticated human resources policy 
towards its relatively highly qualified workforce. Wages and salaries are 
above average, and benefits include retirement plans, health insurance 
plans, additional sick leave payments and a credit union. Moreover, 
Rhodia Brazil runs an annual employee satisfaction survey and offers 
career development services to its employees. Only auxiliary services 
(cafeteria, security and cleaning) have been outsourced; otherwise the 
number of temporary workers is very low. Rhodia Brazil sponsors a com-
munity development programme, basically in the area of education and 
schooling for low-income children and youth in neighbouring commu-
nities to its production sites.
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Management referred to the French origin of the company to explain 
its human resources and social dialogue policies towards employees 
and unions. However, based on our observations and the information 
management provided, there are differences in the approaches pursued 
in São Paulo and Paris. At company headquarters, management actively 
pursues the involvement of the ICEM in social dialogue to ensure imple-
mentation of the GFA. In contrast, Brazilian management has taken the 
initiative to actively define the agreement by its focused and encompass-
ing pursuit of the ‘Rhodia Way’,6 the corporation’s sustainability and 
continuous development strategy.

While no serious violations of the GFA in Brazil have been reported, it 
should be noted that management relies on self-evaluation in the moni-
toring of the GFA. Although local unions are established and, according to 
local management, respected, there is no union participation or involve-
ment of employee representatives. One reason for this might be the rather 
complicated and fragmented constellation of unions at Rhodia Brazil. The 
Brazilian workers at Rhodia are represented by six different trade unions, 
only two of which are affiliated to Central Unica dos Trabalhadores. 
Attempts by ICEM to build a cooperation network among these unions 
have failed so far due to political differences among the unions.

Leoni

The German firm Leoni AG, an automotive supplier, signed an IFA in 
October 2002 with its European works council and the IMF. While the 
company pledged to uphold ILO Conventions Nos 87 and 98 even in 
those countries ‘in which freedom of association and the right to organise 
is not acknowledged as a right’, it also stated that compliance with the 
right to form a union ‘must not contravene national statutory regulations 
and existing agreements’ which do not violate ILO Conventions (Leoni 
AG and IMF 2002).

At its production site in Itú in the São Paulo region, some 200 
 em  ployees assemble cable and wiring systems for motor vehicles of 
all kinds. But in early 2010 the loss of contracts following the global 
financial and economic crisis had cut the payroll to around 120. With 
the exception of a few skilled workers and the production manager, 
the workforce was all female. On the fast-moving assembly lines for 
standard wiring systems, where only young females are employed, the 
labour turnover is high. The factory floor is crowded, noisy and hot, 
with very little ventilation. Some workers complained about shoulder 
and back pain resulting from monotonous and repetitive movements of 
arms and shoulders.
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Nevertheless, workers expressed their overall satisfaction with the 
participatory management style on the shop floor and with the pay which 
is above average in the local labour market. While Leoni does not offer 
workers a company pension plan or health care insurance, there is an 
emphasis on quality management and team building, and, more impor-
tantly, regular and established negotiations with the local trade union, 
which also participates in the gains-sharing committee in an advisory 
capacity. An example of the good relationship was seen in January 2009, 
when the company lost several key contracts in the wake of the global 
economic crisis. Management contacted the union, asking to negotiate 
the layoff procedures and severance payments.

However, this kind of relationship between management and labour 
did not exist earlier, neither prior to the signing of the IFA nor in the 
first years after that. According to the union, in 2006 it compiled a list of 
complaints against management, making reference to the IFA. The union 
sent the list to the national union at the headquarters level (the German 
IG Metall) and called the workers out on strike. Central management in 
Germany intervened and changed management. The strike enabled the 
union to increase its membership density to over 50 per cent and gain 
regular access to the shop floor. Since then, there have been regular nego-
tiations between management and the union, and whenever problems 
arise, they talk to each other on wages, working conditions and working 
time, among other issues.

Mercedes

Our third case is Mercedes in Santo Bernardo. As part of the German 
Daimler AG, the plant falls under the jurisdiction of the company’s IFA 
(entitled ‘Social Responsibility Principles of DaimlerChrysler’), which 
was negotiated by the company’s World Employee Committee, acting on 
behalf of the IMF, and signed in 2002. For this case, the IFA’s provisions on 
suppliers are especially important. Daimler ‘supports and encourages its 
suppliers to introduce and implement equivalent principles in their own 
companies. DaimlerChrysler expects its suppliers to incorporate these 
principles as a basis for relations with DaimlerChrysler’ (DaimlerChrysler 
AG, DC World Employee Committee and IMF 2002)

The highly integrated production process at the truck and bus plant, 
which has been described as exceptional (Fusco and Spring 2003), turns 
out some 75,000 units per year, employs about 11,000 people and is one 
of Daimler’s global hubs for research and development. Temporary work-
ers are found only in supporting services, and there is no contingent 
labour in production. This is one of the many indications of the strong 

9780230314269_06_cha04.indd   989780230314269_06_cha04.indd   98 8/13/2011   10:48:50 AM8/13/2011   10:48:50 AM



IFAs in Brazil and the United States 99

position of the metalworkers’ trade union of the region in the plant. 
The union is affiliated to the Confederação Nacional dos Metalúrgicos 
(CNM) and Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT) and has a member-
ship density of 88 per cent, considerably higher than the 30 per cent 
average for Brazilian industry. The union runs the factory committee and 
is represented in the annual gain-sharing negotiations. It has developed 
a cooperative network with the unions at Mercedes plants in the state of 
Minas Gerais and in the nearby city of Campinas.

The Mercedes case in Brazil is an exceptional case of union-dominated 
implementation of an IFA. The strong basis of unionization at the plant 
has been augmented by a strategic approach to using the IFA. First, 
a union leader was a member of labour’s bargaining team for the IFA at 
Daimler. After its signing, he organized meetings and seminars through-
out the union to develop an understanding of how the IFA could be 
implemented and used to improve labour standards. Second, the union 
already had its factory committee and plant network in place before the 
IFA was signed and could use this organizational structure optimally. This 
is especially evident in regard to actions reported by the union, which 
undertook to stop violations of the IFA at several key suppliers.

Two instances involved German companies – the Mahle Konzern 
in 2003, and Grob-Werke GmbH & Co. KG in 2005. Both companies 
have manufacturing plants in the region that supply machine tools and 
components for production at Mercedes. In both cases, the local plant 
management of these two companies had fired union representatives. 
The Mercedes union reacted to calls for support from the plant union in 
each case by lodging a complaint with the Mercedes purchasing manager, 
arguing that the firings violated the Daimler IFA provisions in general, 
which also applied to suppliers. When this failed to yield results in the 
Mahle case, the union organized a blockade of all Mahle supplies com-
ing to the Mercedes plant. Because of the disruption of production that 
this caused, it triggered an immediate intervention by Mercedes manage-
ment, resulting in the re-instatement of the fired workers.

In the Grob case two years later, the Mercedes union decided to sup-
port the rather weak union at Grob, which had been picketing the plant 
for 72 days, by initiating its own sit-down strike at the Grob machines in 
its plant. After two hours, Mercedes management intervened with Grob 
management and the workers were reinstated. The Mercedes union was 
also able to prevent management from docking the pay of the workers 
who took part in the strike.

According to the union representatives at Mercedes, the success in 
using the IFA to ensure that the recognized labour rights in the IFA are 
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upheld has had a twofold impact. For one, it has established the union as 
a force to be reckoned with in the implementation of the IFA at Daimler 
and its suppliers in Brazil. This could contribute to avoiding the kinds of 
violations which led to the adversarial confrontations described. Second, 
the active support by the Mercedes union for the IFA and for unions in 
other plants furthered inter- and intra-union communication and coop-
eration, both within and outside the plant. The Mercedes union helped 
the service workers employed by outside contractors at their plant to 
attain the right to join a union and have their own union representative 
onsite. The decisive support of the unions at Mahle and Grob has helped 
to bring together several unions, at least in the metalworking sector, in 
the region (see also Stevis 2009).

Implementing international framework agreements in the 
United States: a futile exercise for unions?

The labour relations setting in the United States: freedom of 
association and collective bargaining

Whereas Brazil has not ratified ILO Convention No. 87, the US Govern-
ment has ratified neither this nor Convention No. 98, arguing that US 
labour law ‘generally conforms to ILO standards’ (Compa 2004: 46) and 
that the country has a specific legal tradition highlighting freedom of 
choice with respect to property rights and corporate affairs. Still, after 
the adoption of the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 
at Work by the ILO in 1998, the United States acknowledged the valid-
ity of this Declaration by recognizing the right of the ILO Committee 
on Freedom of Association to handle complaints arising in this matter 
(Compa 2004: 46). And as an ILO member State of full standing, the 
United States is obligated to adhere to the Core Labour Standards of 
the Declaration, which include Convention Nos 87 and 98. However, 
this obligation is not necessarily reflected in the everyday workings of 
US  federal and state labour laws. As such, ensuring adherence is not as 
straightforward as one might assume. Rather, it is burdened by compli-
cated and even contradictory legal precedents.

For the US union movement, the primary issue regarding the imple-
mentation and efficacy of IFAs concerns the recognition of trade unions 
(freedom of association), with the subsequent question of collective bar-
gaining being of almost equal importance. The problems, conflicts and 
complaints that have arisen in the United States almost always centre on 
these standards and on accusations by unions that enterprises blatantly 
disregard basic principles of internationally recognized labour rights. 
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US unions are particularly critical in this regard when dealing with MNEs 
headquartered in the EU7 and with a reputation for constructive labour 
relations and recognition of the principles of social dialogue in dealings 
with unions in their home countries.

Trade unions in the United States were first provided with full legal 
backing to form unions without employer interference through the 
Railway Labor Act (1926) and the Norris-La Guardia Act (1932). The 
National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) or Wagner Act was enacted in 1935 
to further protect the rights of most private sector workers to organize 
labour unions, engage in collective bargaining and take part in strikes. 
The act also established the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) with 
the power to investigate and decide on charges of unfair labour practices 
and to conduct elections in which workers would have the opportunity 
to decide whether they wanted to be represented by a union. However, 
the act’s effectiveness was limited by two subsequent cases: NLRB v. 
Mackay Radio & Telegraph Co., 304 U.S. 333 (1938) held that, while 
employers could not fire workers for going out on strike, they could 
use permanent replacements; and NLRB v. Virginia Electric & Power Co., 
314 U.S. 469 (1941), which ruled that the First Amendment barred the 
NLRB from making it illegal for employers to express their opposition to 
unionism, so long as they did not try to coerce or threaten workers with 
reprisals for exercising their rights.

The 1947 Taft-Hartley Act (also known as the Labor Management 
Relations Act) introduced amendments to the Wagner Act that curtailed 
the power and activities of labour unions even further, and excluded 
millions of ‘supervisors’ from recognition as employees. Furthermore, 
these amendments added a list of ‘unfair labour practices’ (such as jurisdic-
tional strikes, wildcat strikes, solidarity or political strikes, secondary boy-
cotts, ‘common situs’ picketing, closed shops and monetary donations by 
unions to federal political campaigns) on the part of unions to the NLRA, 
which had previously only prohibited ‘unfair labour practices’ committed 
by employers. Further, while union shops and agency shops were still 
permitted under the act, states were allowed to pass ‘right-to-work laws’ 
that outlawed union shops, a form of union contract which requires 
em ployees to be union members or to join one within a specified period 
under penalty of being fired. Today, such ‘right-to-work’ laws have been 
passed in 22 states, mostly in the South and Midwest (Hogler 2004).

Finally, the Taft-Hartley Act codified the Supreme Court’s earlier 
rulings in Mackay Radio and Virginia Electric and gave employers the right 
to file a petition asking the NLRB to determine if a union represents a 
majority of its employees, and to allow employees to petition either to 
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decertify their union or to invalidate the union security provisions of 
any existing collective bargaining agreement.

The role of human resource management ideology

Apart from the legal institutions, in international comparisons of 
human resource management styles and labour relations US companies 
score high on the scale of non-unionism or even anti-unionism. If the 
comparison is with continental European or Scandinavian companies, 
the extent of anti-union activities of US companies is striking (Baron 
and Kreps 1999: 125; Brewster 1995: 398). In particular, the last three 
decades provide abundant evidence for a specific anti-union policy 
and ideology of US business (see Colling et al. 2006 for an instructive 
summary). A preference for unilateral employment relations is particu-
larly manifest in reactions to organizing drives for union recognition 
(Freeman and Kleiner 1990) and decisions to invest in ‘right-to-work’ 
states and non-union greenfield sites (Kochan et al. 1994).

Other strategies designed to keep the unions off the shop floor 
include preventive human resources policies such as direct participation 
schemes or non-union complaint procedures and employee representa-
tion (Kaufman and Taras 2000: 537; Guest 2001: 100f.; Colvin 2003: 
380). A good example of this is the massive employer opposition which 
has stalled the Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) in Congress, a bill 
that would relax legal requirements for union recognition and mandate 
‘good faith’ collective bargaining (Marculewicz 2009). The EFCA would 
bring US labour law into line with the standards that MNEs with IFAs 
have jointly endorsed with the trade union co-signers. Still, none of the 
MNEs with IFAs and subsidiaries in the United States has been willing 
to publicly sign on to the list of supporters sponsored by the US labour 
federation AFL-CIO.

Historically, this kind of fundamental opposition of employers to 
trade unionism has not always been dominant. For example, after the 
New Deal policies of the 1930s and the Second World War, the rate of 
unionization was high in the United States, reaching 30 per cent of the 
workforce in 1946 (Ross and Hartman 1960: 200f.). And today, it would 
be misleading to suggest that collective labour relations are non-existent. 
The overall picture is rather more complex and shows at least three types 
of human resources management approaches to labour relations in the 
private sector: ‘high-road employment practices’ as sophisticated union 
substitution; ‘low-road employment practices’ as union avoidance and 
oppression; and unionized firms, especially larger ones in traditional 
manufacturing industries (Ferner et al. 2005; Colling et al. 2006).
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Union recognition cases: similar problems, different outcomes

In a labour relations environment in which the role and status of trade 
unions is a contentious issue and in which the concept of social dialogue 
is not anchored, it is not surprising that the use of an IFA as a means of 
supporting union efforts at recognition requires a focused strategy and 
the application of a wide range of resources. In the following examples, 
we show the variety of approaches that US trade unions have taken in the 
past to use an IFA as an instrument for gaining recognition and pursuing 
collective bargaining.

The first group of cases highlights the shortcomings and failures of 
attempts to rely on the existence of an IFA without a strategically defined 
global perspective. In the second group of cases we present examples of 
successful union approaches to using an IFA which were embedded locally 
and globally. The number of examples in each group is not in any way 
an indication of a quantitative distribution of successful and unsuccessful 
cases. Indeed, from our preliminary findings we would assume that the 
number of unsuccessful attempts to gain union recognition and the right 
to collective bargaining is much larger than the number of successful 
cases. Overall, however, the largest number of cases most likely belongs to 
that group of MNEs with an IFA, in which there is no union recognition 
and the issue of recognition based on an IFA has not yet been tested.

Local politics without a global perspective

Eurocopter

Eurocopter is a subsidiary of the European weapons and aviation manu-
facturer EADS, which signed an IFA with its European works council 
and the IMF in June 2005. The EADS agreement contains a forthright 
statement on trade unions and collective bargaining:

In accordance with ILO Conventions Nos. 87 and 98, EADS recog-
nises the principles of freedom of association, protection of the right 
to organise and collective bargaining. It respects freedom of thought 
and the right of all workers to form and join trade unions.

EADS also respects the right of all workers to elect their representa-
tives wherever this right is stipulated by the law or local regulations.

Moreover EADS is consequently committed to the principle of free-
dom of association and the protection of trade union rights. (EADS 
NV and IMF 2005: 4)

Within weeks of signing, the International Association of Machinists 
and Aerospace Workers (IAM), which has a strong membership basis at 
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Boeing, launched an organizing campaign at the Eurocopter manufactur-
ing plant in Columbus, Mississippi. Plant management responded with 
‘an anti-union campaign’ (Herrnstadt 2007: 1988), including posters 
urging the employees not to sign up. The IAM appealed to the EADS 
European works council, referring to the IFA and requesting EADS head-
quarters management to force local management to refrain from such 
attacks. In a letter to EADS management, the European works council 
chairman strongly criticized Eurocopter’s management for its anti-union 
behaviour, calling on EADS management to take immediate action to 
end this violation of the newly signed IFA (letter dated 24 October 2005, 
facsimile in possession of the authors).

In its reply four weeks later, EADS management pointed out that the 
EADS Group ‘adheres to the principles and values stipulated by the 
International Framework Agreement’, but that differences of interpreta-
tion were possible ‘in countries where the social environment can differ 
greatly from that which we have in Europe’. While the facts as stated in 
the IAM complaint had been confirmed by its own investigation, the 
company was unwilling to recognize a violation of the ‘principles and 
values stipulated by the International Framework Agreement’. Indeed, its 
local management was ‘compliant with legislation and with American 
practice’ (EADS, 23 November 2005, facsimile in possession of the 
authors. See also Herrnstadt 2007: 199).

EADS management recognized the legal right of the US management 
to inform its employees of its position on unionization. However, it 
had requested management in Columbus to do this in the future ‘in 
a manner which will better take into consideration the spirit of our 
International Framework Agreement’ (EADS, 23 November 2005). The 
EADS works council informed the IAM of this reply and since then, 
the union has not used the IFA in support of a repeated attempt to 
attain union recognition at this or any other EADS plant in the United 
States. It did, however, approach EADS through the works council 
in October, 2007 with its own draft for a ‘neutrality and card check 
recognition agreement’ (IAM, 2 October 2007, facsimiles in possession 
of the authors.)

When the EADS European works council, in concert with the Inter-
national Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF), took a critical stance on the 
IAM proposal, the chances of overcoming the impasse were not good. 
And when the IMF tried to initiate talks with EADS shortly after the US 
Government rescinded its decision to award EADS (instead of Boeing) a 
sizeable defence contract, IAM ignored the offer. Because IAM had been 
supportive of Boeing’s bid for the contract, direct talks with EADS central 
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management might have opened a new avenue of dialogue, while at the 
same time jeopardizing IAM’s position at its US rival.

Mercedes-Benz and Ai3

Conflicts over IFA standards based on ILO Conventions and US labour 
practices are not the only kinds of implementation problems that trade 
unions face. When the United Automobile Workers (UAW) launched an 
organizing drive in Vance, Alabama, at Ai3, a logistics and supply chain 
company contracting to Mercedes-Benz in Tuscaloosa, it assumed that 
management would remain neutral and refrain from any anti-union 
activities. The UAW had reached this conclusion based on having par-
ticipated in the negotiation of the IFA at Daimler (at the time, in 2002, 
still DaimlerChrysler). In reference to freedom of association, the IFA 
stated:

DaimlerChrysler acknowledges the human right to form trade 
unions.

During organization campaigns the company and the executives will 
remain neutral; the trade unions and the company will comply with 
basic democratic principles, and thus, they will ensure the employees 
can make a free decision. DaimlerChrysler respects the right to collec-
tive bargaining.

Elaboration of this human right is subject to national statutory regu-
lations and existing agreements. Freedom of association will be granted 
even in those countries in which freedom of association is not pro-
tected by law. (DaimlerChrysler AG, DC World Employee Committee 
and IMF 2002)

Regarding the applicability of these provisions to suppliers, Daimler-
Chrysler ‘supports and encourages its suppliers to introduce and imple-
ment equivalent principles in their own companies. DaimlerChrysler 
expects its suppliers to incorporate these principles as a basis for rela-
tions with DaimlerChrysler’ (DaimlerChrysler AG, DC World Employee 
Committee and IMF 2002).

Although management at the Tuscaloosa Mercedes-Benz plant had 
not engaged in anti-union tactics (Anner et al. 2006: 13), the UAW 
organizing drive had failed. At Ai3, however, its contacts with the 
employees indicated that an organizing drive there could be successful. 
Indeed, by early 2008, some 65 per cent of employees had signed up 
and the UAW applied for an NLRB election. Because the UAW expected 
Ai3 management to remain neutral in accordance with the provisions 
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of the IFA, it was caught off guard when the company began to hold 
captive-audience and one-on-one sessions with employees. As reported 
by the NLRB Regional Office in October 2008:

The Region issued a complaint against the employers alleging an 
unlawful discharge of an employee because of his support for the 
UAW, threats of plant closure, threats that the employers were with-
holding raises because of the union campaign, interference with distri-
bution of union literature, creating the impression that the employers 
were engaged in surveillance of union activities, interrogation, and 
soliciting employees to campaign against the union. (NLRB 2008: 4)

Then a letter on Mercedes-Benz stationery was circulated among the Ai3 
employees, which praised the good relations between the two companies 
and pointed out that the presence of a union could have a detrimental 
effect on the continuation of the contract. Moreover, a former top man-
ager of Mercedes-Benz visited the shop floor at Ai3 and allegedly ques-
tioned the future of the company’s contract with Mercedes-Benz if the 
employees voted in favour of union recognition. The UAW immediately 
passed the incriminating letter on to the IMF and to the Daimler World 
Employee Committee (WEC), asking for an explanation, as it regarded 
the document as a blatant violation of the IFA provisions on neutrality 
and extension to suppliers. The WEC turned the letter over to the respon-
sible management office for action. However, several weeks passed before 
management responded, and when it did, the reply addressed the issue 
of a violation of the IFA only obliquely. Daimler headquarters labelled the 
letter a forgery and a misrepresentation of official company policy, and it 
took no responsibility for either.9 But by that time, the momentum of the 
organizing campaign had lapsed and many employees had withdrawn 
their signatures of support for a union recognition election. The damage 
had been done and the UAW failed in its bid for recognition (see also 
Stevis, Chapter 5 in this volume).

Local and global embeddedness

Given these problem cases reported by trade unions in the United States 
over the implementation of IFAs, it might appear naive to expect any 
positive impact at all. But there are instances of successful implementa-
tion,10 which when contrasted with the above cases, provide indications 
of conditions, policies and strategies that may contribute to a better 
understanding of the possible scope of implementation.
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Lafarge

The cement company Lafarge, which has an IFA jointly with BWI and 
ICEM, started out as a further example of implementation problems 
in the United States. According to BWI, Lafarge’s US management was 
already balking at signing an IFA during the negotiations, because it 
feared that it would have to accept a neutrality clause regarding union 
organizing drives (authors’ interviews with the responsible officials 
of BWI, 19 May 2009 and ICEM, 18 May 2009). In the end, it seems, 
a compromise was reached through the inclusion of a subsidiarity 
clause stating that ‘industrial relations issues are best resolved as close 
as possible to the workplaces’ (Lafarge Group et al. 2005: 3).

However, looking at the number of issues pending at Lafarge plants 
in the United States, this approach does not automatically facilitate the 
resolution of disputes. At the Joppa cement plant in Illinois, where, 
according to a company brochure, ‘the employees are the driving force 
behind the plant’s many achievements’ (Lafarge North America 2004: 2), 
management filed a union de-authorization petition against the United 
Mineworkers of America in early 2009. And at another plant near 
Kansas City, Missouri, Lafarge management opened negotiations on 
contract renewal in 2008 by demanding cutbacks in medical insurance 
for early retirees and the elimination of such benefits for newly hired 
employees. When the union local of the International Brotherhood 
of Boilermakers refused to accede to the demand, Lafarge withdrew 
from further negotiations and unilaterally implemented the cuts. The 
Boilermakers’ local joined with other locals in a solidarity campaign, 
and the union headquarters contacted the ICEM, which together with 
the Boilermakers and BWI presented the case to a meeting of Lafarge’s 
top management in Paris in October 2008. At the same time, the 
Boilermakers and the Mineworkers had joined forces with the United 
Steelworkers of America, the Laborers’ International Union of North 
America, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, and the Teamsters 
Canada, all of which organize Lafarge sites in North America.

In a resolution from February 2009, the unions agreed to establish a 
network and urged ‘Lafarge to immediately send the Reference Group to 
Joppa, IL, to conduct an investigation to determine whether or not this 
situation violates the Global Framework Agreement at Lafarge’ (North 
American Cement and Building Materials Union Network et al. 2009). 
According to the agreement, the reference group (composed of repre-
sentatives of Lafarge management and the two signatory GUFs) is to 
meet ‘whenever necessary, to follow up and review the implementation’ 
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of the agreement (Lafarge Group et al. 2005: 5). When the unions failed 
to elicit any kind of response from Lafarge, ICEM representatives noti-
fied the company that it intended to nullify the GFA ‘if the firm did 
not relent’.

In the face of this coordinated international effort, Lafarge finally 
backed down and all contract issues at the Missouri plant were sub-
sequently resolved. Boilermakers’ President Newton P. Jones declared, 
‘This is a victory not only for Local D27 but also for all of our cement 
lodges as well as the other unions who have contracts with global 
cement companies. Our success demonstrates what can happen when 
unions from around the world join forces’.11 Moreover, the union alli-
ance succeeded in eliciting a more definitive statement from Lafarge 
headquarters on union recognition and collective bargaining in the 
United States. In a letter to ICEM and BWI, Lafarge stated that it

. . . will respect the right of our employees to decide whether or not 
to establish or to associate with any legitimate trade union of their 
choice. During any organization drive, Lafarge will refrain from any 
unfair communication with employees to influence their decision on 
trade union representation and will ensure all communications with its 
employees are factual and non-hostile toward the trade union seeking 
organization. Upon certification, Lafarge – and we expect the unions 
involved – will engage in good faith bargaining, aim to achieve a col-
lective agreement in a timely manner, and strive to produce a positive 
and constructive relationship with trade union(s). Lafarge will remain 
strictly neutral concerning employees preference to remain with, 
transfer, or abandon their relationship with a legitimate trade union(s). 
(Lafarge letter, 12 April 2010, facsimile in possession of the authors)

Skanska

Another example involves Skanska, a Swedish construction company. 
For some 30 years, the employees at one of its engineering offices in the 
Los Angeles area have been represented by the Teamsters. In March 2009, 
local management announced that it would allow the contract to run 
out and would not negotiate a new one. The Teamsters regarded this as a 
violation of the IFA that BWI had signed with Skanska in 2001, and not 
in line with commitments to social dialogue that Skanska had made in 
2006 regarding its operations in the United States.

The union notified BWI of the company’s refusal to bargain, asking 
the GUF to work with Skanska headquarters to rectify this IFA violation. 
Simultaneously, the Teamsters filed for a new union recognition election, 
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which was scheduled for 9 July 2009. In a letter dated 29 June, the local 
Skanska manager urged employees to vote ‘no’ to further union represen-
tation, citing a union financial statement allegedly showing that the local 
had spent ‘absolutely nothing’ on behalf of the members (Management 
letter, 2009, in possession of the authors). However, the employees gave 
the union a full vote of confidence in the election and shortly thereafter, 
management entered negotiations on a new contract. According to a 
representative of the Swedish construction union Bygnadds, his union 
intervened with Skanska headquarters on behalf of the Teamsters and 
the US employees (interview and correspondence with Teamsters, 2009; 
interview with international secretary of Bygnadds, 1 October 2009).

Dannon

A similar chronicle of success can be found at a Dannon yoghurt plant 
in Ohio. Dannon Company Inc. is a subsidiary of France-based Groupe 
Danone, which in 1988 was the first MNE to sign an IFA. In January 2007, 
workers from the plant contacted the Bakery, Confectionery, Tobacco 
Workers and Grain Millers Union (BCTGM). During the union’s organiz-
ing drive, the International Union of Food, Agriculture, Hotel, Restaurant, 
Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations (IUF) conducted 
a global information campaign (BCTGM 2008). Although a majority 
of the workers at the plant had signed on to the BCTGM, management 
refused to recognize the union, saying that Danone headquarters did not 
want to intervene. To overcome this impasse, the union applied for an 
NLRB election, which was held in December 2007 and resulted in victory 
for the union.

For the union, it was the dedicated campaigning at the plant ‘in con-
junction with the IUF’s intervention with global Danone management 
[which] won the day’ (Garver 2009). Since that successful campaign at 
the largest Dannon plant in North America, BCTGM has organized two 
more Dannon plants in Utah and Virginia.

G4S

Our review would not be complete without inclusion of the case of 
G4S, a British security multinational, which in December 2008 signed a 
global agreement with UNI Global Union (UNI). The global agreement 
was supplemented by a limited two-year agreement between the Service 
Employees International Union (SEIU) and Wackenhut, the G4S sub-
sidiary in the United States, which allows employees in nine metropolitan 
areas ‘to choose SEIU as its bargaining agent’ (G4S Wackenhut 2008).12 
Both agreements were the result of a massive international campaign 
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initiated by SEIU in 2003 to gain union recognition.13 Raising issues of 
working conditions, pay, sexual harassment, poor training, security lapses 
and retaliation against employees who reported problems, SEIU wrote 
reports for investors, challenged company representatives at stockholder 
meetings, held demonstrations and ran a broad media campaign, causing 
Wackenhut to lose contracts and fail in a few bids for new ones.14

In the end, G4S management signed a global agreement, because, 
as the Director of Employee Engagement and Human Resources, Jenni 
Myles, noted, it believed that ‘our employees, customers and investors 
will see the value in this global partnership and that we now have a 
real opportunity to work together with UNI for the benefit of all of our 
stakeholders’ (UNI 2008, see also Myles 2009). For Wackenhut, President 
Grahame Gibson stated: ‘We believe this is the best business decision for 
our employees and our other stakeholders’ (G4S Wackenhut 2008). And 
while contract negotiations are progressing, the first completion of a con-
tract as a result of the global agreement was achieved in Ghana, where 
the Union of Private Security Personnel negotiated a 27 per cent pay raise 
along with other benefits (UNI 2009).

Conclusions: ‘Are we still in Kansas?’

In a published review of the process which led to the negotiation and 
signing of the IFA at G4S, Jenni Myles used this allusion to a well-known 
children’s tale (The Wizard of Oz) in which a young girl from Kansas is 
whisked away in a tornado to a fantasy land where she must reconsider 
all of her previous assumptions. To be sure, the author was not implying 
that labour relations in a globalizing world are part of a fantasy, but she 
did emphasize the need to leave many traditional ways (‘Kansas’) behind 
and that ‘this new environment creates an opportunity to think expan-
sively, challenge ingrained thinking and create new, productive connec-
tions between companies and unions’ (Myles 2009: 65).

With this overview of trade union efforts (and management reactions) 
to implement IFAs in Brazil and in the United States over the past decade, 
we have endeavoured to highlight the typical issues that accompany the 
implementation of IFAs. Although our examples from both countries are 
only illustrative and without statistical relevance, we could show that 
while ‘Kansas’ is still very much a reality, it is not altogether immune to 
the impact of globalization. Indeed, the existence of a global policy tool 
such as an IFA, made use of proactively – even as a ‘stand-alone’ – by 
informed actors at the local level, can have a dynamic and constructive 
influence on labour relations across a variety of institutional and legal 
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settings. However, without such actor articulation, as our examples 
indicate, the intended goals of establishing basic norms of labour standards 
and collective representation of employee voice remain unattainable.

With our focus on union strategies for recognition and collective bar-
gaining using IFAs, we have sought to gain insights into the viability 
of IFAs in the context of two different national systems of labour rela-
tions and into the approaches unions develop in different settings. In 
theoretical terms, the evidence shows that first of all, institutional and 
legal configurations do matter, as they may be more or less conducive to 
or supportive of trade union recognition and collective bargaining. But 
they are not rigidly deterministic, at least in our sample countries; actor 
choice and articulation play a crucial role as well. Secondly, in regard to 
the role of actors, we have shown how exogenous actors, that is, those 
operating outside of a particular national institutional context, might 
leverage the implementation process. Potentially, such exogenous actor 
input in conjunction with IFAs could add a global layer to the process. 
Thirdly, the IFA process has an organizational dimension which must be 
considered. Our cases have shown the contingency of the manifold pro-
cesses of micropolitics. While these may be a source of impediments to 
transnational decision-making, they may also constructively contribute 
to the actual implementation of such decisions by opening new channels 
of labour–management communication.

In regard to the dimensions of actors and organizations, our three 
Brazilian cases are particularly interesting. They are exemplary in regard 
to the role of exogenous actor involvement and bottom-up communica-
tion for the implementation process, highlighting the variety of strategies 
and power relationships which may evolve beyond the immediate input 
of the headquarters actors. Similarly, the cases of successful application 
of IFAs in the United States point in this direction, since in all these cases 
local unions could rely on union input at headquarters level to voice 
their local grievances. However, more research is needed to gain a more 
general understanding of the underlying mechanisms of such cross-
national processes.

With regard to the negative cases from the United States, another lesson – 
theoretically and practically – we draw is that institutional differences 
within fragmented production networks pose considerable challenges, 
in particular for the strategy of national and global unions. In our cases, 
for example, US unions must generally rely on focused organizing drives, 
campaigning and protest to achieve recognition and force an adversarial 
management into negotiations, whereas headquarter unions in Europe 
have achieved a greater measure of power and ideological recognition 
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vis-à-vis society and employers. For global unions, this means that they 
need to reflect on such differences when devising their global strategy, 
since their affiliated unions are likely to choose different policy strategies 
depending on whether they are embedded in relatively strong industrial 
relations environments or not. If union recognition is institutionally 
supported, unions can choose also a more social dialogue-oriented strat-
egy in negotiations with management. If unions need to fight for societal 
respect, and through the experience of adversarial bargaining relations 
show a lack of trust in management – like in labour relations in the 
United States – the conditions for social dialogue as a union strategy are 
difficult to develop.

For local unions, evidence from the negative cases in the United States – 
but also from the cases of a relatively successful use of the IFA in Brazil 
to secure union recognition and collective bargaining – points clearly to 
the importance of an internationally oriented strategy of local unions 
which may also have to be sustained over a longer period of time. In the 
US context we would especially emphasize the need to inform the signa-
tory GUF (and possibly the responsible home-country trade union) and to 
develop a joint plan on how to proceed before launching a drive for union 
recognition. Although this is certainly no guarantee of achieving the 
prescribed goals of union recognition and collective bargaining, in com-
parative cases, transnational advocacy networks have reportedly organ-
ized such cross-border pressure (the ‘boomerang approach’) successfully 
(Armbruster-Sandoval 2005). For Brazil, the primary lesson we draw is that 
unions need to establish reliable inter-plant links with one another (and 
sometimes across organizationally and ideologically separated union juris-
dictions) before they attempt to use the agreement in their local context.

The most outstanding example of effective use of an IFA is the case of 
Mercedes in Brazil (as distinct from Mercedes-Benz in the United States). 
A strong local union, well embedded in national and international 
union networks, and having participated in the original negotiations of 
the agreement (untypical for most IFA cases) actively and strategically, 
introduces the IFA into the local context, making it an integral element 
of normal union activities. Moreover, at least in regard to one of the 
Mercedes plants in Brazil, the union succeeded in a rather far-reaching 
and sophisticated way in bringing suppliers under the IFA umbrella. By 
comparison, it seems that the UAW in the United States, caught ‘in an 
environment hostile to labour transnationalism’ (Anner et al. 2006: 15), 
failed to test the strategic potential of the IFA by proactively linking its 
organizing campaign to the global union federation and its allied union 
in Germany.
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Compared to the Mercedes Brazil case, the other cases from Brazil and 
even the positive cases from the United States reveal a rather different and 
more complicated situation for local unions. In the case of Eurocopter, for 
example, the union launched the US organizing campaign almost imme-
diately after signing the IFA with EADS and without coordinating this 
action with the responsible GUF and the EADS European works council. 
The Skanska case, too, points to the difficulties US unions face in going 
it alone, as well as to the support that an intervention by another union 
with headquarters management can provide.

The importance of internationally coordinated approaches, as has been 
shown in cases of other ‘non-state actors’ (Armbruster-Sandoval 2005), 
is especially evident in the successful organizing drives by BCTGM at 
Danone Group plants in the United States. Moreover, this case, along 
with the G4S and Mercedes cases, illustrates how unions in host coun-
tries in general can take ownership of the IFA. When they do not, as in 
the Rhodia case in Brazil, they have no basis to claim an active or par-
ticipatory role in the evolution of its implementation. Ownership can 
be claimed, for example, by a campaign strategy (G4S US), by forming 
company networks (Lafarge US) or by building an organizing and col-
lective bargaining strategy around the IFA (Leoni Brazil). Here again, it is 
the multi-level approach of referencing the IFA in discussions with local 
management, while also seeking to leverage local management through 
initiatives directed at central management, that appears to lead to better 
results. Indeed, in some cases, a committed headquarters management 
might be an important ally for local union ambitions.

By adopting such a proactive course, unions could signal that the 
IFA will be used as a yardstick for measuring labour relations and as a 
means of curtailing and preventing management policies that are at odds 
with the IFA. In particular in the US situation, it seems fair to conclude 
that invoking the IFA only after a dispute has broken out, or after local 
management has already intervened in a union organizing drive with a 
negative campaign, bears a high risk of failure. Such negative experiences 
might be wrongly and prematurely attributed to the IFA itself, thus fuel-
ling complaints that IFAs are worthless or ineffective in the US context. 
However, in the positive US cases it still remains to be seen whether the 
organizing successes are sustainable and whether management hostility 
has been permanently transformed into a recognition of union legiti-
macy and collective bargaining. Moreover, it is still an open question as 
to whether the positive cases of IFA implementation will have a spill-over 
effect in these two countries – that is, will US and Brazilian MNEs adopt 
such ‘good practices’ and conclude their own agreements?
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At the international level, too, there are certainly lessons to be learned 
from these cases (though we do not mean to imply that such lessons 
are necessarily new to GUF policy-makers). For one, the European envi-
ronment of strong unions and employee representatives, and of social 
dialogue, has been a catalyst for the spread of IFAs. While several GUFs 
are making concerted efforts to target MNEs headquartered outside this 
context, they are still far from any kind of breakthrough. To utilize the 
achievements in recognition and social dialogue that an IFA may bring, 
the GUFs need a more effective strategy that will promote implementa-
tion within systems of labour relations in which unions are not generally 
recognized and social dialogue is not practised. This entails taking stock 
of resources, planning the negotiation and signing of an IFA with rel-
evant affiliates, and developing a common strategy of ownership, activity 
and cooperation (networking) around the IFA.

Furthermore, as the G4S case illustrates, there may be country-specific 
issues that the encompassing nature of an IFA cannot address adequately. 
In this case, a possible option could be to include clauses in the IFA which 
allow for and define the scope of possible supplementary agreements to 
be negotiated nationally by the relevant parties.

An IFA can ‘open doors for local unions to organize; . . . to integrate 
the international dimension into everyday trade union activities; . . . 
[and allow the GUF] to intervene and defend union organizing efforts 
where local managers are violating [it]’ (Wills 2002: 685). But it must 
clearly secure rights beyond normal practice in line with the spirit and 
norms of the agreement. In most instances, this will also mean that the 
agreement must prove capable of being implemented as a stand-alone 
regulation in an otherwise non-supportive environment. And for its 
potential to be realized in regard to union involvement, a strengthen-
ing of union exchange and cross-border cooperation is a key goal for 
the future.

Notes

1. By using the term ‘embeddedness’, we refer to the influential work of Karl 
Polanyi (1957) in which he developed the idea that economic activity is deeply 
rooted in and constrained by societal structures (see also Granovetter 2005). 
In our case, we relate this general finding to the more specific argument that 
labour relations as part of a society’s institutional structure have an impact on 
human resource management and corporate strategies, and vice versa (Sorge 
and Maurice 1990). Globalization – as far as it weakens the link between social 
institutions and economic activity on the national level – jeopardizes the inte-
gration and stability of societies unless appropriate regulations are defined.
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 2. We use the term generically, recognizing that among global union federa-
tions, the terms ‘global framework agreement’ and ‘global agreement’ are 
used as well.

 3. For further information, see www.polsoz.fu-berlin.de/polwiss/ifa-projet.
 4. Official percentages are deceptive, however, because their relational basis is 

limited to the formal economy only (Cardoso 2002).
 5. See the ICEM report at www.icem.org/en/4-Chemicals-Pharmaceuticals/2951-

ICEM-Rhodia-Monitor-Global-Agreement-at-Brazilian-Plants.
 6. See www.rhodia.com/en/sustainability/rhodia_way/index.tcm.
 7. See, for example, the 2010 campaign of the Communications Workers of 

America (CWA) against T-Mobile, owned by Deutsche Telekom, at www.
loweringthebarforus.org/, as well as a report by Human Rights Watch 
(‘A Strange Case’) in September 2010 addressing this issue.

 8. The author of this article, who heads the international department of IAM, 
did not refer to this case by name because it was ‘still pending’. However, 
documents made available to the authors of this chapter through the IMF 
and the EADS works council confirm the identity of the company.

 9. According to the German works council at Daimler’s headquarters, of the 
18 compliance cases reported since the framework agreement was signed, 
this is the only one in which Daimler itself – and not a supplier or a distant 
business partner – had been accused of violating the agreement. This might 
explain why there has not been an official reaction or campaign led by the 
German employee representation. See also Stevis (2009: 20f).

10. As far as we can tell, the only academic publication on the successful use of 
an IFA to gain union recognition and bargaining rights in the United States 
is a paper published in 2002 by Jane Wills, in which she analysed a trade 
union rights agreement between Accor, the multinational hotel chain, and 
IUF (Wills 2002).

11. See www.boilermakers.org/resources/news/L-D27_moves_Lafarge_off_
 concessionary_demands [accessed 3 May 2010].

12. The separate US agreement ended on 1 January 2011, after which time the 
global agreement became effective.

13. AP World Stream, 6 October 2003, press release in LexisNexis Wirtschaft.
14. The authors collected press releases from several countries using the 

LexisNexis Economy database for the period 2003–09.
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5
The Impacts of International 
Framework Agreements: Lessons 
from the Daimler Case1

Dimitris Stevis

Introduction

IFAs between unions and corporations have attracted increasing academic 
and policy scrutiny.2 This chapter aims to contribute to the fuller under-
standing of the impacts of IFAs by focusing on the implementation and 
impacts of the Daimler IFA.3 In particular, it addresses two questions:

What good practices are evident in the record of the Daimler IFA?
What lessons can we draw from its record in terms of promoting the 
goals of the International Labour Organization (ILO), particularly 
global social dialogue and sound industrial relations?

It stands to reason that the full measure of an IFA’s impacts requires a 
close look at its implementation. Good implementation will accentuate 
its positive provisions while bad implementation will compromise even 
the best of them. Given the relatively recent record of IFAs, we have few 
detailed studies of their implementation.4 Some additional reports and 
studies touch on implementation more generally but provide important 
insights.5 As this volume suggests, we now need not only individual case 
studies but also systematic comparisons to ascertain the impacts of IFAs 
and the kind or kinds of social dialogue and industrial relations that the 
IFAs are promoting.

A necessary starting point is to briefly identify what kinds of impacts 
would be evidence that an IFA is promoting global social dialogue and 
sound industrial relations. Here we can use the social dialogue heuristic 
of participation, content and intensity (Ishikawa 2003). At the most basic 
level of course, the negotiation of an IFA is evidence that employers rec-
ognize employees as legitimate interlocutors at global level. Yet we need 

•
•
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to also ask which employers and, more importantly, which employees 
are recognized as legitimate interlocutors. The content of IFAs varies, but 
it is still possible to compare amongst them in terms of the core labour 
standards. Are they all included? Are there clear references to their global 
applicability? Are there clear understandings that they apply along the 
whole production and supply chain of the corporation, including those 
countries which may have inferior national standards?

Finally, with respect to intensity, we must ask whether the agreement 
goes beyond reporting and consultation and allows for the correction 
of problems, preferably proactively. The provision of a robust dispute 
resolution process is an important criterion. Equally important is the 
adoption of strategies whose goal is to improve labour practices along 
the production and supply chain over the long term.

Social dialogue is an ongoing process. An IFA’s good practices and 
implications for global social dialogue cannot be evaluated simply on 
its formal provisions. Rather, we must look at its whole record over 
time. Participation does not end with the negotiation of the agreement 
but must be evaluated in terms of continuity and ability to incorporate 
additional participants as that becomes necessary. Similarly, we cannot 
impute high intensity simply because the IFA provides for an explicit dis-
pute resolution process. We will learn much more if we pay attention to 
its overall record in terms of resolving disputes and, more importantly, of 
undertaking initiatives that will lessen the need for dispute resolution.

The specific findings of the research reported here are that the Daimler 
IFA offers a number of examples of good practices that can serve to pro-
mote global social dialogue. It would be fair to say, however, that these 
significant and promising good practices need to be better connected as 
well as deepened in the future. The more general lesson is that IFAs are 
the battleground between, on one hand, corporate strategies that prefer a 
weak social dialogue within the parameters of corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR); and, on the other, unions and employee organizations that 
seek a stronger form of global social dialogue and social accountability. 
This general situation is mirrored in the specifics of the Daimler IFA, as 
too is the dynamic that, once implemented, IFAs can be institutionalized 
in often unanticipated ways.

The first part of this chapter focuses on the origins and social contexts 
of the Daimler IFA because I believe that these have a determinant impact 
on the formulation, implementation and impacts of this and other IFAs. 
I agree with those who suggest that in addition to paying close attention 
to the strategies and capacities of the participants, we must also be sensi-
tive to how the shadow of hierarchy may influence their choices.

9780230314269_07_cha05.indd   1179780230314269_07_cha05.indd   117 8/13/2011   10:51:01 AM8/13/2011   10:51:01 AM



118 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

This is followed by a brief overview of its formulation. As virtually all 
commentators recognize, the impacts of IFAs can be located in both their 
formulation and implementation. Moreover, we should look at impacts 
both internal to the corporation (and the unions involved) and external 
to them. The process of formulating an IFA may break new ground in 
global social dialogue and industrial relations, or may reinforce or modify 
existing patterns. Very few, perhaps only one, of the IFAs have been initi-
ated by corporations but most by national and global unions or employee 
organizations. IFAs also vary in terms of participation by subsidiaries 
or transnational employee and union networks. Some IFAs strongly 
highlight the centrality of ILO core labour rights while others are more 
circumspect. In short, it is important to recognize the path-dependencies 
that the formulation of IFAs can create in terms of the three dimensions 
of global social dialogue (participation, content and intensity).

The third and fourth parts of this chapter deal with the implementa-
tion of the Daimler IFA, paying close attention to internal organizational 
changes in the belief that new priorities, whether an IFA or sustainability, 
require that the corporation develop appropriate skills and tools. A variety 
of factors can produce positive outcomes, including contextual factors 
and internal commitments, such as strategies on CSR, human resource 
management and risk management. Thus, we must ask whether the 
company has adopted internal organizational changes to implement 
the IFA and whether these have resulted in concrete outcomes (Dexter 
et al. 2007). In short, the outcomes of an IFA are to be located both inter-
nally and externally to the corporation as an organization. The chapter 
closes by revisiting the two questions that motivated this research and 
by commenting on the implications of the current crisis for the future 
of IFAs.

The research on the Daimler IFA was based on a regular review of 
the information available on the website of the company and its major 
subsidiaries and divisions, particularly annual reports to shareholders, 
sustainability reports and information submitted to the Global Reporting 
Initiative. This was complemented by locating public presentations by 
management and employee officials as well as reports in the mass and 
trade media, which were followed by interviews with and information 
from participants at global level – the World Employee Committee (WEC), 
central management and the International Metalworkers’ Federation 
(IMF). The WEC also provided important documentary information.

Subsequently, I sought information from employees and management 
at the national level. This included information from management in 
Brazil and South Africa and from employee or union representatives in 
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Brazil, Germany, South Africa, Turkey and the United States. The German, 
Turkish and US contacts are national union representatives while those 
in Brazil and South Africa were or are members of the WEC, as well as 
union representatives. In order to gain a broader sense I also interviewed 
management or employee and union officials familiar with the other IFAs 
in the automotive sector. Finally, knowledgeable observers not related to 
management or workers’ organizations answered specific questions or 
provided additional information.

The Daimler IFA in context

To better understand the context of the Daimler case, this chapter 
examines three sets of factors, namely those associated with the com-
pany, those associated with labour and those associated with German 
industrial relations. Their dynamics have influenced the formulation of 
the Daimler IFA, and are also likely to affect its trajectory and future.

Company characteristics and strategies

Internationalization. To anticipate the findings, Daimler is deeply anchored 
in Germany. It also has a significant and strategic global component with a 
strong presence in important industrial and industrializing countries, and 
thus regional supply chains, in all continents. As a result, it seems very 
likely that German industrial relations will continue to play a very impor-
tant role in future employee–management relations at the global level.6

Daimler’s primary activities are in the production of passenger cars, 
trucks, and commercial vehicles (vans and buses), with the first being the 
largest and least internationalized. Nine of the 17 worldwide production 
facilities and about 85,000 of the 93,500 workers of Mercedes-Benz Cars 
are in Germany, even though there are increasingly important produc-
tion facilities in other countries, such as the United States (Daimler 
2010c; 2009d: 8; 2009c; Kaufman 2009). The company’s decision to 
build additional facilities in Hungary indicates that its centre of gravity 
in terms of the production of passenger cars will remain in Europe. 
While Daimler is not as internationalized in terms of the production of 
passenger cars, it is very internationalized in terms of sales. Germany 
remains the major market for passenger cars, but the majority of cars are 
sold outside Germany, particularly the United States and Western Europe 
(Daimler 2008a; 2009b).

The largest producers of trucks are in Germany, the United States, 
Japan and Brazil, with additional major production facilities in Turkey 
and Mexico. Due to Daimler’s subsidiary Mitsubishi Fuso Truck and 
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Bus Corporation, Asia is not only a major producer, but also the major 
market for Daimler Trucks. North America remains central, with increas-
ing emphasis on Mexico where a new plant opened in 2009 (Daimler 
2009c; 2010c). Out of 70,500 employees in Daimler Trucks, 44,000 work 
outside Germany.

Mercedes-Benz Vans has important production facilities in Germany, 
Spain, the United States, Argentina and Viet Nam and the major market, by 
far, is Europe. Daimler Buses’ key production facilities are in Germany, 
Turkey, Brazil and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
region. Europe is by far the largest source of revenue. About 14,000 of the 
32,000 van and bus employees are outside Germany.

Overall, about 94,000 of Daimler’s approximately 256,000 employees 
(down from 273,000 in 2008) are employed outside Germany (Daimler 
2009b). About 17,500 (down from 22,500 in 2008) of them are in North 
America, with most in the United States. This ranks the United States 
second in terms of Daimler employees, followed by Japan (15,500), Brazil 
(14,000), South Africa (7000), Spain (5800), and Turkey (5000). Significant 
numbers of employees are also found in France, Argentina and Mexico, 
where the numbers are increasing. In general, with the exception of pas-
senger car production, Daimler is quite internationalized as well as one of 
the world’s leaders in trucks and commercial vehicles in terms of sales.

Corporate social responsibility. DaimlerChrysler’s move to CSR took place 
under the leadership of its previous Chief Executive Officer Jürgen 
Schrempp, the turning point being the adoption of an Integrity Code in 
1999. The company’s approach towards CSR is both practical and strate-
gic. In practical terms, the company finances a number of initiatives of its 
own (Daimler 2008d; 2009d; 2009e). The company views CSR as different 
from philanthropy and pure business, but is clear, however, that its CSR 
activities are predicated on profitability (Heger 2005). Daimler takes a stra-
tegic approach to CSR in an effort to shape the framework for global social 
regulation by influencing key policy. Daimler was one of the founding 
members of the Global Compact (Paine 2000), participates in key activi-
ties of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and is an active participant 
in the development of ISO 26000 (Heger 2005; 2008a; 2008b).7 In addi-
tion, in mid-2008 the company established a Sustainability Board whose 
goal is to bring together the company’s activities in the three dimensions 
of sustainability – economy, ecology and society – and in November 
2008 held its first sustainability dialogue with select stakeholders. 
These and other initiatives in the area of sustainability are presented in 
the Daimler Sustainability Newsletter, launched in July 2008.
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Risk management. While Daimler’s CSR strategy is important, its risk 
management concerns are even more so. By listing itself on the New 
York Stock Exchange in 1993, the first German company to do so, 
the company placed itself under the jurisdiction of the Securities and 
Exchange Commission (SEC), a choice that mandated more disclosures 
than those expected in Germany. Moreover, the company is also subject 
to various US laws, such as the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act and the 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002. During the summer of 2010, the company 
delisted from the NYSE and in early September it deregistered from the 
SEC. While there are immediate formal and informal implications from 
these actions, the company, and other foreign companies operating in 
the United States, is still covered by other US laws.

Despite their increasingly laissez-faire approach towards the imple-
mentation of the above policies, the SEC and the Justice Department 
both initiated investigations of ‘accusations that Mercedes executives in 
several countries bribed foreign officials’ (Landler 2005). According to 
news reports, these practices had been going on for quite some time and 
were facilitated by a now expired German law that made foreign  briberies 
tax-deductible.8 Legal problems with bribery allegations continue to 
the present and now also involve German investigations. As far as the 
United States is concerned, the problem came to an end with a levy of 
US$185 million for violations of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (US 
Department of Justice 2010). In response to these legal problems and the 
requirements of section 406 of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which requires a 
code of ethics for senior financial officials, the company promulgated a 
Code of Ethics (DaimlerChrysler 2003). Starting in earnest in 2005, it has 
strengthened its compliance mechanisms, appointing a chief compliance 
officer in February 2008.

Risk management concerns are relevant to understanding a company’s 
CSR strategies (Bondy et al. 2008; Kytle and Ruggie 2005), including the 
negotiation and, more importantly, the implementation of its IFA. As we 
will see, compliance with the Integrity Code and the Code of Ethics has 
become a Daimler priority in recent years. Since the IFA is part of the 
Integrity Code, it becomes necessary to ascertain the degree to which the 
compliance initiatives include the IFA or are focusing, primarily, on risk.

Labour characteristics and strategies

Like most automobile companies, Daimler is a highly unionized com-
pany. The key union in Daimler is IG Metall, one of the two largest 
unions in Germany, where it has a prominent political presence, and 
a leader in the IMF. IG Metall adopted the negotiation of IFAs as an 
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important strategy in 2002. Unions in other countries where Daimler 
operates are also influential, even though they are losing numbers. 
Moreover, in some industrializing countries, such as Brazil and South 
Africa, unions have not experienced the degree of decline that has taken 
place in parts of the industrialized world.

Another factor is the company’s General Works Council (GWC), which 
has been quite prominent in company politics for several years. Works 
councils in the German automotive sector are generally controlled by IG 
Metall, but there is good evidence that they have an institutional base of 
power of their own and that the leaders of the works councils of major 
companies carry a great deal of influence in the labour politics associated 
with their particular companies (Whitall 2005; Brewster et al. 2007).9 The 
European Works Council (EWC) of the company, formed in 1996, has 
become more engaged only in the last several years.10

German industrial relations

Co-determination. Germany’s 1976 Co-determination Law mandates that 
all corporations employing over 2000 people should set up a supervi-
sory board that formally consists of an equal number of shareholder 
and employee representatives (Page 2006; Raess 2006; Busch 2005; 
Co- determination Commission 1998), but the shareholder side has more 
authority. As the law demands, one of the 10 employee representatives on 
the Supervisory Board of Daimler comes from senior management, three 
come from unions and the rest from employees in Germany. IG Metall 
holds the three union positions while the other six employee representa-
tives are elected in their capacity as leaders of works councils. Because IG 
Metall holds the majority in the works councils in almost all plants, all 
but one of the employee representatives are IG Metall members. When 
Daimler and Chrysler merged in 1998, IG Metall relinquished one of its 
three union seats in favour of the UAW (United Automobile, Aerospace 
and Agricultural Implement Workers of America). With the demerger 
of 2007, this position passed to the Brazilian CNM/CUT (Confederação 
Nacional dos Metalúrgicos/Central Única dos Trabalhadores), reflecting a 
continued commitment on the part of IG Metall and the GWC to include 
representatives from outside Germany.

Works councils. A second important element of German industrial rela-
tions is that of the works councils, whose membership is based on 
employee numbers rather than union membership. The plant-level coun-
cils, along with representatives from other aspects of a company’s opera-
tion such as research and development, constitute the national GWC. 
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In the case of Daimler, for instance, the GWC consists of 30 people 
with an additional seven invited as guests. Works councils have impor-
tant responsibilities at the level of the plant and the corporation, but 
do not engage in collective bargaining, a task formally reserved for 
unions. They play, however, an important role in implementing the 
collective agreement as well as enforcing workplace laws and practices. 
Even though the Co-determination Law makes no provision for works 
councils, they hold important co-determination rights. Together, the 
Co-determination and the Works Councils Laws form the cornerstones 
of the German co-determination system.

Global works councils are still very rare. At least six companies that 
have signed IFAs have global employee councils: Falck, ArcelorMittal, 
VW, SKF, Renault and Daimler. PSA Peugeot Citroën and EDF are in the 
process of creating such councils. Even if rare, they are an institution that 
requires more attention. Important questions arise here as to the coun-
cils’ relations with management, with domestic works councils, with 
EWCs, and, more importantly, with unions, and their organizational 
characteristics and powers (Whitall 2005; Brewster et al. 2007; Benson 
and Gospel 2008). In the case of IFAs, we also need to pay close attention 
to the reaction of unions unfamiliar with works councils because they 
may consider such councils as too close to management.

The formulation of the Daimler IFA: negotiations and 
content

The DaimlerChrysler Principles of Corporate Social Responsibility (the 
Daimler IFA) were signed in September 2002. The process started in 
2001 and involved both the negotiation of the IFA and the formation of 
the World Employee Committee, making this IFA one of very few that 
involved the simultaneous negotiation of a global employee organiza-
tion and a global agreement.

The World Employee Committee

The informal origins of the WEC are to be found in the company’s deci-
sion to merge with Chrysler. The motivations of the German unions 
and employees’ organizations have been insightfully explored by Müller 
et al. (2005). Beginning in May 1998, and on the initiative of IG Metall 
and the Daimler GWC, meetings were held with the UAW, which 
resulted in the formation of an International Automotive Working 
Group of Worker Representatives in 1999. On 17 July 2002 the Working 
Group formally became the WEC, chaired by Erich Klemm, also the 
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chair of the GWC and the EWC, with Nate Gooden, the UAW’s leader 
of the Chrysler section, elected as vice-chair. In the end, the WEC was 
not an extension of the company’s EWC but, rather, a newly negotiated 
global organization. Given the European bias of the EWC this should be 
considered as a positive development that allows for a comprehensive 
consideration of a company’s global deployment (Eurofound 2003).

The WEC agreement allows for a maximum of 15 members, but the 
organization has largely consisted of 13. There were significant debates 
over both the number and the membership of the WEC. One important 
issue with respect to the number was that of costs, but an even more 
significant issue was that of membership. Management was eager to 
include members who were familiar with the company and committed 
to its success, while unions and workers’ representatives sought a com-
position that reflected the distribution of the employees of the company 
and accommodated unions across its production chain. The result was 
a smaller WEC than the few global employee organizations in existence 
at that time or subsequently. Since 1 May 2009, the WEC has formally 
consisted of six members from Germany, two from the United States and 
one each from the ‘rest of Europe’, Brazil, Japan and South Africa. As a 
result of the closing of the St Thomas, Ontario, plant the Canadian Auto 
Workers is no longer in the WEC.

The formation of the WEC and its predecessor provided workers 
throughout the company with a representative organization, leading some 
non-German unionists to feel that it allowed for a more inclusive approach 
towards the negotiation and, now, the implementation of the IFA. The 
WEC, however, precludes representation from a few countries with 
smaller but not inconsequential numbers of Daimler employees. More 
importantly, from the point of view of global social dialogue, the IMF 
was not involved in the negotiations for a variety of reasons, including 
management opposition.

The agreement on the WEC envisages that it will facilitate coop-
eration among the company’s employees and promote dialogue with 
management ‘on important issues facing the company at a global level’ 
(DaimlerChrysler 2002), including ‘the structure of the Group, its economic 
and financial situation, anticipated developments and employment 
situation and anticipated future trends’, issues not normally included in 
global agreements. Interestingly, the agreement concludes by specifying 
that German law shall apply. This legalization of the WEC is an example 
of how an IFA can get institutionalized despite its non-legal character.11

The WEC meets once a year, usually in association with a meeting of 
the Supervisory Board and the Group Economic Committee, a body of 
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the GWC. During these meetings, the WEC discusses various issues of 
concern to employees around the world, management reports on the 
implementation of the IFA, and there are also consultations on other 
issues of common interest, such as a new labour law in China.12 In May 
2007 the EWC and the WEC met together for the first time. The IMF 
attends WEC meetings as an observer.

During its existence, the WEC has negotiated an agreement on Health 
and Safety Principles (DaimlerChrysler 2006) and a revision of the IFA to 
cover two additional issues – distributors and corruption (negotiated in 
February 2008 and signed in April) – and has been involved in discussions 
on issues associated with the relocation of production. Interviews with 
the employee side indicate that the WEC has moved beyond mere infor-
mation and consultation and into the realm of negotiations, albeit not 
collective bargaining. Interviews with management, on the other hand, 
indicate that, in their view, this is an instance of good global labour rela-
tions but not global industrial relations (which for management imply 
something contractually binding) nor an instance of ‘social dialogue’ in 
the formal European Union sense. While the strength of the dialogue 
may be contested, there is clear evidence of sustained dialogue over a 
number of years.

The Daimler IFA

By July 2002, when the WEC agreement was signed, the two sides had also 
negotiated a draft of the IFA which was subsequently revised and formally 
adopted on 27 September 2002. On the employee side, the primary nego-
tiator was the International Working Group and, after July, the WEC, with 
the GWC and IG Metall being the major forces behind it. While there was 
exchange of information and consultation with the IMF, the organization 
was not directly involved in the negotiation of the IFA. The IFA was signed 
by the Chief Executive Officer Jürgen Schrempp and Günther Fleig, the 
Member of the Management Board responsible for Human Resources. On 
the employee side it was signed by Erich Klemm, chair of the WEC, and 
Nate Gooden, co-chair, who also signed on behalf of the IMF. IG Metall 
is not a signatory.

The IFA addresses all the major categories of issues normally associated 
with global agreements – labour standards, suppliers and implementa-
tion. As the external evaluator of the social part of the 2008 Sustain-
ability Report states, ‘although the Principles of Social Responsibility [the 
Daim ler IFA] are based on the Global Compact and ILO Conventions, the 
loose formulation of the principles appears to pose a problem’ (Daimler 
2008d: 61). In its preamble, the IFA references the Global Compact as 
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the inspiration for its approach to social responsibility while stating that 
‘Heeding that responsibility, however, requires that we be competitive 
and remain so in the long term’. The preamble closes by recognizing 
that ‘The following principles . . . are oriented at the conventions of the 
International Labour Organization’. (The text of the IFA is given in part 
VII of the Integrity Code [Daimler 2007b]). The IFA, however, does not 
specify which Conventions and does not give primacy of inspiration to 
the ILO. In the IFA’s second substantive part, entitled ‘Relations with 
Employees and Employee Representatives’, DaimlerChrysler ‘acknowl-
edges the human right to form unions’, and ‘respects the right to col-
lective bargaining’. There is no further elaboration of this important 
principle. Rather, this ‘is subject to national . . . regulations’. On the 
positive side, however, the company commits to granting freedom of 
association ‘even in those countries in which freedom of association is 
not protected by law’.

The third substantive part covers working conditions with respect to 
health, compensation, working hours, training and suppliers. The refer-
ences are rather general but the Health and Safety Principles negotiated 
in 2006 have added more specificity in that area (DaimlerChrysler 2006). 
These principles have not yet been an important priority for employees 
and they are not part of the Integrity Code. While the IFA addresses 
supplier practices, the language promotes rather than demands such 
behaviour. In April 2008, the IFA was revised to make explicit the fact 
that it applied to sales partners, a change that reflected the common 
understanding, also expressed in the preamble, that the agreement 
applies to all business partners.13 The implementation of the Daimler IFA 
along the supply chain remains one of the most formidable challenges, 
as is the case with all IFAs. The adoption of the Supplier Guideline on 
Sustainability in June 2008 (discussed in the next section) is a notable 
effort at addressing this challenge.

The fourth substantive part of the IFA outlines the implementa-
tion and enforcement procedures. Accordingly, the IFA is binding on 
DaimlerChrysler throughout the world and was intended to become part 
of the Integrity Code. It would be made available to all employees and 
their representatives, the method of communication to be derived through 
discussions with employee representatives. Responsibility for compliance 
would be with senior managers who ‘will designate contacts to whom 
business partners, customers and employees would turn in case of dif-
ficulty’. Finally, ‘corporate management will regularly report and consult 
with the international employee representatives on social responsibility of 
the company and the implementation of these principles [the IFA]’.

9780230314269_07_cha05.indd   1269780230314269_07_cha05.indd   126 8/13/2011   10:51:02 AM8/13/2011   10:51:02 AM



Lessons from the Daimler Case 127

Implementation of the Daimler IFA: application and 
compliance

In the corporation

The Daimler IFA was made part of the company’s Integrity Code in 2003 
(though this is not yet the case with the Health and Safety Principles). 
In the company’s pyramidal depiction of priorities, the Integrity Code 
is second only to ‘corporate values’ (Daimler 2009a: 121). In certain 
conditions, this could be a positive development because it makes the 
IFA part of the core operational guidelines of the company rather than 
an auxiliary document. Yet because the implementation of the Integrity 
Code is largely driven by risk management, it becomes necessary to look 
more closely at whether policies implementing the Integrity Code have 
any positive collateral benefits for the Daimler IFA.

The first step in the implementation process is that of communication 
of the IFA. Because Daimler has integrated the IFA into its Integrity Code 
it is prominently, if not separately, displayed on its central website and 
has been translated in the languages of the countries where the company 
has major operations. The Code is also accessible through the company’s 
intranet system. So far, neither the Integrity Code nor the IFA is posted 
on the websites of any subsidiaries or divisions. Also, there is no evidence 
that the Integrity Code or the IFA have been posted at plant level.

According to the company, a number of ‘corporate policies and cor-
porate guidelines implement the principles of the Integrity Code in 
concrete rules of behavior’ (Daimler 2009d: 15). Moreover ‘in 2008 the 
Board of Management approved the House of Policies, a new system of 
guideline management that brings together all the Group-wide guidelines 
and makes it even easier to comply with the different sets of regulations, 
because all of the guidelines are now available in a central database on the 
intranet’ (Daimler 2009d: 15). Finally, the company has supplemented 
the Code, the policies and the guidelines with local guidance documents 
and handbooks. There is no evidence that any of them deal with the IFA, 
a fact corroborated by various interviews with central and national man-
agement on multiple occasions, most recently in late November 2009. 
More recent information provides no evidence that this has changed.

The Company’s 2008 GRI Index (Daimler 2008c) reports that there 
is no quantifiable data regarding the ‘total hours of employee training 
on policies and procedures concerning aspects of human rights that are 
relevant to operations, including the percentage of employees trained’ 
because the ‘expense and effort required to collect it cannot be justified’. 
However, the IFA is ‘reflected in detail in internal guidelines such as the 
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Daimler Integrity Code, which is provided to each new employee when 
he or she begins work. Executive management receives particularly exten-
sive training in this area’ (Daimler 2008c; 2009f ). Interviews with central 
and national management suggest that the training focuses on the risk 
management components of the Code. There is also no quantifiable data 
on the ‘percentage of security personnel trained in the organization’s 
policies or procedures concerning aspects of human rights that are rel-
evant to operations’, because ‘quantifiable data would require unjustifi-
able expense’ (Daimler 2009c). In both cases, ‘for 2009 there are plans 
to examine whether and to what extent evaluation is possible’ (Daimler 
2009f). In 2010 the company reported that this would require unjustifi-
able expense (Daimler 2010b).

These data are in contrast with the Company’s extensive communica-
tion of the Integrity Code’s other provisions. According to management 
representatives, the Integrity Code and the Code of Ethics have been 
communicated to all managers with the demand that they acknowl-
edge its receipt. Moreover ‘all supervisors and management personnel 
are responsible for ensuring that all employees are familiar with the 
contents of the DaimlerChrysler Integrity Code and that they obey the 
rules’ (Daimler 2007b: 23). Starting in 2006, hundreds of the company’s 
top managers have received training in conferences held throughout the 
world. In addition to making the Code and the Corporate Policies and 
Guidelines accessible through the employee portal, the company has 
also initiated training sessions. Since 2006 ‘more than 22,000 employees 
worldwide have attended training courses on compliance relevant topics’ 
(Daimler 2009a: 121). Interviews with central and national management 
suggest that these training sessions target only employees above a certain 
grade. While this is an impressive effort, it is part of the company’s risk 
management strategy, focusing on corruption, rather than an effort to 
implement the IFA (Daimler 2008c: 18; 2009f: 17–19).

In mid-2008, the company established a Sustainability Board, sup-
ported by a Sustainability Office to systematize and optimize ‘its sus-
tainability management throughout the Group’ (Daimler 2009: 13). The 
Board has ‘assigned a comprehensive work programme, with specific tar-
gets and measures’, for each of its focus areas, which include employees, 
stakeholder dialogue and compliance (Daimler 2009d: 13). Associated 
with this initiative are the monthly Daimler Sustainability Newsletter, 
first published in July 2008, and the Sustainability Dialogue.

The first Sustainability Dialogue took place in November 2008 and was 
addressed by the chair of the Board of Management, Dr Dieter Zetsche, 
underscoring the high priority placed on the event (Daimler 2008g). 
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While his speech does address social and labour issues the majority 
focuses on the environment. The list of participants does not include 
any unions or employee organizations, although some did attend, 
according to information provided to the author by participants.14 The 
same sources pointed out that labour and human rights, particularly 
along the supply chain and in countries with weak labour rights, were 
important concerns raised by stakeholders, although they do not seem 
to have been discussed in detail.

The company has not so far produced an assessment of what was 
accomplished during the first Dialogue and what the next steps should 
be, but there is a summary of the Dialogue in the 2010 Sustainability 
Report (Daimler 2010a: 23; see also Heger 2010). In general, its initiatives 
on sustainability are encouraging, provided that they become more pro-
found, as indicated by the external reviewers of both its environmental 
and social policies (Daimler 2009d: 49, 61). Since 2005, the company has 
paid increasing attention to compliance. In 2005 it set up a Compliance 
Committee composed of high-ranking and experienced executives from 
various departments. It meets every three months and represents the 
Board of Management on all compliance issues (Daimler 2008b). In early 
2006, the Company also set up a Corporate Compliance Operations 
(CCO) department to implement the Compliance Committee’s directives 
as well as to develop a Group-wide compliance organization.

The CCO was strengthened in February 2008 by the establishment 
of the position of Chief Compliance Officer, filled by Gerd Becht. Later 
that year, the CCO ‘was integrated into the Legal Department to create a 
new Legal & Compliance unit’ (Daimler 2009g). At the end of 2008, ‘The 
Board of Management decided to replace the Compliance Committee 
with the Group Compliance Board’, to further centralize and streamline 
compliance operations. As of 2 March 2009, such operations employed 
50 people at headquarters and 85 local compliance managers – up from 
50 the previous year (Daimler 2009f: 19). In September of 2010 the 
company added a new position on ‘Integrity and Legal’ to the Board of 
Management. Moreover, since 2006 the company has conducted training 
programmes for more than 22,000 employees worldwide (Daimler 2009f: 
18). These training programmes, as well as the whole compliance mecha-
nism, focus largely on corruption, something that management is clearly 
aware of. In a recent in-house interview, for instance, Gerd Becht sought 
to connect compliance with sustainability more broadly (Daimler 2009e: 
66–67). The 2010 Interactive GRI index (Daimler 2010b) reports that 
‘Daimler’s Integrity Code includes principles of social responsibility and 
thus human rights. In 2009, more than 100,000 administrative employees 
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underwent training on the Integrity Code; the confirmation rate was over 
90 per cent. In 2010, Code of Conduct training will focus more strongly 
on human rights by including specific questions’. It would be encourag-
ing if this training now addresses the Principles of Social Responsibility 
(the Daimler IFA) in the same depth as it has risk-related issues.

To improve compliance across the corporation, the CCO set up a 
Compliance Consultation Desk to answer employee questions on the 
application of the group’s standards of business behaviour. While staff 
at this Desk are intended to answer questions about appropriate prac-
tices, that of the Business Practices Office (with desks in Germany and 
the United States) receives, among other things, allegations concern-
ing suspected violations of the legal regulations, including punishable 
conduct in particular, and violations of internal rules (for example, of 
the Daimler Integrity Code) (Daimler 2009g).15 So far, none of the 23 
disputes about the IFA (see below) have been referred to the WEC and 
central management from the Business Practices Office. This may have 
to do with the fact that this office deals with specific persons rather than 
collective problems. The verification of compliance, including com-
plaints to the Business Practices Office, lies primarily with the Corporate 
Audit Department, which is ‘responsible for independent investigations 
to find out whether its employees are working in compliance with 
Group guidelines and the relevant principles of behaviour and legal 
regulations’ (Daimler 2008b). While compliance was an important issue 
for the Corporate Audit Department during 2008 there is no indication 
that its deliberations involved the IFA (Daimler 2009a: 138–39).

I believe that it is fair to conclude that, while the mechanisms for 
monitoring and verifying compliance with the IFA are now in place, 
they have been mainly used to deal with risk management. On the 
basis of the information that I have collected, it would be inappropriate 
for the Company’s public statements and reports to leave the impres-
sion that the implementation of the Integrity Code, so far, implies the 
implementation of the IFA.

Among suppliers and business partners

Daimler unveiled the successor to its Extended Enterprise model – the 
Supplier Network model – at a 12 March 2009 meeting of its key sup-
pliers. It modified its portal to reflect that model on 22 March. The new 
model reiterates that supplier performance will be evaluated in terms of 
quality, technology, cost and supply – the same criteria used under the 
Extended Enterprise model. These performance criteria are accompanied 
by the values of reliability, credibility and fairness (Daimler 2009g; 2009h). 
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Key suppliers with an outstanding record in the performance variables 
are rewarded. Evidence suggests that the eligible suppliers were in the 
very low hundreds, a large but not unmanageable number (Palmen 2007; 
Daimler 2009h).

In its 2009 GRI Index, which covers up to 2 March 2009, the company 
states that there is ‘active communication with our suppliers . . . carried 
out via the Daimler Supplier Portal, mailings and the Global Supplier 
Magazine. All suppliers also receive the Daimler Integrity Code and the 
Daimler Supplier Guideline on Sustainability. These guidelines clearly 
show the expectations of Daimler with regard to adherence to these 
standards’ (Daimler 2009f: 16). The March 2007 letter of Compliance for 
Suppliers does mention the Integrity Code but focuses on transparency, 
lavish entertainment, and membership in governing boards (Daimler 
2008f ). The 2008 GRI Index states that ‘There is no active monitoring’ 
of compliance by suppliers (Daimler 2008c). An in-house interview with 
Heinrich Reidelbach, responsible for global procurement, confirms the 
fact that while Daimler has now communicated its expectations to sup-
pliers, and expects them to communicate those to their supply chains, 
there is no plan of action to turn Daimler’s expectations into reality or to 
monitor how suppliers respond (Daimler 2009e: 42–43). This interpreta-
tion has also been confirmed by interviews with and written informa-
tion received from central management. The 2010 Sustainability Report 
and the Interactive GRI index (both covering 2009) do not suggest 
many changes (Daimler 2010a; 2010b). However, there is authoritative 
evidence that during the last year the company’s Turkish and Brazilian 
managements have provided training for local suppliers. This is a posi-
tive initiative that will hopefully spread to countries with weaker labour 
laws or worker organizations, such as India, China and the United States. 
Together with more recent developments discussed shortly, there is now 
evidence of closer attention to the implementation of the IFA along the 
supply chain.

The Company’s 2008 GRI Index states that the company does not have 
any information on ‘percentage and total number of significant invest-
ment agreements that include human rights clauses or that have under-
gone human right screenings’ because ‘the registration of such an index 
would only be possible with unreasonable effort’ (Daimler 2008c: 15). 
The company states, however, that it considers human rights issues in 
all business engagements and that it has set up a task force to further 
improve performance with respect to human rights issues. Moreover, 
the GRI Index states that ‘Daimler has coordinated the principles of 
social responsibility [the IFA] with the World Employee Committee’, 
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and that these principles have implications for suppliers and business 
partners. In its 2009 GRI Index, the Company states that ‘we do not 
report on this issue, since our principles of social responsibility – which 
we agreed with the World Employee Committee – apply to all employees 
and their behaviour. These principles include the requirement placed 
on suppliers and business partners to implement corresponding princi-
ples in their turn. Therefore, the indicator is not applicable for Daimler’ 
(Daimler 2009f: 16). While this statement reflects the June 2008 
Supplier Guideline, an important initiative, it does not seem justified 
to assume that the Guideline is already implemented and that Daimler 
has no further obligations.

Daimler posted the Supplier Guideline on its supplier portal in June 
2008 (Daimler 2008e). It was sent to its key suppliers accompanied 
by a letter. Drafting involved various departments, including human 
resources, the legal department, CSR, compliance and environment. 
‘Guidelines’ are unilateral formulations and there is no legal requirement 
that management negotiate them with employees. However, the WEC 
considers that the implementation of these guidelines, and the imple-
mentation of the IFA along the supply chain, is not solely the responsi-
bility of management.

The Supplier Guideline is available in all major languages and covers 
working conditions and labour, environmental standards, business eth-
ics and information and communications. It applies to all suppliers and 
business partners who are expected to ‘ensure that the Daimler Supplier 
Guideline is also observed by their subcontractors and suppliers. We rely 
on our direct suppliers to communicate and promote actively the stand-
ards of this guideline through their entire supply chain’. What makes the 
Supplier Guideline a promising document is the provision that ‘whenever 
the provisions of national or international laws, industry standards and 
this code address the same subject, the stricter regulation applies’. This 
commits the company to pursuing the strongest possible regulations and 
raises expectations in terms of a plan of implementation. At the time of 
a previous report (Stevis 2009) there were no specific implementation 
measures for the Supplier Guideline.16 Daimler’s strategy was to support a 
common industry standard for CSR with other original equipment manu-
facturers but there was no specific timeline for the production of such an 
industry-wide standard by the working group that has been established.17 
In November 2010, however, the company integrated the Supplier 
Guideline into Daimler’s purchasing conditions (the so-called Mercedes-
Benz Special Terms) and it is valid for the majority of Daimler suppliers. 
Purchasing conditions for non-production suppliers and local frameworks 
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will be adopted accordingly. This very positive development suggests that 
the Company is now addressing the application of IFAs along the supply 
chain much more aggressively than seemed to be the case even two years 
ago. If this initiative is also implemented successfully in countries with 
strong union movements or which have been the source of IFA cases and 
in countries with weaker labour laws it will be an example for emulation. 
Combined with the training initiatives on the implementation of the sup-
plier guideline that have taken place in Turkey and Brazil we now have 
evidence that the company is attending to the implementation of the IFA 
along the supply chain in a more proactive fashion.

Implementation of the Daimler IFA: enforcement and 
evaluation

Within the company

Daimler is a highly unionized company, particularly with respect to 
its production facilities. There are some gaps, however, such as the 
Tuscaloosa plant in the United States and smaller subsidiaries elsewhere. 
So far there has been no IFA-based complaint raised about labour prac-
tices in non-unionized company plants (collective agreements would 
cover unionized plants). This does not mean that there are no problems 
in company plants. According to the media, a union-avoidance special-
ist advised workers at the Tuscaloosa plant that opposed unionization 
in 1999 and 2006 (emercedesbenz.com, 2006; Lehr Middlebrooks Price 
and Proctor 1999: 1). There is no evidence that management supported 
these initiatives. The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) has also 
found that management monitored union supporters during a 2006 
union drive. Equally significant are statements by management that 
suggest that they see the creation of a ‘team-oriented environment 
that promotes open communication’, ‘direct access to management’ 
and competitive wages and benefits as a bulwark against unionization 
(R. Williams 2007). Finally, the company has not agreed to the same 
card-check process in Tuscaloosa that it has negotiated with UAW in its 
North Carolina Daimler Trucks plant.

Academic research and information provided by union representatives 
indicate that, in Turkey, companies in the metal sector actively privilege 
a more collaborative union (Nichols et al. 2002; Koçer 2007). According 
to Turkish unionists from another union, which is an affiliate of the 
IMF, local Daimler management also showed distinct preference for the 
more collaborative union during drives to organize suppliers. In short, 
the Tuscaloosa and Turkey examples suggest that Daimler is sometimes 
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open to human resource strategies that do not facilitate unionization. 
This raises important questions about its operations in China, Hungary, 
India, Mexico and other parts of the world where unions may not exist, 
may be fragmented or may not be autonomous.

Along the supply chain

The company has not yet adopted long-term measures to deal with 
IFA-related problems along its supply chain. Daimler’s strong Supplier 
Guideline on Sustainability does not specify concrete measures for 
im  provement and rectification. In these conditions, successful dispute 
resolution may compound the problem if targeted suppliers displace any 
costs to their own supply chain. Even so, the dispute resolution record 
of this agreement merits close attention.

As of 1 November 2010, 23 disputes have been brought to the attention 
of central management. Some of them remain open but most have been 
resolved successfully. That some have remained open several years is a 
cause for concern, although there may be various reasons for the delays. 
An additional concern, which speaks to the need for long-term policies, is 
that labour problems sometimes recur in cases previously addressed.18 In 
terms of countries of origin of the 23 disputes, eight were in Turkey, eight 
in Germany, two in Brazil, two in Romania, one in the United States, one 
in Costa Rica, and one in the Republic of Korea. In short, although there 
are more disputes from developing countries, a substantial portion come 
from industrialized countries, including Germany. The geographical 
origins of these cases have become more global over time with the first 
case from the ‘rest of Europe’ reaching the WEC in April 2008. The first 
case from Asia was initiated in October 2008.

At least nine cases were initiated by the IMF (one with CNM/CUT), 
mostly involving suppliers in Turkey. This is due to the close working 
relations between the IMF and the Turkish metalworkers union Birleşik 
Metal-Is. The IMF also played an important role in the recent case from the 
Republic of Korea. Most of the others were launched by IG Metall, seven 
of them in Germany. The rest were begun by national unions, including 
one by the UAW. In general, the cases brought suggest the significance of 
active unions and of networks connecting unions trying to organize along 
the supply chain. Of the 23 cases, 14 involve first-tier suppliers (five in 
Turkey, five in Germany, two in Brazil, one in the United States and one 
in Romania); in an important development, three involve second-tier 
suppliers (two in Turkey and one in the Republic of Korea). Ten of the sup-
plier cases are from newly industrializing countries (including one from 
Romania) and seven are from industrialized countries. One involves a 
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business partner (Turkey); and five involve dealers (three in Germany, one 
in Romania and one in Costa Rica). Two of the dealers, one in Romania 
and one in Germany, are directly owned by Daimler so these can be con-
sidered the first internal cases.

The vast majority of the 23 complaints involved a direct violation of the 
right to unionize. Of these, 12 involved a supplier (six in Turkey, four in 
Germany, one in the United States and one in Brazil). The others involved 
dealers in Costa Rica, Germany and Romania and a business partner (sales) 
in Turkey. Three involved dismissal of works councils members or hin-
drance of the operation of the works council (two in Germany and one in 
Turkey). One case involved the dismissal of a union representative (Brazil), 
one case involved an illegal lock-out and one involved racism/harassment. 
In one case (in Germany) the dispute involved both hindrance of the 
operation of the works council and a violation of the collective agreement. 
Seen from a different angle, therefore, the IFA helped ensure that legal 
agreements were enforced – probably a use that was not foreseen by any 
of the negotiators.

The procedure for dealing with complaints regarding violations of 
the principles has remained largely the same since the first complaint.19 
The claimant brings the case to the attention of the WEC directly or via 
others, such as the IMF. The WEC ensures that it has enough detailed 
information, including names and dates. It then passes on that informa-
tion, along with a cover letter requesting examination and compliance 
with the agreement, to the company’s Labour Law Department. Central 
management then communicates with the parties involved and asks that 
they rectify the situation. There is no evidence that central management 
undertakes its own investigation. There is evidence, however, that some 
of these disputes have engendered a process of information gathering and 
exchange involving the various parties.

So far, most of the disputes have been solved in response to central 
management’s request. The US case, however, raises important questions. 
On 31 July 2008 the NLRB entered into a settlement with the supplier 
after finding that it had engaged in unfair labour practices. As part of the 
settlement, an NLRB agent visited the shop floor of the supplier ‘to read 
aloud a Notice to Employees, reassuring employees, in the presence of 
their management, of their rights . . .’ (NLRB 2008: 4). Such readings are 
reserved for profoundly problematic cases and this was the first one in 
30 years for the Resident Office (NLRB 2008: 4). In late autumn of 2009, 
the UAW lost the election and the case is formally closed. In light of the 
NLRB’s finding that the supplier was strongly and actively engaged in 
anti-union practices, it remains to be seen whether the company will 
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now enforce the IFA more aggressively with respect to its suppliers in the 
United States, especially suppliers in the South. The successful use of this 
and other IFAs to resolve disputes in the southern United States will be 
the litmus test for the IFA strategy. While so much of the focus has been 
on China, it is important to remember that the United States remains the 
largest recipient of foreign investment and that states with weak labour 
laws have been aggressively courting foreign investment, especially in 
manufacturing.

While central management has been responsive to complaints raised 
by the WEC, local union action and international networks have been 
important in a number of cases. In the view of union leaders, the cases 
involving suppliers in Turkey were strengthened by international col-
laboration with the IMF, the EMF and IG Metall. Even so, their efforts 
would not have been successful in the absence of local union militancy 
and pressure (Gibb 2005) a pattern that remains true (TIE-Netherlands 
2009). Industrial action was also necessary in other cases. In a Brazilian 
case, for instance, the union shut down machines at Daimler for two 
hours to force the company to exert pressure on a supplier (who eventu-
ally rehired the fired union representative whose dismissal had launched 
the dispute).

In addition to dispute resolution at the central level, there is evidence 
that the IFA has also been used to deal with disputes at the national level, 
especially in countries where Daimler is well unionized, such as Brazil. 
Of course, the issue becomes more complicated when Daimler is not 
unionized, as is the case in Tuscaloosa, or where it, along with other 
companies in the metal and automotive sector, favour one union over 
another, as in Turkey.

Finally, I would agree with the external reviewer of the employee 
section of the 2008 Sustainability Report who points out that ‘a special 
review of how to adhere to the principles and the obligations they [the 
relevant provisions of the Daimler IFA] stipulate toward second and 
third tier suppliers has yet to be conducted’ (Daimler 2008e: 61). This is 
particularly pressing since three disputes involve second-tier suppliers. 
In general, however, the dispute resolution process is, undoubtedly, the 
most significant example of good practice in this case and one of the 
most significant ones across all IFAs.

The trees and the forest: from good practices to global 
social dialogue

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the Daimler IFA offers 
notable examples of good practice and its institutionalization raises 
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important lessons for the future of the global social dialogue and 
industrial relations that are emerging as a result of the IFA strategy. 
This closing section elaborates on these points in light of the evidence 
provided.

Participation

One of the major goals of unions has been the creation of corporation-
wide employee organizations and networks. Despite its limited mem-
bership, the WEC does certainly qualify as such an organization. The 
fact that it is an employee organization, rather than a union organiza-
tion or network, raises important questions about the relations between 
employee organizations and unions and about the broader implications 
of this case, and other similar ones, for global social dialogue. One can 
envision, for instance, strongly institutionalized social dialogues at the 
level of individual corporations with strong employee organizations 
that do not translate into broader global social dialogue between man-
agement and workers. The strength of the GWCs and the indirect role 
of the IMF lend support for this possibility in the case of Daimler.

While there is evidence of sustained social dialogue between manage-
ment and employees at central level, there is no compelling evidence 
that unions and management in the production or supply chains have 
entered this dialogue. This is not to say that there are no elements of 
global industrial relations emerging as a result of the dispute resolution 
process – rather, unions and management along the production and 
supply chains do not have a direct voice in this global dialogue and, 
in some cases, may be opposed to it. This situation could be rectified 
somewhat if the IMF and the European Metalworkers’ Federation played 
a stronger role, in combination with a formal network that represented 
the company’s whole production chain and its key suppliers. Such a 
strategy would fit well within the IMF’s focus on networks. Another 
option would be for the WEC to make a dramatic, and less likely, recon-
figuration to reflect the actual footprint of the company along its supply 
chain. In any event, IFAs must find their way down to the production 
and supply chains, especially in countries with weaker labour laws, if 
they are to become a truly global dialogue.

Content

The Daimler IFA, along with its subsequent modifications and inter-
pretations, including the Health and Safety Principles and the Supplier 
Guideline on Sustainability, identifies all core labour standards and adds 
several provisions. The content of the IFA can be improved further by 
making explicit references to ILO Conventions rather than the more 
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general language that it now employs. One important and positive pro-
vision, reiterated in the Supplier Guideline, is the applicability of the 
core labour standards throughout the company’s production and supply 
chains. The initiatives that translate these broad commitments to spe-
cific practices are still limited compared to the organizational changes 
and extensive set of guidelines dealing with risk management. However, 
during the last year the Company has taken more proactive steps, such 
as the training of suppliers in Turkey and Brazil and the integration of 
the Supplier Guideline in its purchasing conditions. These are impor-
tant initiatives that will hopefully spread to all the countries where the 
company operates, including those with weak labour laws and unions.

IFAs pay particular attention to core labour standards for a variety of 
practical reasons. A new generation of IFAs that facilitate unionization 
and provide for stronger institutional arrangements will be a major devel-
opment in terms of global social dialogue. Yet as the current global crisis 
reminds us, questions of restructuring will have to become at least an 
item of deliberation at the level of IFAs, thus broadening their content.

Intensity

The integration of the IFA into Daimler’s Integrity Code is, potentially, 
an example of good practice. Treating IFAs as auxiliary to the core culture 
and operations of the company suggests that the IFA can be easily jet-
tisoned since it may have not required the approval and commitment 
of the company’s whole leadership. Because the company has had to 
face and is facing some important legal issues not related to the IFA, it 
has prioritized implementation of and compliance with the risk man-
agement provisions of the Code. While such prioritization is necessary, 
there is evidence that the IFA has received less practical attention, so far, 
at the implementation and compliance levels, even though the mecha-
nisms are now there to do so. As noted, however, there is evidence of 
positive developments.

One of the most prominent best practices associated with the Daimler 
IFA is that of dispute resolution. Through collaboration between the 
WEC and central management, and openness to parties along the sup-
ply chain, the case here exhibits an admirable record. If this record 
were to be combined with longer-term initiatives both to ensure that 
suppliers continue to abide by the dispute-resolution terms and to avoid 
pushing labour violations up the supply chain, it would truly make this 
a path-breaking agreement.

The institutionalization of the Daimler IFA also depends on the 
dynamics that have developed since the formation of the WEC and 
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the negotiation of the IFA. Both management and employees feel com-
mitted to sustained dialogue, with management emphasizing the good 
global labour relations aspect and employees the negotiation aspect. 
It is possible that this social dialogue will never cross the threshold to 
some form of legally or socially enforceable agreement. But it is also very 
possible that it will do so in a manner that the participants themselves 
may be able to identify only with hindsight. This is so because ever since 
the signing of the IFA employees and management have been engaged 
in low-level negotiations, particularly with respect to the resolution 
of disputes. The fact that this is a dialogue between a global employee 
organization and management, with limited IMF participation, raises 
an important question as to whether its further institutionalization 
will contribute to a patterned form of global social dialogue between 
workers and employers.

Into the future

So long as Daimler remains rooted and incorporated in Germany the 
WEC’s continued existence will be supported by understandings and 
compromises between the GWC and IG Metall on the one side and 
management on the other. In this and other cases, we should not under-
estimate the global shadow of domestic industrial relations. Even so, 
there are various scenarios that would upset this balance.

A less likely scenario would be the dismantling of the German 
co-determination system. Somewhat more likely would be the incorpo-
ration of Daimler at the EU level, although the company has not made 
any statement to that effect. A third would be the aggravation of labour–
management conflicts within Daimler. A decision to cut expenses via a 
shorter workweek may very well undermine the 2004 agreement on 
redundancies (Dribbusch 2009) and may lead to major problems for IG 
Metall and the GWC.20 A fourth and related scenario would be that of 
strong disagreements between key unions along the company’s global 
production network, as a result of changes in the company’s global pro-
duction network (Deckstein et al. 2009, Schäfer, 2009).

In broader terms, one of the characteristics of IFAs that is both 
apparent and underappreciated is that they are the only example of nego-
tiated instruments of any kind between unions or employee organizations 
and corporations at global level, with the exception of an International 
Transport Workers’ Federation collective agreement (Lillie 2006) and the 
Health and Safety agreement with ArcelorMittal (United Steelworkers et 
al. 2008). IFAs are not one type of global negotiations among many – 
they are the only type. That automatically differentiates them from 
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other negotiated multi-stakeholder arrangements. The difference is not 
a formal one and raises the first important question: Will IFAs remain 
an important strategy in the future? Both IFAs and a number of other 
codes are negotiated. The difference can be appreciated only in the 
light of the long resistance of corporations to negotiate with transna-
tional and global unions, and the fact that very few IFAs have been 
initiated by companies. In this vein, IFAs will remain a valid strategy 
to the degree that unions and workers’ organizations have the means 
(whether through unionization, public laws or transnational coopera-
tion) to influence the conditions of transnational corporate deployment. 
A related question is whether IFAs will become more than a projection 
of continental European social dialogue. The most profound evidence 
in that direction would be for US and East Asian companies to agree to 
IFAs. The current signs that this would happen to any significant degree 
are weak. However, another encouraging sign would be to ensure that 
more European companies agree to strong IFAs and, more importantly, 
do implement them beyond Europe, especially in key countries such as 
India, China and the United States.

The third key question is whether IFAs move global social dialogue 
beyond the new generation of multi-stakeholder CSR, best reflected by 
the Global Compact, the GRI and the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO). Or, do they have the potential to move us in the 
direction of stronger global social dialogue and social accountability? 
As noted in the introduction, IFAs are an important battleground for 
these two visions. The future will show which of those two visions will 
prevail and, more likely, what hybrids will emerge. Anticipating these 
outcomes will require that we pay close attention both at the implica-
tions of the current crisis on social regulation as well as the dynamics 
of the IFAs themselves.

Notes

1. This chapter is a revised and distilled version of material presented in more 
detail in Stevis (2009).

2. See Hammer (2005); ORSE (2006); Descolonges and Saincy (2006); Schömann 
et al. (2008); Papadakis (2008a); European Commission (2008a); Telljohann 
et al. (2009); and Stevis (2010).

3. DaimlerChrysler is used for the period before the demerger in October 2007 
and whenever a source that uses the term is quoted. Otherwise, Daimler is 
used.

4. Namely, Wills (2002); Riisgaard (2003); Gibb (2005); de Haan and Oldenziel 
(2003); de Haan and van Dijk (2006); Egels-Zandén and Hyllman (2007); 
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Stevis (2009); Davies et al. (2011); Fichter and Helfen, Chapter 4 in this 
volume; and Fichter et al. (2011).

 5. See, for example, IFBWW (2004); IMF (2006); Rüb (2006); and Schömann 
et al. (2008).

 6. The data in this section reflect status as of the end of 2009 and, in general, 
reflect a decline in the number of employees over the last three years.

 7. The Global Compact is a United Nations initiative that promotes socially 
responsible business behaviour around 10 human rights, labour, environ-
ment and anti-corruption principles. See www.unglobalcompact.org. The 
Global Reporting Initiative is a non-governmental network whose goal is 
to develop and improve a sustainability reporting framework. See www. 
globalreporting.org/AboutGRI/WhatIsGRI/.

 8. These practices are not limited to Daimler, as the Siemens and VW cases 
suggest (Balzi et al. 2006; Hawranek et al. 2005).

 9. For an example from the United States that underscores the hypothesis that 
arrangements such as IFAs require a union to be able to constrain the mobil-
ity of a corporation, see Kochan et al. (2008).

10. European Foundation (2003) discusses the EWC in its early years.
11. There is a similar kind of legalization in the EDF agreement and, one could 

argue, in any agreement that involves an EWC. The ISS (2008) and Skanska 
agreements also provide for arbitration, another form of legalization.

12. China introduced the Labour Contract Law in January 2008, the aim of 
which is to make dismissals more difficult. This proposal has engendered 
significant debate with some foreign companies opposed to it.

13 See the revised text of Principles of Corporate Social Responsibility [the 
Daimler IFA] (‘Suppliers and Sales Partners’) at https://daimler.portal. 
covisint.com/web/portal/info [accessed 21 February 2010].

14. List of participants in author’s files. Background information provided by 
attendees.

15. The Company’s 2008 and 2009 GRI Indices (Daimler 2008c; 2009f ) state 
that there were no ‘specific quantifiable data’ with respect to ‘total number 
of incidents of discrimination and actions taken’.

16. The Company reports that during 2008 it ‘restructured the procedure for 
dealing with complaints regarding violations of the principles [of social 
responsibility], and we also redefined areas of responsibility with the 
Procurement department, which we inform of any such violations on the 
parts of business partners’ (Daimler 2009d: 54). While suggesting a move-
ment in the right direction these changes imply more information sharing 
rather than implementation.

17. For more information regarding Daimler’s involvement with the GTZ/GRI 
Transparency in the Supply Chain project, see Stevis (2009: 19).

18. In a positive development, new conflicts associated with the Brazilian sup-
plier company Grob (see CNM/CUT 2008) were resolved locally and without 
use of the IFA. A more problematic case is that of the Turkish company 
Grammer (English 2009).

19. There are various statements in recent company publications that suggest 
that the procedure ‘for dealing with complaints regarding violations of 
the principles’ was formalized during 2008 (Daimler 2009c: 54). Employee 

9780230314269_07_cha05.indd   1419780230314269_07_cha05.indd   141 8/13/2011   10:51:02 AM8/13/2011   10:51:02 AM



142 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

representatives informed me that the process of dispute resolution has not 
changed. Thus, references to change probably refer to the internal handling 
of disputes by management.

20. The external reviewer of the relevant part of the 2010 Sustainability Report 
suggests that the company acted in a socially responsible way during the 
crisis and comments on the decision to exempt the Sinfelfingen plant from 
layoffs until 2020 (Daimler 2010a: 59).
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6
Transnational Restructuring 
Agreements: General Overview 
and Specific Evidence from the 
European Automobile Sector
Isabel da Costa and Udo Rehfeldt

Introduction

Transnational collective bargaining (TCB) is a relatively recent but 
ex  pand ing phenomenon with significant implications for global indus-
trial re lations. In this chapter, after defining and putting TCB into his -
torical per spective, we will concentrate on examining how employee 
representatives – European works councils (EWCs) and trade unions at 
different levels (na tional, European and global) – have begun to negoti-
ate transnational restructuring agreements (TRAs) with multinational 
firms in Europe and whether this type of TCB has increased during the 
recent global financial and economic crisis.

We have identified 53 TRA cases, which we have divided into two types: 
‘procedural’ and ‘substantive’. In our terms, procedural TRAs set the rules 
and principles for future re structuring and sub stantive TRAs address 
spe cific cases of announced restructuring through concrete and binding 
clauses. We found 18 cases of the latter type, almost exclusively in the 
automobile sector. We then focused our analysis on TCB in the automo-
bile industry, based on our field work research on the topic (see Box 6.1 
below).

The automobile sector presents some of the most advanced TCB trends. 
In a few cases, the role of EWCs has evolved from information and con-
sultation towards collective bargaining and TRAs, in particular to avoid 
plant closures. Furthermore, this highly unionized sector constitutes an 
important example of transnational union action and coordination.

We will show that at least three types of coordination have to be organ-
ized simultaneously for substantive TRAs to succeed: (a) between employee 
representatives from different European subsidiaries – through the EWC; 
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This chapter is based on three successive sets of research for three 
tri partite institutions. We conducted the first set from 2004 to 2006 
with a focus on transnational collective bargaining in the automo-
tive sector for the Commissariat Général du Plan, a French institution 
created in 1946 to organize post-war economic growth, whose first 
director was Jean Monnet. It became tripartite in the 1960s but the 
social part ners lost their advisory role in 2006 when it was transformed 
into the Cen tre d’analyse stratégique, with a mission to observe 
changes that might affect French society. From 2007 to 2008 we par-
ticipated in a sec ond study that analysed all existing IFAs and a few 
selected EFAs for Eurofound. Since 2009 we have been concentrating 
on restructuring agreements during the global economic and financial 
crisis, and in 2010 we started developing the issue for the Industrial 
and Employment Relations Department of the ILO. For the three 
studies we conducted more than 100 interviews with representatives 
of the following: all the global and European union federations; the 
European Trade Union Con  federation; the International Trade Union 
Confederation; Busi nessEurope; the International Organization of 
Employers; as well as EWC members and representatives of the unions 
and the management of Danone, DaimlerChrysler, Ford Europe and 
GM Europe.

The report for Eurofound distinguishes two categories of trans-
national agreements: IFAs and EFAs, depending on the scope of 
the agreements and the signatory parties on the employee side. We 
identified through our research 68 IFAs concluded by June 2008. We 
removed these 68 IFAs from the inventory prepared by the European 
Commission in 2008 of all transnational agreements signed by the end 
of 2007 and thus derived 73 EFAs. This inventory is incomplete and 
the number of EFAs is certainly underestimated because there is no 
legal obligation to report them to any EU institution.

EFAs are more heterogeneous than IFAs both in terms of procedure 
and content, covering a wider variety of topics than IFAs, including 
res tructuring, social dialogue, health and safety, human resources, data 
protection, human rights, and financial aspects. Restructuring has been 
a main topic, being mentioned in over a third of all EFAs.

For this chapter, we have updated our figures and made supple-
mentary interviews. Whereas we referred to 22 EFAs dealing with 
res tructuring by mid-2008 in our previous study, at the time of writing 

Box 6.1 Three studies of transnational collective bargaining
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(b) between different trade union organizations from different countries – 
through European industry federations (EIFs); and (c) between the EWC 
and those unions. In the case of the negotiation process at General Motors 
(GM) Europe in 2004, this was achieved through a coordination group set 
up by the European Metalworkers’ Federation (EMF). This case has served 
as a model for the guidelines on the coordination of bargaining on trans-
national restructuring adopted by the EMF in 2005. Recent developments 
show the difficulties and fragilities of these processes, particularly in times 
of severe crisis.

Transnational collective bargaining: definition and 
developments

TCB takes place at a variety of levels (da Costa and Rehfeldt 2009b). At 
glo bal level, TCB between transnational corporations (TNCs) and GUFs has 
led to the signing of IFAs, which so far have been primarily concerned 
with corporate social responsibility and core labour standards, particularly 
those included in the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 
at Work of the International Labour Organization (ILO), adopted in 1998. 
Furthermore, with the ILO Maritime Labour Convention, a global sector-
level bargaining space has also emerged (Lillie 2008).

In the EU, a multi-level system of industrial relations has progressively 
been developing. According to the Eurofound European Industrial Relations 
Dictionary (under the entry, ‘Institutional framework’),

The European social dialogue distinguishes between at least five types 
of European collective agreements: interconfederal/intersectoral agree-
ments between the social partners organised at European level (ETUC, 
BusinessEurope, CEEP); multi-sector agreements that are negotiated 
and signed by the European social partners representing different 
sectors; European sectoral agreements between social partners organised 
on a sectoral basis at European level; agreements with a multinational 
enterprise having affiliates in more than one EU Member State; cross-
border agreements covering areas in more than one Member State.

we had identified 53 transnational restructuring agreements in 30 com-
panies. According to our data and classification (see tables below), nine 
are IFAs and 44 are EFAs.1
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Articles 138 and 139 of the Treaty of Amsterdam (now articles 153 and 
154 of the ‘Lisbon’ Treaty) established the procedures through which the 
social partners recognized at the EU cross-industry level are consulted 
or can initiate negotiations on all matters within their responsibility 
(Dorsse mont 2003; Ales et al. 2006; Even 2008). At the sectoral level, 
a variety of employer associations and EIFs are recognized for each of the 
36 sectoral social dialogue committees currently established (Dufresne 
et al. 2006; Pochet et al. 2009).

EU-level social dialogue has produced a significant number of various 
types of joint documents at sectoral level (more than 300) as well as a 
number of joint documents at the cross-industry level, but relatively few 
binding agreements. At the cross-industry level, only three agreements 
were implemented by Council Directive: on parental leave (1995, revised 
in 2009); part-time work (1997); and fixed-term contracts (1999). Four 
so-called ‘autonomous’ agreements were implemented by the social part-
ners themselves: on telework (2002); work-related stress (2004); harass-
ment and violence at work (2007); and inclusive labour markets (2010). 
There is no legal framework for TCB at the TNC level in Europe, but this 
level of bargaining has nonetheless been emerging. If we exclude the 
agreements to set up EWCs, restructuring appears to be the major issue 
of TCB at the company EU level (European Commission 2008; Telljohann 
et al. 2009; da Costa and Rehfeldt 2010).

While we make a distinction between transnational collective agree-
ments (TCAs) with TNCs signed at the regional European level, on the one 
hand, and at the worldwide or global level, on the other, we use the notion 
of TCB to refer to both and have shown elsewhere that the two were more 
closely related than discussions about IFAs have revealed (da Costa and 
Rehfeldt 2008). By TCB, we mean collective bargaining practices between 
employer and employee representatives aiming to reach transnational 
agreements (global, European or other regional) whose content can be 
symbolic or far-reaching (see also Papadakis 2008a). There is a wide variety 
in the content, designation, signatory parties and scope of application 
of the transnational agreements or documents that result from TCB. But 
because they are transnational, they entail an increasing number of actors 
whose strategies and actions need to be coordinated if an agreement is to 
be reached and well implemented.

Thus our argument emphasizes the importance of coordinating nation  al, 
European and global union strategies underlying the negotiation and 
the implementation of transnational agreements on the employee side. 
Coordination is also important on the employer side. Our interviews 
show that tensions are present in many cases on both sides, but hierarchi-
cal lines of command can be used to overcome dissent in management 
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ranks in ways that are unthinkable in transnational union structures, 
which leads to innovations in terms of transnational mandates and 
bargaining strategies. Trade union strategies towards globalization have 
always been multifold, often combining lobbying and mobilization (da 
Costa and Rehfeldt 2009b). In addition to union campaigns at different 
levels (ICFTU 2004), we mention here both the pressure to get interna-
tional and European institutions to adopt transnational social regulation 
and the continued efforts of union coordination within TNCs that will 
lead to the signing of TCAs.

The first attempts at international union coordination directed at TCB 
started in the 1960s, when the international trade secretariats (ITSs) of 
the metalworking, chemical and food sectors, which were particularly 
affected by the process of internationalization, encouraged the creation 
of ‘world councils’ within TNCs. By the 1990s, this strategy had evolved 
into the signing of IFAs by the global union federations (GUFs) – the term 
for ITSs since 2002 (Gallin 2008; da Costa and Rehfeldt 2008). Charles 
Levinson, successively assistant general secretary of the International 
Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF ) and general secretary of the International 
Federation of Chemical, Energy and General Workers’ Unions (ICEF), 
was a key figure in the diffusion of the idea of TCB with TNCs. For him 
(Levinson 1974), transnational union action should follow the evolution 
of TNCs through three stages: the organization of international solidarity 
with a union involved in a conflict at a TNC subsidiary; the coordination 
of simultaneous collective bargaining at different subsidiaries of the same 
company in several countries; and integrated bargaining with the man-
agement of the TNC on the basis of common demands previously defined 
by the different national unions (Rehfeldt 2002; da Costa and Rehfeldt 
2008). Until the late 1990s, however, no TNC had accepted the need to 
recognize a world council as a representative for its workforce, nor an ITS 
as a bargaining partner to negotiate a transnational agreement.

The international and national trade union organizations, supported 
by public opinion, have, with more success, also put pressure on na  tion  al 
governments so that international organizations have set up forms of 
international TNC social regulation. The OECD Guidelines for Multi -
national Enterprises were adopted in 1976, followed by the ILO’s Tripar-
tite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and 
Social Policy in 1977, and there were negotiations to establish a UN Code 
of Conduct for Multinational Enterprises.

The adoption of these new international regulations had an important 
symbolic meaning. But their voluntary nature and lack of sanctions were 
criticized by unions as limiting their effectiveness. Since 2000 there have 
been several changes. The OECD Guidelines were revised in 2000. They 
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now include a monitoring procedure that allows public visibility of indi-
vidual firms. The 42 governments adhering to the Guidelines approved 
in April 2010 the terms of reference for a further update. The Tripartite 
Declaration of the ILO was amended in 2000 and in 2006. The UN Code 
was never adopted but Kofi Annan, its secretary general in 2000, 
launch ed a Global Compact to which companies adhere on a voluntary 
basis. They can be removed from the list of members if they fail to meet 
their commitments.

The ITSs intensified their campaigns with a new focus around the issue 
of codes of conduct. In 1996, the International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions (ICFTU) and the ITSs elaborated a ‘model code’ for TNCs. 
In 1998, the ILO issued its Declaration on Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work and subsequently, the GUFs elaborated their own mod-
els for IFAs, all including at least the ILO’s core labour standards of the 
1998 Declaration. Before 2000, only five IFAs had been signed by ITSs; 
since 2000, more than 80 IFAs have been signed by GUFs (and some of 
them co-signed by EWCs, world works councils and/or national unions). 
Even though the scope of application is global, about 90 per cent of all 
IFAs have been signed with companies with headquarters in continental 
Europe. EWCs often play a role before or after the signing of these TCAs.

Transnational agreements with a Europe-wide scope have also emerged 
since 2000. They are signed not by GUFs but by EWCs, EIFs and/or nation-
 al unions. In our collective study for Eurofound (Box 6.1), we have called 
them ‘European framework agreements’ (EFAs) (Telljohann et al. 2009). 
Their content is more diverse and substantial than IFAs, the main themes 
being restructuring, social dialogue and health and safety. Fundamental 
social rights play only a minor role in EFAs whereas they are predominant 
in IFAs. Similar to IFAs, some EFAs are mere declarations of common 
un  derstanding, whereas others are quite detailed and codify concrete 
measures of implementation.

The vast majority of EFAs (over two thirds) have been signed by EWCs. 
Some have been co-signed by national or European unions, and over half 
have been signed by EWCs alone. Moreover, EWCs are often involved 
either in the negotiation and/or the monitoring process. Recently, five 
agreements have been signed by EIFs alone. This development reflects 
an evolution of the strategy of these organizations towards EFAs, the 
European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), and several EIFs demand-
ing a role for union organizations in signing them, or at least a clarifica-
tion of the mandate procedures for signing.

In the 1970s and 1980s, European trade unions had taken over some of 
the collective bargaining objectives of the international labour movement, 
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but with reference to European social policies and legislation, not to 
Levinson’s three-stage scheme. To lead by example and put pressure on 
the European Commission to speed up European legislation on EWCs, the 
EMF approached several TNCs with the aim of creating permanent liaison 
committees for information and consultation. It succeeded in 1985 in 
sign ing a transnational agreement establishing a liaison committee with a 
recently nationalized French multinational, Thomson Grand Public, which 
served as a precedent for negotiations between other nationalized French 
multinationals in terms of the creation of what are now considered the 
first EWCs established on a voluntary basis.

The second such agreement was signed in 1986 between the French 
group Danone and the International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, 
Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations (IUF). 
Even though it had only a Europe-wide scope of application, it was signed 
direct ly at the international or global level. It paved the way for the signing 
by Danone and the IUF in 1988 of what is generally considered the first 
IFA between a multinational and an ITS (da Costa and Rehfeldt 2008).

The establishment of workers’ representation in European TNCs has 
been a long process (da Costa and Rehfeldt 2008; Didry and Mias 2005). 
The European Commission had, since the 1960s, undertaken a series of 
initiatives to promote such representation, and a directive project on 
infor  mation and consultation in multinational enterprises, known as 
the ‘Vredeling Directive’, was proposed in 1980. The EWC Directive was 
adop ted only in 1994 after a debate lasting several years and despite 
employers’ opposition. Unlike the Vredeling project, the EWC Directive 
does not include mandatory bargaining in cases of restructuring but rather 
mandatory bargaining for the constitution of a body of employee representa-
tives for the purposes of information and consultation in all TNCs employ-
ing at least 1000 employees within the European Economic Space (the EU 
plus Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein) and at least 150 in more than one 
member country. After years of delay, a revision of the 1994 EWC Directive 
was adopted by the European Parliament and Council of Ministers on 
5 May 2009. It clarifies some of the definitional issues on information and 
consultation and gives trade unions a recognized role in setting up EWCs, 
though not in their functioning.

EWCs today exist in most EU-wide large companies but vary significantly 
in how they function. Most often the information procedures do not allow 
for truly informed debate, let alone real means to influence strategic deci-
sions. Most EWCs have a limited impact on company decisions, of which 
many EWCs are merely informed and not always in due time (Kerckhofs 
2006). In a small but increasing number of cases, however, particularly 
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concerning restructuring and notably in the automobile industry, EWCs 
in coordination with union organizations at the national, European and 
global levels have started to play a more significant role. This evolution 
towards TCB is an autonomous initiative of the social partners.

On the employers’ side, different factors account for an increased interest 
and sometimes changed position as regards TCB. In some cases, the per-
sonality of the managers or the culture of the firm (or both) has been a 
determining factor; in others, the debate about codes of conduct and a 
concern about public opinion have led to changes in strategy; moreover, 
some firms have developed a preference for the management of human 
resources at European level, in particular for certain issues such as transna-
tional restructuring.2 Thus for various reasons, the management of certain 
TNCs, mainly in Europe, has also been interested in TFAs as voluntary and 
autonomous forms of social dialogue, and has often even initiated such 
agreements.

Since the 1990s, the number of cases of cross-border social dialogue and 
TCB with TNCs has multiplied at both the global and EU levels, allow-
ing for an increased recognition of transnational social partners. But the 
continuation of this trend implies strong and continuous coordination 
of all the parties involved worldwide and within Europe. This is not an 
easy task, particularly during hard times such as the recent crisis, in which 
there is a temptation to ‘renationalize’ jobs and strategies.

Transnational company restructuring agreements

The preamble to the 1994 EWC Directive sets out a clear connection 
be tween transnational restructuring and EWCs, and requires companies 
to inform and consult representatives of the employees affected by their 
decisions. This connection was strongly reaffirmed in the consultation 
of the social partners for the revision of the EWC Directive, which was 
simul taneously on restructuring (da Costa and Rehfeldt 2010). Despite the 
in  tended connection, the small number of actual cases where an EWC has 
really been consulted about transnational restructuring projects is strik  ing. 
According to a survey conducted by Jeremy Waddington in 2005 with 
union representatives in EWCs (Waddington 2007), only 13 per cent of 
the respondents consider that the EWC was informed and consulted in a 
timely manner about a restructuring decision, even though 80 per cent 
of respondents experienced transnational restructuring in the five years 
preceding the survey.

A recent comparative project, Anticipating for an Innovative Man-
agement of Restructuring in Europe (AgirE), also concludes that EWCs 
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play only a marginal role in restructuring situations (Moreau and Paris 
2009). Although EWCs exist in 833 enterprises employing 14.5 million 
people, these representative bodies are still missing in almost two thirds 
of the TNCs operating in Europe (mostly the smaller TNCs). The reader 
should keep this general context in mind when considering the cases 
presented here – they are few but very significant in their meaning as to 
the potential role of TCB, EWCs and trade union coordination in trans-
national restructuring.

Several studies analyse and provide inventories of transnational agree-
ments on restructuring, particularly those of Carley and Hall (2006) for 
Eurofound and those of Schmitt (2008) for the European Commission. 
The classifications in these studies are slightly different. We aggregated 
the data to make it compatible with our own categories and updated TRAs 
until mid-June 2010. The results, presented in Figure 6.1 and in the follow-
ing tables, show a significant progression in the number of companies that 
have signed TRAs and even more so in the number of agreements signed. 
As said, by mid-2010 we identified a total of 53 TRAs in 30 companies.

We distinguish ‘procedural’ from ‘substantive’ TRAs. Procedural TRAs set 
more or less precise rules and/or general principles and rights for potential 
future restructuring – we have included in this category the ‘anticipation 
of change’ agreements, which are increasing in part because they corre-
spond both to French industrial relations arrangements and to EU-level 
policies (da Costa 2010). There are twice as many procedural TRAs as sub-
stantive ones (35 and 18, respectively); we further divide TRAs into IFAs 
and EFAs (Tables 6.1–6.3).
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Figure 6.1 Number of companies and transnational restructuring agreements
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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As stated above we distinguish nine IFAs which make reference to 
res tructuring. They are predominantly French and only one has been 
signed since the global crisis, with the French automobile company PSA 
Peugeot Citroën. French TNCs are used to negotiate at several industrial 

Table 6.1 Procedural transnational restructuring agreements: IFAs

Company Home country Global union Date

Arcelor Luxembourg IMF 2005
EADS Netherlands IMF and EWC 2005
EDF France ICEM–PSI 2005
ENI Italy ICEM 2002
Lukoil Russian Federation ICEM 2004
Renault France IMF and WWC 2004
PSA Peugeot 

Citroën
France IMF, EMF, EWC, WWC 

and national unions
2006, 2010

Rhodia France ICEM 2005

Notes: EDF = Electricité de France; EMF = European Metalworkers’ Federation; EWC = 
European works council; ICEM = International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine 
and General Workers’ Unions; IMF = International Metalworkers’ Federation; PSI = Public 
Services International; WWC = world works council.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Table 6.2 Procedural transnational restructuring agreements: EFAs

Company Headquarters Sector Date

ABB Switzerland Power 2009
Air France KLM France Aviation 2010
ArcelorMittal Luxembourg Steel 2009
Axa France Finance 2005
BSN-Danone France Food 1992, 1997
Deutsche Bank Germany Finance 1999
Dexia Belgium/France Finance 2002, 2007
Diageo United Kingdom Food 2002
EADS Netherlands Aeronautics 2007
ENI Italy Oil 2001, 2003
GDF Suez France Energy services 2010
Generali Italy Insurance 2006
Lhoist Belgium Chemicals 2002
RWE Germany Energy 2007
Schneider Electric France Electrical equipment 2007
Solvay Belgium Chemicals 1999
Suez France Energy services 1998, 2008
Thales France Electronics, aeronautics 2009, 2010
Total France Oil 2004, 2007
Unilever Netherlands/

United Kingdom 
Food 2001

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Table 6.3 Substantive transnational restructuring agreements: EFAs

Company Home country Sector Date 

DaimlerChrysler Germany Automotive 2006, 2007 

Danone France Food 2001

Ford Europe Germany (US) Automotive
2000 Visteon, 2003
2000 Getrag Ford 
Transmissions 
2004 International 
Operations Synergies
2006 Engineering

General Motors 
Europe and 
Future Adam 
Opel AG

Switzerland (US), 
and since 2010, 
Germany

Automotive 2000 Fiat
2001 Luton
2001 Olympia
2004 Restructuring
2008 Delta
2008 Subcontracting
2009 Reduction in 
working time
2010 Antwerp
2010 Restructuring

Unilever Netherlands/
United Kingdom 

Food 2005 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

relations levels, including at the ‘group’ (cross-border) level. This helps 
explain why French TNCs are relatively more open to procedural TRA 
types of agreements, whose negotiation they often initiate. Among the 
other TNCs, two notable examples are ENI and Lukoil, both companies 
operating in the oil and energy sector. The International Federation of 
Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM) has signed 
four of the IFA procedural TRAs – one of which together with Public 
Services International (PSI). The IMF has signed the other five IFA proce-
dural TRAs – one alone and the rest together with world works councils 
(WWCs) and /or EWCs and/or national unions. It is worth noting that the 
PSA agreements have also been co-signed by an EIF, the EMF. These nine 
agreements have all been signed by at least one GUF and have a global 
or worldwide scope of application. IFAs constitute however a minority 
among TRAs.

According to our classification, the majority of TRAs are either proce-
dural or substantive EFAs, because, regardless of the signing parties, these 
agreements have a scope of application limited to Europe. They exist in 
a variety of sectors, and French companies again predominate but not as 
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much as in global TRAs. Since the recent crisis, six new EFA procedural 
TRAs have been signed, showing their importance as new tools for tran-
snational industrial relations. For lack of space we will not analyse them 
here in detail and will concentrate on the substantive TRAs — most of 
which have been signed in the automobile sector.

Substantive TFAs – all EFAs for the moment – address specific cases of 
announced restructuring through concrete and binding clauses. These 
are the agreements we chose to further analyse here because they are the 
most meaningful in terms of TCB, since these agreements directly address 
employment issues and have an impact on management decisions. 
Beyond principles or procedures to be followed in the event of restructur-
ing, they include substantive and practical rules about issues such as job 
security, work organization or the choice of products and production sites. 
These TRAs contain specific collective and individual guarantees and are 
designed to mitigate the effects of announced restructuring plans. They 
generally provide guarantees against plant closures and for the mainte-
nance of employment; guarantees for the employees transferred, includ-
ing similar employment conditions and rights (wages, seniority, pensions); 
measures to avoid forced redundancies (early retirement, voluntary sever-
ance); and procedural rules on the consultation of the representatives of 
employees and the monitoring of the agreement.

Among the 18 such agreements we have identified, 16 were signed in 
the automotive industry by only three companies – two European subsidi-
aries of US companies (Ford and GM) and a company that was German-US 
at the time (DaimlerChrysler). All these agreements were signed by EWCs. 
Some of the GM and DaimlerChrysler agreements were jointly signed by 
an EIF, the EMF. The Danone agreement was co-signed by a GUF, the IUF.

The Danone 2001 agreement dealt with the workers affected by the 
res tructuring and plant closures in the biscuits branch. Unlike previous 
IFAs signed with the IUF alone, this agreement was co-signed by the 
Danone EWC. Its scope is European, not global. We therefore consider it 
as an EFA even though it was signed by a GUF. It provides specific guar-
antees for the workers transferred to other sites inside and outside the 
group, including the maintenance of the conditions of employment and 
remuneration. According to this agreement, Danone financially com-
pensates any loss of income during a transitional period; if new skills are 
required for the new job, Danone finances the necessary training; if work-
ers lose their new job, they receive preferential treatment from Danone’s 
placement services. In 2007, Danone decided to sell its biscuits branch to 
Kraft, a US company. The latter has an agreement with Danone not to 
make any redundancies until 2010.
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Our analysis of the restructuring agreements at Danone and in the auto-
mobile industry is based not only on a reading of documents, but also 
on interviews with several key actors involved in each case. However, we 
have little information on the Unilever agreement of 2005 (Carley and 
Hall 2006; Schmitt 2008; Voss 2006). It seems to contain similar rules to 
those of the Danone agreement for employees transferred to other com-
panies. Since we did no field work on this TRA and given the company’s 
subsequent lack of information and consultation in its 2007 restructur-
ing, which led to joint actions and documents by its EWC, the European 
Federation of Food, Agriculture and Tourism, the European Mine, Chem-
ical and Energy Workers’ Federation and the IUF, we do not discuss it here.

The substantive TRAs in the automobile sector, to which we now turn, 
represent a threefold evolution: of the strategy of some companies initially 
opposed to the EWC Directive and negotiating now with the representa-
tive bodies of workers, particularly about restructuring; of the EWCs from 
information and consultation to TCB; and of union strategies of coordi-
nation from national to European level, and more particularly, the roles 
played by the EMF and IMF.

Transnational restructuring agreements in the automobile 
sector

Some of the EWCs in the automobile sector became the actors of two 
im  portant innovations in transnational industrial relations: TCB on 
res tructuring at the European level at Ford, GM and Daimler; and the 
establish ment of a new type of world works council at Volkswagen, 
DaimlerChrysler, Renault and PSA Peugeot Citroën, which thereafter 
negotiated IFAs. We have analysed this evolution elsewhere (da Costa and 
Rehfeldt 2008; 2009a). We concentrate here on the dynamics of substan-
tive TRAs during the recent crisis.

Ford Europe

Ford’s EWC, which was created in 1996, was the first EWC to sign an 
agree ment in the auto industry at European level, the Visteon agreement, 
in January 2000 on the occasion of the reorganization of Ford with the 
externalization of part of its production. The Visteon spin-off brought 
about negotiations aimed at protecting ex-Ford workers transferred to the 
new company. This was done by the United Auto Workers (UAW) for the 
United States and by the EWC for Europe.

The protection obtained in Europe is quite similar to that contained 
in the UAW Ford 1999 Agreement. All the ex-Ford workers who were 
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transferred to Visteon during the spin-off were to benefit in their new 
work contracts from the same employment conditions as before, includ-
ing the following: seniority and pension rights; for the duration of their 
employment, a lifetime guarantee at Visteon that their wages, benefits 
and other conditions would be equivalent to that of Ford’s workers in 
their countries; and before final separation, ability to ask to return to Ford 
(‘flow-back’), reintegration according to job availability and a series of 
other criteria applicable for five years maximum. The agreement also con-
tained commercial and subcontracting clauses between Ford and Visteon, 
so that the latter could ensure that these employment terms for workers 
covered the following two product cycles. The problems that occurred 
during the first years of the implementation of the Visteon agreement 
were partially solved by the negotiation of an appendix signed by both 
the Ford and Visteon EWCs. The agreement was renegotiated in 2003 on 
the occasion of Visteon’s ‘Plan for Growth’.

The Visteon agreement was the first substantial agreement negotiated 
with a multinational corporation at European level. There were a few pre-
vious agreements considered ‘substantive’ in the literature including two 
on restructuring – Danone in 1997 and Deutsche Bank in 1999 (Carley 
2001). But whereas these two only set out a number of principles and 
provide for future dialogue at lower level, the Visteon agreement is the 
first to deal in a specific way with a particular case of restructuring and 
to lay down constraining and detailed rules to be applied at local level, 
which furthermore concern both employment and production

The experience, judged in a positive way by management, the EWC and 
the unions, paved the way for other agreements also signed by the same 
parties at European level: the Getrag Ford Transmissions agreement of 
2000; the International Operations Synergies agreement of 2004; and the 
2006 agreement on engineering to protect personnel concerned during 
restructuring along the lines of the Visteon agreement. These agreements 
were not formally negotiated in cooperation with the EMF. The Ford EWC 
functions on the basis of an internal mandate. The external trade union 
organizations intervene only as national experts (from Germany or the 
United Kingdom).

Taken as a whole, the agreements between the management of Ford 
Europe and the Ford EWC represent a high degree of development of 
common rules. They do not deal with policy principles or broad and gen-
eral procedures, but rather with concrete and substantive questions such as 
job security and working conditions. The agreements were signed without 
industrial conflict and their number testifies to the interest of the two 
parties for this type of procedure.
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The recent global crisis, however, raised questions on the follow-up of 
the Visteon agreement, in a critical situation of major restructuring. As 
Visteon filed for bankruptcy and was put under administration in the 
United Kingdom, all three Visteon (UK) facilities were closed. On 31 
March 2009, the 610 workers, including about 510 ex-Ford employees, 
were told that they had been made redundant. No guarantees were given 
as to re dundancy pay (only the statutory minimum was offered) or pen-
sion rights. As a reaction, the workers occupied the plants. After several 
weeks of sit-ins, with strong popular support for their cause, an improved 
settlement was reached with Ford and Visteon in early May. It included 
notice pay, a lump sum, and full Ford redundancy entitlements. The 
legally complex pension issue, however, remains unresolved at the time 
of writing. Some 3000 employees have paid into the Visteon (ex-Ford) 
pension fund and could lose up to 40 per cent of their pensions if they 
have to go into the national Pension Protection Fund. The union Unite 
asked the UK Government’s pension regulator to investigate the handling 
of the fund.

General Motors Europe

GM Europe’s EWC (officially called the GM European Employee Forum) 
was created, like Ford’s, in 1996. For years, GM restructuring and reorgani-
zations had been negotiated at local level with plants being pitted against 
each other. Progressively, GM Europe’s EWC adopted a Europe-wide 
strategy (Herber and Schäfer-Klug 2002; Kotthoff 2006) of transnational 
solidarity – sometimes referred to as ‘sharing the pain’ – based on three 
principles of no plant closures, no forced redundancies and a systematic 
search for negotiated and socially responsible alternatives.

The first European agreement between the GM EWC and the manage-
ment of GM Europe was signed in May 2000. It protected GM employees 
transferred to joint ventures of GM and Fiat in the event of the GM–Fiat 
alliance failing (which actually happened in 2005). The subsequent agree-
ments signed at GM Europe in March 2001, October 2001, December 
2004, April 2008, January 2009 and May 2010 are the most significant 
restructuring agreements signed with a TNC at European level, since they 
theoretically protected all the company employees in Europe (da Costa 
and Rehfeldt 2007; 2010). They are the result of a coordinated strategy 
involving the EWC representatives and the trade unions concerned at 
different levels as well as the EMF. This strategy of transnational solidarity 
has included both Europe-wide mobilization and transnational negotia-
tion. Several times and particularly in 2001, 2004 and 2006 throughout 
the sites in Europe, up to 50,000 GM workers took part in a common strike 
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or ‘action day’ against plant closures, putting pressure on negotiations 
between the EWC and the management of GM Europe. In 2004, when 
GM management announced its intention to close a production site and 
cut 12,000 jobs in Europe, the EMF established a European trade union 
coordination group that comprised members of the EMF secretariat, 
representatives of the national unions involved, as well as members of the 
GM EWC, which adopted a common action programme and called for a 
European day of action. The TRA negotiated was co-signed by the EWC 
and the EMF. The experience inspired the future EMF policies on socially 
responsible restructuring.

In order to avoid just reacting to restructuring announcements a ‘Delta 
Working Group’ of employee representatives from five European GM 
plants in competition for the next Astra/Zafira model was organized. 
The EWC, the national unions and the local representatives of the Delta 
Group plants signed a ‘European Solidarity Pledge’ which demanded 
an EFA providing for a fair distribution of car volumes (Bartmann and 
Blum-Geenen 2006). It was signed in April 2008. The plant in Antwerp, 
Belgium, which had not been chosen for the next-generation Astra, was 
to be safeguarded by the production of a new small vehicle. Also in April 
2008, GM Europe signed a second EFA that guaranteed an information 
and consultation process on outsourcing. After the car sales crisis in the 
autumn 2008, the EWC of GM Europe negotiated yet another EFA, signed 
on 12 January 2009 and setting common rules to reduce working time by 
resorting to mechanisms of short-time working (partial unemployment) 
at all the group’s European sites. In exchange, management once again 
committed itself not to resort to economic redundancies and to close no 
sites in Europe.

After the crisis of GM in the United States, the EWC president and the 
director of GM Europe sought to make European operations independent 
from GM headquarters and devise a restructuring plan to avoid plant 
closures and forced redundancies. But on 4 November 2009, GM, now 
owned by the US Department of the Treasury, announced its intention 
not to sell its European subsidiary Opel/Vauxhall (as GM Europe was 
called after the separation of Saab, which was finally sold in January 2010 
to the Netherlands luxury car manufacturer Spyker). In January 2010, 
the management of Opel/Vauxhall presented a new restructuring plan 
including 8300 job cuts in Europe and closing the Antwerp plant (2600 
workers). The production of a small vehicle promised to Antwerp by the 
2008 agreement was shifted to Daewoo, the subsidiary company of GM 
in the Republic of Korea. In April 2010, the Belgian trade unions and the 
local management of Opel Antwerp agreed on a ‘social plan’, based on 
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anticipated retirements and premiums with voluntary departures of 1250 
employees by mid-June 2010. The tripartite restructuring group was given 
until December 2010 to find investors, otherwise the plant would shut 
down.

On 31 May 2010, a TRA called the Opel Plan for the Future was ratified 
by the EWC, the union representatives and the EMF. It confirms the 8300 
job reductions in Europe but excludes collective redundancies until 2014 
in exchange for wage reductions. The EFA must be transposed by local 
agreements. In the United Kingdom and in Spain, the trade unions had 
already previously signed such agreements on wage freezing. In Germany, 
the employees will give up part of their Christmas and holiday bonuses. 
On the whole, the European employees of Opel/Vauxhall will give Opel 
€1 billion. To guarantee that this investment will not be used outside 
Europe; it will be managed by an independent administrator.

The TRAs signed with GM Europe remain an outstanding example of 
transnational solidarity pushing for socially responsible restructuring, 
regardless of what the future of GM might be. Since 2009, the EWC with 
the unions involved as well as the EMF have managed to preserve inter-
national solidarity through very difficult times during which the possibil-
ities of seeing national strategies emerge were manifold, notably given the 
involvement of the respective governments, which constitute additional 
actors not particularly prone to financing jobs outside their borders. 
‘Sharing the pain’ has proved to be a winning strategy even though there 
have been tensions, and it is not always easy to apply. Still, it has been 
necessary to back up the common demand of ‘no plant closures’.

The lack of a European legal framework for bargaining at company 
level has, however, been a problem when the management decided to 
close down two plants, Azambuja in 2006 and Antwerp in 2010, despite 
contrary commitments in the EFAs. In the Antwerp case, the only 
remedy for the employee representatives is recourse to appeal to the 
Belgian courts for breach of contract. Unless the courts otherwise decide, 
EFAs are at present not considered legally binding contracts, and there are 
no sanctions for disregarding them other than those which the unions 
can bring about through collective action – and this is a difficult venture 
in some countries as the right to strike at European level is either non-
 existent or very restricted (see Bercusson 2008).

Daimler

A ‘European committee of the employee representatives’, limited to the 
network of dealers, was constituted at Daimler-Benz as early as 1992 and 
was transformed into an EWC in 1996. After the merger with Chrysler in 
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1998, the German representatives of the DaimlerChrysler works’ councils 
asked management also to set up a world works council. An informal 
committee was created in 1998 for four years, on an experimental basis 
and without a written agreement. The committee was definitively insti-
tutionalized, by an agreement signed on 18 July 2002, under the name of 
the World Employee Committee.

The same year, DaimlerChrysler’s world works council negotiated and 
signed an IFA on basic labour standards and industrial relations, co-signed 
by the IMF. This agreement has had many positive results, particularly as 
regards freedom of association and notably concerning subcontractors in 
different countries where the company is located. It is often considered 
one of the best examples of monitoring and follow-up of an IFA.

Only 6 per cent of Daimler employees in Europe worked outside 
Germany. This structural element explains the absence of negotiations 
at European level until 2006 and the separation of Daimler and Chrysler. 
Since then, three EFAs have been signed on restructuring. In 2006, a 
European agreement was signed on information and consultation. In the 
same year, a TRA on adjustment to employment levels was also signed. 
The latter came after the announcement by management that there 
would be a reduction in the number of jobs, which particularly affected 
white-collar workers. In Germany, the level of employment was protected 
by an agreement signed in 2004 that prohibited any dismissal before 
2012. The aim of the EFA on employment adjustment was to prevent any 
dismissals in Europe by seeking socially acceptable measures for reducing 
employment.

In 2007 another TRA was signed, this time on the adaptation of the 
sales organization in Europe, after the separation of Daimler and Chrysler. 
About 400 employees were transferred to other companies of the group, 
avoiding non-voluntary transfers. The employees concerned received a 
welcome bonus. Thanks to the agreement negotiated by the EWC, this 
bonus now applies at the European level and not just in Germany.

Coordination: the EWCs, the unions and the EMF

The European agreements at Ford, GM and Daimler required a delegation 
of the capacity to negotiate from the national to the European level and 
at least three types of coordination: (a) between the national level and the 
European level; (b) between the national trade unions involved and the 
EWC; and (c) between the EWC and the EMF. This type of coordination 
legitimizes and reinforces TCB at TNC level. The coordination has also 
evolved. All three EWCs have more than 10 years of experience and there 
were many meetings, particularly between the members of the various 
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committees. Personal contacts and trust relations were progressively 
built, facilitating the emergence of solidarity and strategic bargaining at 
European level.

The fact that Ford Europe and GM Europe had their headquarters in 
the United States was a factor facilitating evolution towards TCB, but we 
think that so was the strong concentration of employment in Germany 
within all these companies, which gave the German workers’ repre-
sentatives the presidency of the EWCs and a key role in developing a 
transactional union strategy, which could rely on previous experiences of 
negotiating with management.

These agreements go beyond the framework agreements signed in other 
industries and deal with substantial rules and issues. The large number of 
agreements shows the relevance of the approach for the parties involved. 
The agreements at these three companies differ, however, in scope and 
style of industrial relations, which, for example, have been more conflict-
ual at GM. Union involvement is also stronger at GM, with the EMF now 
recognized as a partner to European-level negotiations and having signed 
the latest agreements (as it did with Daimler).

The EMF has been increasingly involved in developing a union res-
ponse to TNC restructuring, including TCB. The GM agreement of 2004 
inspired a document adopted by the EMF in June 2005 on socially respon-
sible restructuring (EMF 2005) implemented through an early warning 
system resting on the EMF coordinators in the EWCs. In the event of a 
transnational restructuring within a European TNC, the EMF coordinator, 
with the EMF secretariat, will set up a European trade union coordination 
group consisting of EWC representatives and one trade union officer for 
each national union involved. This group will try to negotiate an EFA, 
including job security prior to any national negotiations (EMF 2006a: 15). 
The EMF has also elaborated internal rules concerning mandates for TCB 
and the signing of EFAs. The EMF experience in turn has inspired other 
EIFs.

The automobile sector was in many countries a trade union stronghold 
and trade union presence is very strong both in the sector and in the 
companies analysed. It has strong mechanisms of employee representa-
tion used by strong trade unions at national and European levels. The 
EWCs in the three cases analysed are exclusively made up of trade union 
members. This facilitated the emergence of strategies coordinated at 
European transnational level.

Although other auto companies with strong union presence have not 
embraced European collective bargaining at company level (Fetzer 2008), 
we think that, while a strong union presence might not be a sufficient 
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condition for TCB to emerge, it is certainly a necessary one. Without it, 
the legitimacy of strategic collective action at the European level and the 
European transnational solidarity entailed would be difficult to achieve. 
In fact, international solidarity and transnational collective action should 
not be taken for granted. There is a confrontation not only of the histo-
ries and structures specific to the various trade union organizations but 
also of a variety of interests sometimes difficult to combine, which might 
lead to the negotiation of national agreements rather than international 
solidarity, particularly in times of restructuring. There are many bumps 
on the road to TCB.

Organizing competition between plants is often standard practice in 
TNCs, including those in the automobile sector. Unions and EWCs can 
or  ganize forms of transnational mobilization, and coordinate cross-
 border TCB, or not. Obviously, national preferences are always very 
strong, often coming from the trade unions of the home country of a 
TNC, but sometimes also coming from the subsidiaries because of the 
possibility of na tional industrial relations arrangements that can be 
more favourable than what is available through TCB.

Conclusions: the necessary transnational coordination 
during restructuring

During the recent crisis, most European countries introduced social pol ici  es 
in order to support employment and deal with restructuring. How ever, 
social dialogue on restructuring took place essentially at the national level 
and very little at the EU transnational level (Demetriades and Kullander 
2009; Glassner and Keune 2010; Rychly 2009; Bergström 2010; da Costa 
2010). We think that there is no ‘one best way’ in terms of transnational 
restructuring. Whatever the final response may be, what seems to be 
important is the necessity of different forms of coordination that enable 
the parties involved to reach the best ad hoc solution appropriate to their 
case. The cases we present here also highlight the need for strong initia-
tives to put forward a European approach and, eventually, a global one.

Trade union action at the international and European levels often fails 
to have highly visible results. The institutional and lobbying activities 
re garding international organizations and European institutions slowly 
build (and with much compromise) the legal bases of a transnational 
re  gulation of work. The activities related to the negotiation and follow-up 
of agreements with TNCs also put in place the actors of a new regulation 
whose effects depend primarily on their voluntarism, but whose territory 
expands nonetheless to areas where trade unionism has traditionally 
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functioned with difficulty. National union actors often view transna-
tional ones with scepticism. Nonetheless, transnational collective actions 
have emerged at the European and global levels and have elaborated 
some forms of coordinated industrial action, in particular during restruc-
turings – despite the fact that the right to strike at the European level is, 
at best, very restricted.

EWCs constitute new mechanisms for worker representation and par-
ticipation at the European level. They also have an impact at the global 
level. Their regular functioning requires the elaboration of new forms of 
coordination of all the employee representatives as well as new types of 
articulation of TCB. The necessity of new forms of coordination entails 
both new risks and new opportunities. If coordination is not successfully 
established, collective actions at the transnational level become rather 
unlikely and the choice of the level at which collective action and bar-
gaining should take place may be blurred.

If, on the other hand, coordination at different levels and between the 
different new actors occurs, there is a new opportunity for TCB to also 
emerge as a new form of transnational regulation of work that can build 
upon the strength of national trade union actors – articulated with the 
strength of European actors – to create new forms of work regulation at 
European and global level as well. This would represent a democratic 
manner to collectively negotiate a way out of the crisis, one that would 
avoid a downward spiral of national concessions and one that would be 
compatible with the aims and principles of the 2008 ILO Declaration on 
Social Justice for a Fair Globalization as well as those of the 2009 ILO 
Global Jobs Pact.

Notes

1. See da Costa and Rehfeldt (2006); da Costa and Rehfeldt (forthcoming); 
Telljohann et al. (2009).

2. See, for example, IOE (2003; 2005; 2007); Daugareilh (2005); Descolonges and 
Saincy (2006); Schömann et al. (2008); Papadakis (2008a); Moreau (2006); 
Béthoux (2008); Bourque (2008).
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7
International Framework 
Agreements: Do Workers Benefit in 
a Global Banana Supply Chain?
Pamela K. Robinson

Introduction

During the 1970s, many national governments sought to regulate the 
ac  tivities of MNEs through ratifying ILO core labour standards and by pro-
moting the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and the ILO 
Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises 
and Social Policy (Urminsky 2001). The 1980s, in contrast, was a decade 
of deregulation that saw increased government effort to attract foreign 
investment, and attempts at these forms of labour regulation on an inter-
national level proved to be largely unsuccessful ( Jenkins et al. 2002). By 
the mid-1990s, the absence of state regulation, the failure to incorporate 
social clauses in international trade agreements and the difficulties of 
enforcing the OECD guidelines and the core ILO Conventions led to the 
introduction of a number of private labour standards (O’Brien 2002).

Many of the corporations adopting these initiatives had also devel-
oped CSR programmes in their international operations, either as the 
result of collaboration between parties involved in global supply chains1 
(companies, workers and their representatives) or as a response to the 
campaign activities of other interested parties (NGOs, civil society groups 
and consumers) ( Jenkins et al. 2002). However, a key group of actors in 
global supply chains was largely absent during the initial explosion of 
such chains during the late 1980s and early 1990s – namely the trade 
unions. Governance can be viewed as a form of control which may be 
exercised in various ways, from ensuring certain circumstances are main-
tained along the chain to actively coordinating the activities within the 
chain to enable these circumstances to be achieved (Kaplinsky 2000). 
The argument here is that while corporations are the primary actors in 
the construction and management of global supply chains, particularly 
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in the food sector, other actors, such as trade unions, should also have 
an interest in the organization of the chain. During this period of limited 
in fluence, as noted by Riisgaard (2005), one way for organized labour to 
carve a space in a dispersed environment and secure workers’ rights 
was the introduction of international agreements. The key difference 
with codes of conduct and other labour standards introduced in global 
supply chains was (and is) that IFAs are negotiated with unions and 
include some form of union participation in the implementation and 
monitoring processes of the agreement (Brecher et al. 2006).

The focus of this chapter is the part that IFAs play in terms of improv-
ing the employment conditions of workers who are involved in a global 
banana supply chain. The chapter draws on research conducted in one 
particular chain, leading from Costa Rica to the United Kingdom, and is 
based on a two-month field study of banana plantations situated in the 
province of Limón, Costa Rica, in 2006. The study included semi-struc tured 
interviews with workers and their representatives, transnational banana 
producers, international retailers, global, regional and local trade unions, 
government trade officials and NGOs. The chapter is also informed by 
observation and participation in a number of industry forums, includ-
ing the International Banana Conference in 2005, a Colloquium in 2008 
and meetings of the Multi-stakeholder Forum on Sustainable Banana 
Production and Trade.

The theoretical framework used in the analysis draws on global chain 
studies that emphasize shifting relationships and control within the 
chain, and the dimension of governance (Gereffi 1994; Gereffi et al. 
2005). Gereffi (1994: 97) sees the dimension of governance as creating a 
particular pattern of coordination and highlights the point that authority 
and power in the chain has consequences. Furthermore, Gereffi et al. 
affirm that forms of governance develop ‘regardless of the institutional 
context’ (2005: 99) and therefore, power in global chains is de-coupled 
from the impact of state regulation and trade regimes. Instead, power is 
linked with the system of coordination and control exercised by the lead 
firm in the supply chain – the degrees of drivenness (looser or tighter) of 
the firm in its supply chain (Gereffi et al. 2005). The concept of govern-
ance, in association with value chain analysis, is used in this chapter to 
consider the introduction of labour initiatives in a highly coordinated 
chain and to explore how the power relations between the various actors 
in the chain ultimately shape and impact the employment conditions of 
workers.

In this regard, the Costa Rican–UK banana supply chain makes for an 
interesting case study because, apart from being highly coordinated, the 
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powerful corporations at each end of the chain are in a position to ensure 
better conditions for labour. Three large US agribusinesses dominate the 
production end of the chain: Chiquita Brands International Inc., Dole 
Food Company Inc. and Fresh Del Monte Produce Inc. Indeed, approxi-
mately four fifths of the world’s bananas destined for retail markets in 
industrialized countries are under the control of these three producers, 
who either own or manage plantations, while also facilitating market 
access for small-scale producers and independent growers (FAO 2005; IBC 
2005b). At the other end of the chain, four supermarket groups dominate 
retail distribution: Tesco, ASDA Group (part of the Wal-Mart Group), 
J Sainsbury and Wm Morrison Supermarkets, with about three quarters of 
the UK grocery retail market.

International framework agreements

With IFAs, global unions have the potential to gain substantive recog-
nition for labour rights with international employers (Fairbrother and 
Hammer 2005), and at the same time, create a space for union organizing 
(Riisgaard 2005). IFAs also have the strategic value of the possibility of 
advancing voluntary labour standards and multilateral legislation (in the 
ILO) approaches to labour rights sequentially (Block et al. 2001; Hammer 
2005). In this regard, Brecher et al. (2006) suggest that IFAs offer the 
po  tential of a power shift in relationship terms between the various actors 
involved in global supply chains. And by doing so, IFAs can help to establish 
transnational industrial relations systems that complement existing 
national systems, while enabling corporations to maintain a relationship 
of trust with the labour union movement (Egels-Zandén 2008).

The key corporate codes that relate to labour standards in the global 
banana chain are the Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI)2 Base Code and the 
Social Accountability (SA)3 8000 Standard. The codes’ main focus is to 
main tain certain labour standards in the supply chain, and both draw on 
the ILO core Conventions (though they have differences in the way they 
are implemented and administered). The ETI Base Code includes a range 
of workers’ rights: to choose employment freely; to freely associate and 
bargain collectively; working conditions that are safe and hygienic; no 
child labour; the provision of a living wage; working hours that are not 
excessive; no discrimination; the provision of regular employment; and 
no harsh or inhumane treatment (ETI 2005).

The majority of these rights also correspond to the principal elements 
of the SA8000 Standard (SAI 2005). When corporate members subscribe 
to the tripartite organization of the ETI, they commit to implementing 
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the base code in their supply chains and in doing so, report annually on 
their progress. Tesco, Asda and Sainsbury are members of the ETI, as are 
the banana producers Chiquita, Del Monte and the wholesaler Fyffes.

The ETI Base Code is essentially self-regulatory, as there is no monitoring 
process, apart from that conducted by the corporate members themselves – 
a factor that has proved particularly contentious with trade unions and 
NGOs. The SA8000 Standard, in contrast, is audited by independent third-
party organizations, yet still there is the criticism that this merely entails 
one corporate entity checking up on another (IBC 2005a). In the banana 
supply chain, Chiquita, Dole and Del Monte have all introduced SA8000 
on their owned plantations and are supporting their sub-contracted and 
associated suppliers to introduce the standard (IBC 2005a).

Following a series of allegations of political entanglements, suppression 
of labour rights and chemical misuse on its plantations, Chiquita introduc  ed 
a more comprehensive CSR programme than its competitors, including 
an IFA (Werre 2003). The IFA was signed in June 2001 by Chiquita Brands 
International Inc., the International Union of Foodworkers (IUF) and the 
Central American trade union COLSIBA (Coordinadora Latinoamericana 
de Sindicatos Bananeros).4 At the time, the IFA was described as a ground-
breaking partnership for labour rights, on the basis that it incorporated 
freedom of association and minimum labour and employment standards 
for workers in Chiquita’s Latin American banana operations (Chiquita 
2001a; IUF 2001). Furthermore, as part of the agreement, Chiquita reaf-
firmed its commitment to the ILO core Conventions (Nos 29, 87, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 135, 138 and 182) (Chiquita 2001a).

In the case of Chiquita, the company’s journey of social responsibility 
had started with the introduction of a corporate code of conduct promot-
ing the values of integrity, respect, opportunity and responsibility – and 
the SA8000 certification of its owned plantations in Latin America, fol-
lowed by the adoption of the ETI Base Code in early 2001 (Zalla 2001; 
Chiquita 2005). But by far the most dynamic development was the signing 
of the IFA, which aligned with the principles laid out in Chiquita’s CSR 
strategy, and which was considered by the company to be critical to its 
future success (Chiquita 2001b; 2005). As stated by the company chair-
man and chief executive officer Fernando Aquirre in 2005, ‘corporate 
res ponsibility continues to be woven into every major decision we make 
as a company’ (Chiquita 2005: 2).

There had already been a distinct shift in Chiquita’s position on the 
issues of environmental and social responsibility during the late 1990s 
and early in 2000, for which a number of reasons have been cited, includ-
ing the haemorrhaging of sales and loss of market prominence during 
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the US–EU banana wars of the 1990s, the narrow bankruptcy miss in 
2000, and the determination of the company to demonstrate that it had 
changed both politically and commercially (Werre 2003). To a large extent, 
Chiquita’s introduction of a CSR programme was part of a wider reinven-
tion of the company (author’s interview with George Jaksch, Director 
of Corporate Responsibility and Public Affairs, Chiquita International 
Ser vices Group, February 2005).

A global banana supply chain

The banana is a delicate and highly perishable fruit and as such the 
global export business of bananas is dependent on a sophisticated supply 
chain, including refrigerated shipping, ripening centres and distribution 
facilities in importing countries. It is a vertically integrated, very capital-
intensive chain, and is dominated by the three MNEs: Chiquita, Dole and 
Del Monte. They are known as the ‘dollar producers’ because they mostly 
own or control banana production in Latin America, chiefly in Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras and Panama (FAO 2003). The move-
ment of cargoes of bananas over long distances in prime condition is a 
very skilled and specialized business, and these dollar producers run high  ly 
centralized operations. The Costa Rica–UK banana supply chain, as 
de picted in Figure 7.1, demonstrates the highly integrated nature of the 
industry and the levers of control.

After Ecuador and Colombia, Costa Rica is the third-biggest producer of 
bananas for export (FAO 2006). Bananas are the largest single export in 
Costa Rica and the banana industry employs an estimated 34,000 work ers 
directly on farms and a further 60,000 indirectly, for instance at ports 
and as service providers (author’s interview with Jorge Sauma, Director, 
CORBANA5 [Corporación Bananera Nacional – National Banana Cor po-
ration], April 2006). Banana production is largely a manual process and 
each plantation is made up of two or three farms, generally between 250 
and 300 hectares, employing between 150 and 200 workers. The cultiva-
tion, harvesting and selection of the fruit are very labour intensive, and as 
previously indicated require a highly organized and integrated chain.

Costa Rica has one of the highest banana yields of producer countries, 
but it is also a relatively high-cost producer, with wage costs being amongst 
the highest in Latin America (Interview: Sauma, April 2006). A high wage 
bill, together with the influence of the three major MNEs in terms of how 
employment is structured in the sector, has led to a degree of instability 
for some workers in the country, largely because these companies can 
relocate to lower-cost producer countries in West Africa (Sauma, April 
2006). Nevertheless, the county depends on its banana export trade, both 
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to generate foreign currency and employment, and thus the state has an 
important part to play in maintaining the competitiveness of the industry. 
Historically, the state’s development of agrarian policy and engagement 
with commercial enterprise has helped shape the industry and to some 

Figure 7.1 The Costa Rica–United Kingdom banana supply chain
Note: Associated independent growers have supplying contracts with major producers or 
exporters (typically contracts are for 12–18 months). Independent cooperative growers are 
drawn upon to provide further supply requirements when the capacity of the preferred/asso-
ciated supplier is reached or when climatic and production problems result in a shortfall of 
available supply from the primary associated grower.
Source: Author’s interviews with producers, February–April 2006.
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extent impacted on the way the US-owned banana MNE producers con-
duct their business today.

In this regard, some of the country’s socioeconomic developments point 
to characteristics of corporatism (Schmitter 1974: 93–94), or ‘welfare state 
capitalism’ (Gilpin 2001: 169) that is, a political system in which capital, 
organized labour and government cooperate closely in the management 
of the economy at the risk of cooptation of the labour movement by the 
state. In Costa Rica, a key development in the 1950s was the promotion 
of the Solidarismo movement and the form of labour organization associ-
ated with it, namely solidarista associations (Movimiento Solidarista 2006). 
The movement’s creation in effect led to the control of organized labour 
in the country (Frundt 2005; Sandbrook et al. 2007). State sponsorship 
of Solidarismo certainly benefited the banana transnational producers, 
who were able to choose solidarista associations to represent workers 
above trade unions in the early 1990s (author’s interview with Gilberth 
Bermúdez, Union Regional Coordinator, COLSIBA, February 2006). This 
was to have a major impact on trade unionism on plantations in the 
future, because the concentration of banana production for export in 
Costa Rica is quite high.

An IFA: on the ground

During the past 15 years, the issue of poor working conditions on banana 
plantations producing low-cost and high-quality fruit for export to mar-
kets in the United States and the EU has been highlighted by worker rep-
resentatives, trade unions and civil society or ganizations. These groups, 
together, have been instrumental in creating a forum to debate issues 
as  sociated with the global banana trade, namely the International Banana 
Conference (IBC). The first conference was held in Brussels in May 1998 
and those attending included producers, trade unions, NGOs and con-
sumer groups from banana-producing and consuming countries. The 
organizers of the forum, which included the most active NGO in the 
sec tor, Banana Link, and the regional trade union, COLSIBA, produced an 
International Banana Charter, a framework for a series of initiatives that 
would promote workers’ rights. However, the MNE producers failed to 
sign up to the charter and chose instead to implement their own social 
responsibility programmes, and those thrust upon them by their key 
customers, the supermarkets (IBC 2005b).

Nevertheless, critics of voluntary labour initiatives, the most vocal being 
the trade unions, demanded greater coordination between the many 
actors engaged in the chain to ensure that the measures were properly 
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adhered to, and it was against this background that the IFA between the 
IUF, COLSIBA and Chiquita was introduced. Indeed, the role of COLSIBA 
as the regional coordinating body for unions managing across a spectrum 
of political interests was central to the development of the IFA. There 
were a number of national unions in Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala, 
Honduras and Panama that had strong political ties on both sides of the 
traditional communist/left and the liberal divide, and COLSIBA helped 
to facilitate cooperation across these national unions, which enabled this 
brave and historic agreement to come about (Riisgaard 2004).

Although the agreement affirms the same ILO core Conventions as 
those included in the SA8000 Standard and Chiquita’s own code of con-
duct, there is an important distinction in the agreement – the inclusion 
of a formal review committee, which has the responsibility to oversee 
the company’s adherence to the IFA principles (Zalla 2001). Through the 
agreement, Chiquita, one of the largest employers of unionized workers 
in Latin America, reaffirmed its commitment to respect workers’ right to 
freedom of association (Chiquita 2001b; IUF 2001). The agreement was 
considered momentous at the time, as stated by Ron Oswald, the IUF gen-
eral secretary, who described it as ‘historic in the truest sense’ and a real 
‘possibility for workers and employers to seek a new basis for the resolu-
tion of problems’ in an industry that had a history of confrontation (IUF 
2001: 1). For its part, Chiquita saw it as a means to ensure effective labour 
management relations (Chiquita 2001b). Nevertheless, as noted by 
Os  wald, in one regard the agreement is not truly international, because 
it does not apply to all of Chiquita’s business operations; the agreement 
is applicable only to banana workers on Latin American plantations and 
does not apply to production workers employed in other Chiquita opera-
tions around the globe (author’s interview with Ron Oswald, October 
2007). Chiquita has a number of fresh-fruit processing plants and opera-
tions in the receiving ports, specifically in the United States and Europe, 
which are excluded from the agreement (Chiquita 2006).

In April 2005, the Second International Banana Conference, also held 
in Brussels, was convened by the IBC key organizing groups.6 It high-
lighted, among other problems in the industry, the issue of compliance 
and monitoring of voluntary labour standards (IBC 2005b). Yet when 
discussions in the three-day event turned to the IFA implemented by 
Chiquita, there was much disquiet. Other producers were challenged by 
workers’ representative groups, COLSIBA and consumer groups for not 
adopting an IFA in their owned plantations.

In their rebuff, representatives of the other major MNE producers and 
producer cooperatives, which supplied these MNEs, stated that the IFA 
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was not working. However, other social actors involved in this heated 
debate accused these producer groups of avoiding such agreements 
be  cause this would require union representation on their plantations (IBC 
2005a). In their defence, producers claimed there was limited support for 
unions in many Latin American countries due to their often politicized 
nature and that workers showed little interest in becoming union mem-
bers (IBC 2005a). In some instances, workers did indeed not show interest, 
as noted by a worker in the pack-house of a farm managed by one of the 
major MNE producers:

There is no need for unions here, because they [the companies] have 
SA8000 and ISO-14001, we are paid above the legal minimum, it is 
the law . . . no union leaders have been to this farm, we do not want 
them here. (author’s interview with Disenia,7 March 2006)

A harvest worker employed by the same producer, but on another farm 
suggested:

Companies must, should be open to unions . . . I don’t think we are 
well represented . . . the worker really has no freedom and cannot be 
open. We cannot join a union, what I’m saying today I can be fired for 
tomorrow. (author’s interview with Frederick, March 2006)

In some respects, these comments demonstrate the challenge for trade 
unions in Costa Rica, where there has been low union membership since 
battles between unions and the MNEs in the mid-1980s led to producers 
relocating to nearby countries, Panama in particular, and the fact that 
solidarista associations are the chief representative group for workers’ 
rights. Also, according to a local union organizer, some MNE producers 
actively discourage membership, which makes it more difficult to pro-
mote the benefits that unions can offer, such as collective bargaining. 
This is a role that solidarista associations are unable to fully provide in 
the banana industry, as opposed to some other sectors in the country 
(author’s interview with local secretary, March 2006).

When attempting to more fully explore the benefits of the labour ini-
tiatives implemented on banana plantations in Costa Rica, it was clear at 
times that the distinction between the various schemes was not always 
understood by workers. There was confusion as to what additional ben-
efits each scheme offered, as some workers viewed the country’s 1948 
Labour Law as the sole basis of their rights. Also, there are different 
pro cedures for monitoring the ETI Base Code and the SA8000 Standard, 
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compared to an IFA, which has a distinct review process, and these differ-
ences added to the confusion. Thus it was understandable that workers, 
the very constituent group that such initiatives were intended to support, 
did not fully comprehend each labour standard. As noted by a supervisor 
on a Chiquita-owned plantation:

There are lots of different standards across all the farms, we try and 
standardize them for each area . . . this makes it easier for everyone 
to understand, but it is difficult to explain all the differences to the 
workers . . . they look the same to me too. (author’s interview with 
Berny, February 2006)

However, it was more evident on farms owned and managed by Chiquita 
that workers had been informed of the various voluntary initiatives and 
details of each were displayed on noticeboards around the pack-house 
and staff facilities. When discussing the merits of each, several workers 
felt that their situation was improved by the combination of all three 
forms of labour initiative, particularly in regard to employment condi-
tions and freedom of association. As noted by a pack-house worker:

We have both unions and permanent committees [linked to the 
Solidarismo system of representation] and we have collective bar-
gaining with both. […] Our wages are guaranteed. (author’s interview 
with Manuel, employed on a Chiquita-owned farm, February 2006)

Another worker, whose job it was to harvest the fruit, stated that the 
SA8000 Standard had enforced the rule that the working day was defined 
as eight hours, and hence all workers received overtime payments when 
they worked beyond this period of time (authors’ interview with Justo, 
employed by an independent grower which supplied the three major 
MNE producers, March 2006). When raising the topic of the IFA more 
specifically, workers stated that their situation was palpably better than 
at other farms in the region. One reason was that workers were able to 
consult with the local union organizer and this meant that issues affect-
ing several farms were more effectively dealt with. In comparison, the 
permanent committee representative structure only allowed for issues to 
be raised on a farm-by-farm basis, and depending on the farm manager 
led to workers’ concerns being dealt with less consistently.

In June 2006, five years after signing the agreement, the IFA signa-
tories met to review the overall impact of the agreement. Both the IUF 
and COLSIBA noted the successes achieved during the period that the 
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 framework agreement had been in force, but they also raised a number of 
issues with the senior Chiquita management (IUF 2006). Ron Oswald felt 
that the ‘across the table’ discussions were constructive and opportune:

Whilst Chiquita will still make decisions that we and our members 
will have problems with and will rightly oppose, we and COLSIBA 
have been able to successfully resolve a number of issues arising from 
these decisions in favour of our members … we have also seen our 
members use the agreement to increase union membership in the 
company and in its suppliers in a number of cases. (IUF 2006: 1)

Only a few months previously, however, the author had raised the topic 
of the IFA with union representatives in Costa Rica and their responses 
were mixed. The local union secretary suggested:

The IFA has been broken and violated so many times we want to tear 
it up . . . in practice there is no freedom of association . . . there are 
still hygiene and occupational hazards. IFAs are discredited here in 
Costa Rica . . . complaints are made, but social auditors and members 
of the companies make the mistake of having interviews with workers 
in the company offices, this influences the workers, so they don’t say 
the way it really is on the farm. (author’s interview with local secretary, 
March 2006)

Given the breakthrough this agreement was meant to be in terms of 
un  ion engagement, a representative of COLSIBA was understandably a 
little more circumspect in his comments regarding the matter. He agreed 
there were some difficulties at times, but nonetheless claimed that the 
IFA was the best way to engage with the US-owned banana MNEs in the 
future (author’s interview with COLSIBA representative, February 2006). 
Although as noted by Frank (2005), part of the problem when look-
ing at the opportunity from a union perspective is that the majority of 
unionized workers are employed on plantations owned and managed by 
Chiquita. This begs the question as to whether it is feasible to target other 
major companies in the sector. The experience of the IUF in this mat-
ter appears to indicate otherwise, with Oswald suggesting ‘Dole viewed 
SA8000 certification as the way forward . . . and Del Monte had so few 
union members as to be less than interested’ (author’s interview with 
Ron Oswald, October 2007).

The IUF recognizes this problem and suggests that low union member-
ship in Costa Rica is due to the dominant Solidarismo system, and some 
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observers suggest that an IFA as a form of labour protection has limited 
impact when implemented alongside it (IBC 2005a). This form of worker 
representation is often described as a type of ‘yellow unionism’ and it 
stands accused of ‘systematically squeezing’ union rights in the banana 
sector like many other sectors in Costa Rica (IUF 2006: 1). As stated by 
Gilberth Bermúdez, one of the system’s foremost critics, ‘Solidarismo pre-
vents true representation for workers in banana production’ and ‘it is a 
barrier to collective bargaining’. Bermúdez also accuses the MNE producers 
of ‘fuelling the growth of solidarista associations while trying to crush the 
unions’ (author’s interview with Bermúdez, February 2006 – emphasis in 
original).

In response to such criticism and in keeping with the spirit of the IFA, 
however, Chiquita has held meetings with unions that represent a small 
proportion of workers in owned and managed (sub-contracted) farms 
and, in principle, has agreed to support a union organization pilot on 
plantations in Costa Rica (Chiquita 2006; IUF 2006). As noted by Oswald, 
such examples show significant progress and, although not all the union’s 
requirements are met, the process does allow for the defence of members’ 
interests and the potential for a ‘share of the benefits which otherwise 
would often accrue exclusively to the company and its shareholders’ (IUF 
2006: 2).

Yet in March 2007, workers and their representatives accused Chiquita 
of a breach in health and safety on a plantation in Costa Rica –  allowing 
the application of agro-chemicals while workers were harvesting fruit 
close by (Banana Link 2007). The harvest team, consisting of three 
work  ers, claimed to be working in an area assigned by their supervisor, 
when they noticed a team manually spraying the fruit with a nematicide 
(Banana Link 2007). Having received their instructions of the number of 
bananas to harvest that day, the team apparently decided to continue 
working in the area, until they fell ill shortly afterwards (COLSIBA 2007). 
According to Banana Link (2007), which appealed on the workers’ behalf, 
the workers reported the incident because they believed their supervisors 
had been irresponsible.

The workers’ complaint was heard, but the farm management 
res ponded by dismissing the workers. The company claimed the workers 
continued to work in the area despite repeated warnings that fumiga-
tion was taking place (author’s interview with Chiquita representative, 
August 2007). Chiquita defended its position by stating that the workers 
involved committed a serious health and safety infraction, by defying 
instructions not to go into the area where the aerial spraying was taking 
place. After investigating the matter further and drawing on the IFA’s 
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labour review process, Chiquita attempted to resolve the dispute locally. 
Given the circumstances, it was agreed by Chiquita management that 
the workers should be reinstated (author’s interview with Chiquita rep-
resentative, August 2007). However, Chiquita issued a statement high-
lighting the fact that the dismissals followed its occupational health 
and safety procedures embodied in its code of conduct and were within 
the parameters of the Labour Law in Costa Rica (Chiquita 2007).

The bad publicity surrounding this issue clearly shows the difficulties of 
managing – and being seen to be managing – procedures linked to labour 
codes of conduct and IFAs. This instance was a particularly sensitive issue 
for Chiquita, as it is committed to operating as a socially responsible com-
pany (author’s interview with Chiquita representative, August 2007).

Conclusions

The issues associated with working on banana plantations organized to 
supply export markets are complex. Banana farming is structured to maxi-
mize production economies of scale, and low labour costs have become 
part of the equation in maintaining a comparative advantage in the export 
trade. Given that there is structural overproduction in the industry due to 
the expansion of production in West Africa, Ecuador and Brazil, and that 
major supermarket groups demand low-cost but high-quality fruit, the 
ad  herence to voluntary labour initiatives by producers is an ever-increasing 
challenge. Yet where there is greater dialogue among actors engaged in the 
chain, as is the case with more formalized agreements such as IFAs, MNEs 
can be held to greater account.

Certainly, based on the research conducted on banana farms in Costa 
Rica, on which this chapter largely draws, there is evidence to suggest 
that where an IFA has been embedded there is a notable improvement in 
the employment conditions of workers. On the banana farms where the 
ETI Base Code, SA8000 Standard and an IFA were applicable, the overall 
situation of workers appeared to be better (on the basis of the author’s 
comparison with other producers and her previous experience as a retail 
buyer, as well as observation of labour standards in other supply chains). 
Also, workers on these farms showed a greater understanding of the 
labour systems that were in place to support and improve their employ-
ment conditions.

 The testimony of workers on Chiquita farms led the author to believe 
that when corporations and trade unions together seek to regulate global 
supply chains via formal agreements, there does appear to be a stronger 
acknowledgement of labour rights. This chapter and other studies 
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(IUF 2006; Frundt 2007; Banana Link 2008; Eurofound 2008) suggest 
that Chiquita largely honours its commitments in respect of allowing its 
em  ployees to meet union organizers and of encouraging union participa-
tion in resolving workplace disputes. Indeed, as noted by Ron Oswald in 
a colloquium in January 2008 that discussed the employment conditions 
of banana workers, Chiquita’s promotion of unions has led to increased 
membership in Colombia and Honduras, and has protected union recog-
nition in other Latin American operations – and as a result the rights of 
workers have been improved (Banana Colloquium 2008).

Concerns regarding how to ensure a more equitable banana chain 
continue to be raised, and following in the footsteps of the IBCs of 1998 
and 2005, a multi-stakeholder forum on sustainable banana production 
has been created to wrestle with such concerns. The so-named ‘World 
Banana Forum’, facilitated by the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO), met in December 2009, its chief aim being to 
reach a common understanding of the key issues facing the banana sec-
tor and, through multi-stakeholder dialogue, address them (FAO 2010). 
The development of benchmark labour standards and mutual recogni-
tion agreements were viewed positively during proceedings and repre-
sentatives of the major banana producers stated their commitments to 
addressing working conditions and freedom of association (FAO 2010). 
The experience of the IFA on Chiquita-owned plantations has undoubt-
edly influenced such developments, and as noted by Oswald, the key to 
the success of such agreements is ‘access’ to rights rather than simply 
acknowledging them – a dialogue that the World Banana Forum, as a 
permanent assembly of actors involved in the global banana supply 
chain, is committed to promoting (Banana Colloquium 2008).

The case study discussed here suggests that IFAs can make a difference to 
the employment conditions for workers in global supply chains. However, 
a moment of caution is required, as one major player taking a strong posi-
tion on labour rights does not prevent violations of workers’ rights by 
other producers in an industry. Also, while supermarkets continue to drive 
down prices, improvements in labour conditions may prove short-lived. 
A criticism often made by MNE producers is that supermarkets demand 
that labour conditions be improved while continuing to pass cost pres-
sures down the chain, which makes for a difficult balance on the ground. 
Thus, until supermarket groups more readily recognize socially responsible 
be  haviour in their supplier base and award supply contracts accordingly, 
the incentive for other producers to follow suit is limited. Nevertheless, 
regular dialogue among the many social actors involved in the global 
banana chain through the IBC and Multi-stakeholder Forum meetings 

9780230314269_09_cha07.indd   1779780230314269_09_cha07.indd   177 8/17/2011   4:46:53 PM8/17/2011   4:46:53 PM



178 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

have been encouraging, and trade unions continue to press supermarket 
groups to acknowledge systems of labour governance, such as IFAs, in 
their trading relationships.

Notes

1. For the purposes of this chapter, ‘supply chain’ also covers ‘value chain’ and 
‘production chain’.

2. The ETI is a tripartite group, which consists of members from companies, trade 
unions and charitable organizations, and is supported by the UK Government.

3. The SA standard has been developed by Social Accountability International, 
an independent commercial auditing organization.

4. COLSIBA represents some 42 union organizations and 45,000 workers 
(COLSIBA 2009).

5. CORBANA is a public non-governmental body, which is the regulatory body 
of the Costa Rican banana industry. CORBANA’s share capital is made up in 
three equal parts – central government, state banks and the country’s banana 
producers (CORBANA 2009).

6. Over 250 delegates from 40 countries attended representing all interests in 
the global banana supply chain, including banana workers from Central 
America and, for the first time, representatives of the major European super-
market groups.

7. The testimony of workers cited is based on the principle of complete anonym-
ity and confidentiality, and therefore pseudonyms are used.
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8
Global Social Relations and Cor porate 
Social Responsibility in Out sourced 
Apparel Supply Chains: The Inditex 
Global Framework Agreement
Doug Miller

Introduction1

The approach by the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ 
Federation (ITGLWF) to global framework agreements (GFAs) covering 
work ers in textiles, clothing and footwear has always been consistent with 
global union policy on fundamental trade union rights as a mechanism 
for realizing the ILO Decent Work Agenda.2 Still, the first GFA (signed in 
2007 with Inditex SA), was late in coming relative to other sectors (Miller 
2004). The agreement was neither the result of a cold approach brokered 
via a headquarters-based union or European works council (Papadakis 
2009: 3–4); nor the result of trade union agitation, based on targeted 
re  search and networking (Davies et al. 2009); nor the direct outcome of a 
response to adverse public opinion or campaigning by trade unions and 
NGOs (Papadakis 2009: 6–7).

The GFA was forged as a result of a particular set of circumstances sur-
rounding a factory disaster in Bangladesh, which thrust the late general 
secretary of the ITGLWF and the director of CSR at Inditex into a working 
relationship that pushed the boundaries of CSR into new territory. This 
relationship, which ultimately led to the signing of the first GFA in the 
sector, is informed by a specific approach to supply chain compliance, 
coined by the general secretary as the ‘mature systems of industrial rela-
tions approach’.

This chapter traces the origins of the agreement, analyses its content 
and those principles which underpin it, and considers its impact on three 
levels: (a) the promotion of freedom of association, workers’ organization 
and collective bargaining; (b) the establishment of sound industrial rela-
tions at the company level (especially in countries with poor records in 
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these areas); and (c) the agreement’s contribution to improving working 
conditions in the sector. Finally, the chapter makes a critical assessment 
of the Inditex–ITGLWF agreement in the context of existing governance 
debates relating to outsourced supply chains in the apparel sector.

The origins of the GFA

The Spectrum factory collapse

On 11 April 2005, the eight-storey Spectrum Sweaters factory in Savar, 
Bangladesh, collapsed like a pack of cards during the night shift, killing 
64 workers and injuring a further 84 (some 20 cases seriously). About 2000 
workers were rendered unemployed overnight. The owner had extended 
his factory upwards without planning permission, and of the 27 buyers 
purported to be sourcing there (Clean Clothes Campaign 2005) most 
were unaware that they had product lying in the ruins of the factory. 
Inditex was one of these companies, having placed an order for Zara Kids 
sweaters, which had been ultimately contracted through a trading com-
pany in India. Within days of the disclosure that major brands sourced at 
Spec trum, the general secretary of the ITGLWF had contacted the director 
of CSR at Inditex, denouncing the company as a ‘merchant of death’.

Even before the Spectrum factory collapse, the state of health and safety 
in the Bangladesh ready-made garment industry had been atrocious, with 
15 factory fires in the previous decade. Trade unionists, NGOs and CSR 
specialists in Bangladesh were fully aware that the existing levels of statu-
tory compensation3 from employers in the ready-made garment industry 
were woefully inadequate. Such amounts were likely to condemn the 
families of the deceased to even greater rural poverty and the injured to 
penury and, probably, begging on the streets.

At a meeting held within days of the collapse, the head of CSR at Inditex 
met the general secretary of the ITGLWF in Brussels and offered to explore 
the idea of a voluntary relief scheme for the Spectrum victims, to be estab-
lished via a trust fund into which those retailers who had been sourcing 
from the factory, the owner, the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and 
Exporters’ Association (BGMEA) and the Government of Bangladesh, 
would be expected to make voluntary contributions. Although a response 
to a single disaster, it was clear that if the mechanics of such a fund could 
be successfully worked out and implemented, then this replicable inter-
vention model could find use in other developing countries, as a tool 
‘. . . for defining commitments, specifying, as closely as possible, the 
categories of beneficiaries to receive indemnities, the requirements for 
receiving such indemnities and the amount and possible payments to 
which the beneficiaries would be entitled’ (Inditex/ITGLWF 2005).
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For a number of the buyers, this proved to be a proposal too far and, 
al though some of the retailers that had been sourcing from the factory 
made some financial commitments to such a fund, there was little will-
ingness shown on the part of the BGMEA, the Government of Bangladesh 
and some of the key Belgian and German buyers (who eventually chose 
to work on immediate relief and income-generation activities facilitated 
by the Bangladesh NGO, Friendship). Ultimately, Inditex and the ITGLWF 
were left with the financial task of resourcing and administering the com-
mitments pledged to the families of the deceased and the injured under 
the terms of the relief scheme drawn up by KPMG, a global professional 
services firm.4

Over a series of some 16 visits to Bangladesh between 2005 and 2009, 
the general secretary and the head of CSR worked with local affiliates of the 
global union (the Bangladesh National Coordinating Committee), in par-
ticular the National Garment Workers Federation5 and two NGOs – Oxfam 
and INCIDIN Bangladesh. The task was considerable, and included tracking 
down some 64 families scattered across the country in remote villages 
(to determine their precise circumstances for the purposes of calculating 
a pension devised under the ‘Spectrum Relief Scheme’, as well as moving 
the seriously injured in the months after the disaster to a trauma centre 
(where they could receive decent medical treatment and their physical and 
mental condition could be assessed to determine the size of their pension 
entitlement and chances of rehabilitation). The fact-finding mission to 
locate the families was a tripartite undertaking, involving trade union, 
employer and NGO representatives, although the BGMEA later withdrew.

Although the trust fund proposal proved a failure due to absence of 
buy er commitment,6 and although support to the victims was dogged 
by delays, by administrative hurdles7 and by disputes between parents 
and spouses of the deceased over pension entitlement, the achieve-
ments of the Spectrum collaboration should not be underestimated. 
All injured workers have been assessed, rehabilitated where possible 
and paid a pension under the terms of the scheme. All but a handful 
of families have had payments calculated and allocated to bring their 
accrued entitlements up to date under the scheme;8 in line with the 
wishes of the stakeholders all entitlements were paid out at a closure 
meeting in April 2011.

Spectrum was a wake-up call for the Bangladesh Government and em  p-
loyers, coming just months after the expiry of the Agreement on Textiles 
and Clothing, which finally removed quotas.9 During their visits, the head 
of CSR and the general secretary joined national and international lob-
bying efforts to bring about changes to legislation in 2006. Such chang es 
included a new Labour Act, which incorporated some improvements in 

9780230314269_10_cha08.indd   1819780230314269_10_cha08.indd   181 8/13/2011   10:56:38 AM8/13/2011   10:56:38 AM



182 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

workers’ compensation, and the Worker Welfare Foundation Act 2006, 
which articulated the principles underpinning the Spectrum Relief Scheme, 
although the Foundation still requires an allocation of funding from the 
Government and employers in Bangladesh. The Spectrum dis aster brought 
the pitiful state of occupational health and safety in Bangladesh to the 
fore, and in particular the issue of factory structural safety. Inditex released 
its list of suppliers in Bangladesh to the affiliates of the ITGLWF as part of 
its own efforts to generate transparency and address the issue, at a time 
when the disclosure of supplier bases was still taboo in the sector.

The Spectrum Relief Scheme proved to be the crucible in which the 
relationship between Inditex and the ITGLWF was forged, and arguably 
constitutes the first international collective agreement between a multi-
national enterprise and a global union in the sector. However, the early 
phase of the relief effort (2005–07) occurred at a time when industrial 
relations in the ready-made garment industry were in a state of turmoil, 
with dogged resistance by the BGMEA to the establishment of trade 
unions and collective bargaining at factory level. A range of cases – most 
notably at Ringshine, Interstoff, Windy Garments and Experience Cloth-
ing Company (all Inditex suppliers) – led to negotiations with factory 
management involving the ITGLWF, Inditex and other buyers in efforts 
to remediate the issues at hand. Almost invariably, these cases involved 
a combination of sackings of trade unionists and absence of a system of 
industrial relations in the workplace. Meetings between Inditex and the 
ITGLWF on these matters were not confined to Bangladesh. Interventions 
that included other buyers were necessary at Paxar and Inteks in Turkey; at 
Topy Top in Peru; and at Goldfame, Terratex and River Rich in Cambodia 
(ITGLWF 2008a). For the ITGLWF, root-cause analysis of these disputes 
pointed to the absence of a mature system of industrial relations. During 
the period 2005–07, the general secretary began to articulate in press 
releases and speeches the basis of such an approach.

The mature systems of industrial relations approach

The intellectual origins of the use of the concept ‘mature’ in an industrial 
relations context have been examined elsewhere (Miller et al. 2008) and 
the term is associated with efforts to theorize the US labour movement 
and industrial relations in the first half of the last century – see, for exam-
ple, Commons (1919), Perlman (1928), Baum (1951) and Dunlop (1958). 
Running through their observations was an unqualified acceptance of the 
collective bargaining process, a common ideology and a shared context 
of the market – an approach that constituted, for a period, the practice of 
Western corporatist states. However, this was an attempt to theorize what 
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was occurring or desirable in a national context before the onset of globali-
zation and the outsourcing of production along complex and, in some 
cases, labyrinthine supply chains. In clothing manufacture, for example, 
such supply chains are tiered with large-scale full-package operations in 
the first tier and other factories in sub-tiers that take in subcontracted 
and home-based work, often on the basis of a low-value-added ‘cut, make 
and trim’ operation. Although first-tier factories are more likely to have 
in  stalled systems of human resource management, their existence does 
not preclude non-compliance with any buyer codes of conduct, and lower-
tier operations are unlikely to have invested in any systems at all.

For the ITGLWF, the resolution and remediation of code violations in 
the supply chains of major brand owners and retailers during the period 
in question led to a series of realizations, which were articulated as the 
elements of a mature system of industrial relations approach:

The first involves a rationalization of the plethora of codes of conduct 
gov erning the sector into ‘a single code which encompasses the key 
Con ventions of the ILO, including freedom of association, the right to 
collective bargaining, as well as the payment of a living wage and rea-
sonable working hours. It also means opposing any initiative to estab-
lish new codes of conduct’ (ITGLWF 2005a).
Second is an acknowledgement of the weakness of social auditing 
(ITG LWF 2006) and of the need to replace this with a ‘mature system 
of in dustrial relations where managers and workers, through their trade 
union representatives, become the permanent monitors and regulators 
of factory working conditions’ (ITGLWF 2005b).
Third is the dismissal of any significant role for an NGO that is seen as 
an actor whose involvement is likely to hinder improvement in the 
long term: ‘only pressure from workers through their trade unions can 
ef  fectively ensure that problems are uncovered and remedied’ (ITGLWF 
2008b).
Fourth is the recognition of the ‘enabling rights’ of freedom of association 
and collective bargaining. Such rights are fleshed out in the form of a 
trade union recognition agreement and management systems based on 
standard procedural agreements designed to deal with both individ-
ual grievances and disciplinary issues as well as collective disputes.
A fifth element is an acknowledgement of the primacy of the employ-
ment relationship: ‘where the supplier, as employer, takes responsibility for 
those employed and where the exercise of that responsibility is regu-
lated by a mature system of industrial relations at workplace level involv-
ing management and trade union representatives’ (ITGLWF 2008b).

•

•

•

•

•
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The elements of this model have been reviewed elsewhere (Miller et al. 
2008). However, fundamental to this approach is the implementation of 
the core ILO Conventions 8710 and 98.11 The ‘solidarity action reports’ 
to the executive of the ITGLWF during this period (and indeed earlier) 
are full of cases of factories where the global union had intervened in 
an effort to secure the reinstatement of trade union members and rep-
resentatives and, where successful, to install procedural agreements and 
company rules (ITGLWF 2000–present).

These of course have been reactive interventions, and the ITGLWF is 
now embarking on a more proactive course developing the notion of a 
‘written right to unionize guarantee’ that is to be distributed by suppli-
ers to their workers and augmented by trade union access agreements 
(ITGLWF 2009a). As Inditex CSR staff accompanied the ITGLWF repre-
sentatives in these interventions and remediations, the ITGLWF seized 
the opportunity to broach the issue of formalizing the emerging relation-
ship into a GFA.

The GFA and issues in implementation

The ITGLWF hailed the Inditex GFA as the first such agreement to address 
labour issues solely in the supply chain of a global retailer (ITGLWF 
2008b).12 The agreement does not extend to those employees who work 
in the company’s headquarters and retail operations, but since October 
200913 these workers have been covered by a GFA concluded with the 
commercial section of Union Network International (UNI 2009a). Ear lier 
versions of the model GFA drawn up by the ITGLWF had been substantial 
documents, drawing heavily on the provisions of the Social Accountability 
SA8000 standards and management procedures (SAI 2008) into which the 
ITGLWF had had a significant input.

The agreement signed with Inditex was a departure, in substance at least, 
from the original ITGLWF draft, taking as its core reference point the 
com pany’s Code of Conduct for Suppliers and External Manufacturers. 
Al though the International Organisation of Employers considers agree-
ments based on existing codes of conduct to constitute ‘no significant 
leap’ (IOE 2007: 9), it nevertheless observed that the Inditex GFA might 
be a trendsetter in three key respects:

The application of ILO standards throughout the company’s ‘supply 
chain’;
The extension of the terms of the agreement to all ‘workers, wheth  er 
di rectly employed by Inditex or by its external manufacturers or 
 suppliers’;

•

•
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The scoping of the agreement to include ‘workplaces not represented 
by the ITGLWF’.14

The IOE had been concerned at the inclusion of ILO standards in the text 
of agreements since these are intended to have a normative impact on 
national governments rather than on multinational employers (IOE 2007: 
13). Indeed, the ITGLWF had previously brought cases of code violations 
usually involving infringements of Conventions 87,15 9816 and 13517 and 
Recommendation 14318 to the Freedom of Association Committee of the 
ILO. ILO Conventions require such complaints to be addressed to national 
governments and not specific companies or multinational buyers (ILO 
2006b). A central provision of the GFA thus focused on the acknowledge-
ment of ILO Conventions Nos 87, 98 and 135 and ILO Recommendation 
143 ‘as the key to ensuring the sustainable and long-term observation of 
all other ILO standards throughout the Inditex “supply chain” because 
they provide workers with the mechanisms to monitor and enforce their 
rights at work’.

While the agreement was being finalized, CSR and ITGLWF staff were 
re vising the guidelines for auditors to inform the audit methodology from 
a trade union perspective (Inditex 2007a). This process required a revi-
sion of the company code of conduct to make it much more explicit on 
corruption with regard to audit fraud on the part of suppliers and audit 
personnel and freedom of association (Inditex 2007b). With reference to 
the buying off of sacked trade unionists, the code’s provision on freedom 
of association includes the following:

No retaliation may arise from the exercise of such right and no remu-
neration or payment whatsoever may be offered to the employees in 
order to hinder the exercise of such right. [. . .] Implementing this 
core provision of the agreement requires absolute support on the part 
of Inditex management (Inditex 2007b) (author’s emphasis).

The GFA and the promotion of freedom of association, workers’ 
organization and collective bargaining

One of the implementation challenges of a GFA covering an outsourced 
supply chain (as with Inditex) is that the agreement did not emerge on the 
basis of any systematic corporate research to map the company’s sup-
ply base in terms of affiliate presence and organization, as had been the 
earlier ITGLWF approach (Miller 2004). Significantly, the scope for a more 
sys tematic implementation of a mature system of industrial relations is 
dic tated by the particular pattern of sourcing which has emerged within 

•
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the Inditex production and supply chain system. Inditex always used to 
buck the trend of international outsourcing, sourcing over 50 per cent of 
its production from factories in Portugal and Spain. This is the basis of 
its ‘speed-to-market’ business model (Tokatli 2008). However, from the 
middle of the decade, the company showed signs of becoming less of an 
ex ception to the general pattern of outsourcing and commenced with the 
development of regional manufacturing clusters, as detailed in Table 8.1.

As of January 2009, Inditex had 1186 suppliers (Inditex 2009), although 
the number of external manufacturers and facilities was much higher. 
However, as is the experience of other fashion retailers who trade through 
intermediaries, Inditex has faced serious challenges in determining the 
pre cise locations of its external manufacturing in certain cases. Interviews 
with CSR staff at Inditex indicate that both China and India have proved to 
be problematic in this respect. Beyond this, there is the specific ratification 
status of supplier countries in each cluster. As can be seen from the annex 
to this chapter, any proactive approach to freedom of association will be a 
challenge indeed. Moreover, in China, the absence of independent trade 
union representation precludes an affiliate presence on the part of the 
ITGLWF. In Morocco, where many compliance issues have prompted the 
company to back a national factory certification programme to establish a 
basic level of compliance (Fibre Citoyenne), the ITGLWF affiliate currently 
has no organizational base in the Tangiers cluster.

The activities of both parties in relation to the promotion of freedom 
of association and collective bargaining have thus far been confined to 
robust interventions (in some cases involving other multinational buy-
ers) where core ILO Conventions have been violated by suppliers. Inditex 
has publicly reported on the implementation of the agreement (Inditex 
2009: 88–93) in this respect and both parties succeeded (after conclusion 
of the GFA) in facilitating the reinstatement of over 200 sacked trade 
un ionists in Peru (Topy Top)19 and Cambodia (Goldfame, River Rich, 
Ter ratex and latterly E-Garments). Following the reinstatements at River 
Rich, membership of the Coalition of Cambodian Apparel Workers’ Dem-
ocratic Unions (CCAWDU) increased five-fold in the factory, thus allow-
ing the union to numerically gain most representative status at the plant 
(Gregoratti and Miller 2011).

The establishment of sound industrial relations at the company level

In resolving the above recognition disputes, the joint approach has been to 
apply a root cause analysis, which invariably resulted in facilitating a se ries 
of negotiated procedural agreements for handling grievances, col lective 
disputes and disciplinary matters. These agreements were  supplemented 
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Table 8.1 Cluster development, Inditex

Country Spain Portugal Morocco Turkey Bangladesh India Cambodia Chinaa

Main cluster 
regions

Galicia Guimãres/
Porto

Tangiers Istanbul Dhaka Delhi Phnom Penh Shanghai

Dongguan/ 
Hong Kong

No. of suppliersb 277 212 101 107 56 90 14 129

No. of workers 3,200 31,000 30,000 53,000 212,000 22,000 14,000 not known

Notes: a. Figures for China are taken from an internal Inditex report: ‘Our Worst Practices in China’ (2006).
b. Suppliers are agents that may own or contract out to external manufacturers. The actual number of workplaces is greater but not available. 

Source: Inditex Annual Report (2008): 95–101. 
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188 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

by company handbooks and training for both the union representa-
tives and management (Inditex 2009). ITGLWF regional staff have been 
involved in delivering this training. At River Rich in Cambodia, generally 
viewed as the breakthrough recognition dispute by both Inditex and the 
ITGLWF, trade union representatives from CCAWDU at the company 
confirmed the subsequent development of dialogue between the trade 
union and management, although on two occasions it broke down, lead-
ing the CCAWDU to resort to the Arbitration Council in Cambodia to 
resolve disputes over maternity payments, health checks and redundan-
cies (Gregoratti and Miller 2011: 16). Although some local ILO officials 
consider that such dispute resolution mechanisms are too complex for 
the local situation,20 it is still too early to determine the extent to which 
such a systems approach has taken hold, and is having an effect. What 
can be claimed – in contrast to Croucher and Cotton (2009: 63) who 
believe that that local power relationships and dynamics are left intact 
by GFAs, which simply substitute for the weakness of many global union 
federation affiliates – is that robust intervention of both parties empow-
ered the local union(s).

Impact on working conditions

GFAs are not currently deployed as tools for international collective bar-
gaining. However, implicit in the employment standards incorporated 
in the normative provisions of an agreement or code of conduct are ele-
ments that, if prosecuted, can lead to a tangible improvement in working 
conditions, including health and safety, curbs on excessive overtime, the 
employment relationship and the payment of a living wage, particularly 
where the application of the ILO Decent Work Agenda is weak.

The global relationship between the ITGLWF and Inditex has had two 
significant impacts on working conditions in key supplier countries. First, 
following the conclusion of the GFA in October 2007, joint efforts in 
Bangladesh led to a pension being paid to the victims of the disaster and 
to rehabilitation of the injured (Miller, forthcoming). Following discus-
sions in relation to the modalities for ensuring future payments to the 
families of the deceased and the seriously injured, all the families were 
paid interim payments by early August 2010 while final lump sums were 
to be paid by October 2010. Earlier, in February 2010, when a fire in 
Bangladesh claimed the lives of 21 workers at Garib and Garib, a factory 
producing clothing for H&M and other European brands, the Inditex CSR 
director was keen to work with the BGMEA to bring about the adoption 
of a modified version of the Spectrum Relief Scheme.21 The background 
motivation of the Spectrum Relief Scheme had always been the develop-
ment of a replicable voluntary scheme for social protection and disaster 
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management in all sectors in those developing countries where such 
provisions have been absent22 (Miller, forthcoming).

A second achievement was the transfer of all employees from short-term 
to indeterminate contracts at River Rich in Cambodia. However, this was 
not  achieved for Goldfame, Terratex and E-Garments. In addition, the 
down turn in orders due to the global recession has reversed some of these 
gains (Table 8.2). Under short-term contracts, workers are not entitled to 
annual leave or seniority bonuses.

The Inditex GFA and transformative CSR

Some authors regard GFAs as either ‘soft accountability mechanisms’ 
(for example, Papadakis 2008a: 2) or fronts for multinational public 
relations exercises (for example, Croucher and Cotton 2009: 61). Given 
the voluntary and privatized nature of social compliance interventions 
by buyers in their supply chains, companies have great discretion over a 
decision to intervene and the size of that intervention. Since responses 
can range from zero through varieties of engagement to a ‘transforma-
tive’ action on the part of a buyer (Mirvis and Googins 2006), in assessing 
the Inditex GFA it is useful to identify how much the company’s rela-
tionship with the ITGLWF has moved the company along the spectrum 
of intervention.

In their typology of corporate citizenship, Mirvis and Googins (2006) 
enu merate five stages of intervention (Table 8.3) and it is instructive to go 
through the exercise of locating Inditex on this spectrum. First, in seek ing 

Table 8.2 Short-term contracts at Inditex suppliers, Cambodia

Name of company Workforce size Proportion of workers on 3-month 
short-term contracts

River Rich 2200 30%

Terratex 1000 The company terminated all its 
workers early October 2009 and then 
rehired most of them on 3-month 
short-term contracts

Goldfame 7200 15% are on short-term contracts. The 
duration varies from 2 to 3 months 
and to a maximum of 8 months.
Most of the laid-off workers had 
been reemployed again 

E-Garments 2241 70%

Source: Data supplied by Coalition of Cambodian Apparel Workers’ Democratic Unions as 
of 1 November 2009.
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Table 8.3 Stages of corporate citizenship

Dimensions Stage 1: 
Elementary

Stage 2: 
Engaged

Stage 3: 
Innovative

Stage 4: 
Integrated

Stage 5: 
Transforming

Citizenship 
concept

Jobs, profits and 
taxes

Philanthropy, 
environmental 
protection

Stakeholder 
management

Sustainability or 
triple bottom line

Change the game

Strategic intent Legal compliance Licence to 
operate

Business case Value proposition Market creation or 
social change

Leadership Lip service, out 
of touch

Supporter, in the 
loop

Steward, on top 
of it

Champion, in 
front of it

Visionary, ahead 
of the pack

Structure Marginal: staff 
driven

Functional 
ownership

Cross-functional 
coordination

Organizational 
alignment

Mainstream: 
business-driven

Issues 
 management

Defensive Reactive, policies Responsive 
programmes

Proactive, systems Defining

Stakeholders 
relationships

Unilateral Interactive Mutual 
influence

Partnership 
alliance

Multi-organization

Transparency Flank protection Public relations Public reporting Assurance Full disclosure

Source: Mirvis and Googins (2006): 3.
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to develop a voluntary but exemplary relief scheme for the victims of the 
Spectrum factory collapse, and in their resolute pursuit of the freedom 
of association principles in supplier countries, Inditex and the ITGLWF 
were clearly seeking to bring about social change, and arguably ‘change 
the game’. This practical implementation of the mature system of indus-
trial relations has placed the company in a defining role as the head of 
the pack on the issue of freedom of association in particular. Second, 
Inditex has, like other leading companies in the sector, sought to partici-
pate in leading multi-stakeholder initiatives, notably the Ethical Trading 
Initiative and the MFA Forum, and at national level has formed several 
multi-agency alliances. Finally, in terms of transparency, the company 
has given an undertaking to the ITGLWF to disclose its factory base on a 
need-to-know basis.

For Mirvis and Googins, ‘transforming’ companies have a deep commit-
ment to the notion of corporate citizenship, which means engaging 
in socially sustainable activities on a global scale, and looking for new 
models of organization, communication and management to assist in this 
proc ess (2006: 12). The breadth of CSR activities, as shown in the Inditex 
Annual Report 2008 (Inditex 2009), and the eagerness to work with the 
ITGLWF through the implementation of the GFA, are indicators of strong 
movement towards this stage of the typology.

Fast fashion: the elephant in the room

One of the weaknesses of the Mirvis and Googins model, however, is that 
it does not account for the specific set of constraints which international 
outsourcing imposes on a company that aspires towards ‘global citizen-
ship’. A key feature of the mature system of industrial relations approach 
is the principle of the primacy of the employment relationship, which 
as  signs the responsibility for working conditions in the first instance to fac-
tory management at the point of production. Yet in the globalized world 
of outsourced apparel production, assessing the effectiveness of in  dustrial 
relations systems cannot be detached from the buying practices of the 
major clients of supplier firms, a factor that can have considerable impact 
on the latter’s ability to fulfil their duties and responsibilities with respect to 
their employees, and the requirements of their buyer’s code of conduct.

Inditex, and in particular the Zara brand team, have pioneered the ‘fast-
fashion’ business model, which relies heavily on quick-response manage-
ment methods, and constantly changing in-store product (Bruce and Daly 
2006). By shortening the lead time between design and production, it 
can launch new mini collections every two months (Pfeifer 2007: 14), in 
contrast to the more traditional fashion buying cycles.
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The precise link between buying practices and working conditions re -
mains an under-researched area. There is some evidence that sub stantiates 
a link between rapid replenishment and excessive overtime (Locke et al. 
2008: 31–33), and the question of possible disconnects between CSR and 
buying functions within retailers has been highlighted (Impactt/Traidcraft 
2008). Much more evident is the impact that the fast-fashion business 
mod el appears to have on the perpetuation of a throwaway fashion culture 
and its attendant environmental outcomes (Fletcher 2008; Black 2008).

The extent to which such a GFA can be embedded into the supply chain 
of a multinational enterprise and thereby have a notable impact on work-
ing conditions is a function of stability and longevity in the commercial 
relationship between buyers and their suppliers (see Chapter 7 in this vol-
ume). Inditex itself has been consolidating its supply chain (Inditex 2009: 
85), while the global economic crisis has impacted in some cases severely 
on some of its supply bases and indeed on the integrity of the local agree-
ments struck on the back of the GFA. It is significant that Inditex at the 
time of writing has ceased sourcing from both River Rich and Topy Top.

Another constraint that the primacy of the employment relationship 
plac es on transformative CSR relates to the existing regulatory mechanisms – 
whether public, private or a mixture – and the national systems of indus-
trial relations where the mature system of industrial relations purports to 
operate. Moving from a reactive to a proactive stance on freedom of asso-
ciation, for example, with an insistence on the issue to workers of a right 
to unionize guaranteed by factory owners in the current supplier countries 
would be a true litmus test of a corporate citizen focused on ‘changing the 
game’ in the global apparel sector. But Inditex has thus far not moved to 
impress on its suppliers the importance of such an initiative.23

In qualifying the transformative nature of the Inditex GFA, one should 
fully appreciate the importance of personality and competence in this 
process. Although officers and lay officials in the regional structure of the 
ITGLWF have been used in the delivery of training, particularly following 
the resolution of recognition disputes, the interventions and ultimate 
facilitation of negotiations between suppliers and ITGLWF affiliates over 
specific code violations have required considerable conflict resolution 
skills and knowledge of international and national employment norms 
on the part of the ITGLWF general secretary and the Inditex director of 
CSR. One cannot therefore underestimate the significance of the ‘spe-
cial relationship’ which has emerged between the two individuals con-
cerned, nor the role of human agency in this process. In November 2009, 
this relationship – and with that, the mode of implementation of the 
GFA – was put seriously to the test by the untimely death of ITGLWF gen-
eral secretary Neil Kearney in Bangladesh while on a joint mission with 
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CSR staff from Inditex. When the World Congress was held in Frankfurt 
just weeks after his death, two motions on relations with multinationals 
were debated (and deferred for further debate at the executive), which 
sought respectively to introduce trade union auditing of GFAs by affiliates 
and to secure the multinational headquarters’ affiliate as a co-signatory to 
any international framework agreement.24 In January 2010, the Director 
of CSR at Inditex and the general secretary-elect moved swiftly to estab-
lish relations and to put in place a new joint communications structure 
for dealing with ongoing disputes in the company’s supply chain.

Conclusions

The Inditex/ITGLWF GFA, as one of the first such agreements to focus 
on an outsourced manufacturing supply chain, was forged on the basis 
of a joint response to a specific and dramatic set of code violations in a 
supplier which thrust two individuals together in key leadership posi-
tions in their respective organizations. Although prompted into action 
by a threat to reputation, the company response was innovative, involv-
ing a close working relationship with the ITGLWF and its affiliates on 
the ground over a considerable period of time. The joint provision of 
relief and rehabilitation to the Spectrum victims, coupled with joint 
approaches to the resolution of trade union recognition disputes in 
other supplier countries, arguably constituted the gestation period for 
the GFA between Inditex and the ITGLWF.

One is tempted to view this GFA almost as a special case, yet there are 
signs that it is not a one-off arrangement. Following a media exposé and 
the need to address major problems in the management of foreign mi  grant 
workers, a major fashion retailer in the United Kingdom has en  tered into 
a ‘trial’ global social relationship with the ITGLWF that may result in for-
malization. Another UK retailer has been sufficiently persuaded by the 
logic of the mature system of industrial relations approach to open up 
negotiations with the ITGLWF on a GFA.

In developing global social dialogue with Inditex and other multina-
tional enterprises it will be interesting to observe how the ITGLWF’s own 
programme of action (ITGLWF 2009a) will inform this process and how 
the global union rises to the challenge of developing internal capacity to 
implement the same. As the ITGLWF enters into a phase of merger into 
a manufacturing global union federation with the International Met  al-
workers’ Federation and the International Chemical Energy and Mine -
workers Federation (ITGLWF 2009b), these considerations are going be 
central to the future representation of workers in the global textiles, 
clothing and footwear sector.
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Annex: Key Inditex sourcing countries and ratification status of selected ILO Conventions25

Country Ratification of ILO 
Convention 87

Ratification of ILO 
Convention 98

Ratification of ILO 
Convention 135

Selected observations from the International Trade Union 
Confederation Annual Survey of Trade Union violations, 2009a

Bangladesh • • o Before a union can be registered, 30 per cent of workers in an 
enterprise have to be members and the union can be dissolved if 
its membership falls below this level. Unions must have govern-
ment approval to be registered, and no trade union action can 
be taken prior to registration. Unions can only be formed at the 
factory/establishment level. Membership in a union is restricted 
only to workers currently working at an establishment, mean-
ing that severance from employment also results in the end of a 
worker’s membership in the union. Export processing zones (EPZs) 
are considered outside the purview of the Bangladesh Labour 
Act. At the second stage of the law, workers are allowed to go 
through a process to transform their Worker Representation and 
Welfare Committee into a trade union, referred to as a Workers’ 
Association (WA) in the law. A WA can be created provided over 
30 per cent of the workforce requests that the association should 
be set up. More than 50 per cent of all the workers in the factory 
must vote affirmatively for the WA to be formed. Only one federa-
tion of WAs can be formed per EPZ, if at least 50 per cent of the 
registered WA in the zone vote for it. 

Cambodia • • o Article 269 of the Labour Code provides that union leaders must 
have been engaged in the profession their union represents for at 
least one year. This restricts a union’s right to choose their own 
representatives, and deprives it of the benefit of skills or experi-
ence it may not have in its own ranks. The law also requires that 
leaders of a union must be at least 25 years of age, must be able to 
read and write, and not have been convicted of any crime. Each 
workplace with over eight employees must have a workplace 
representative. Such elections are held at the factory, and the law
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provides that employers are the ones who must organize them. 
The law gives representative unions the right to nominate their 
own workplace representatives to stand for election. But, often, 
reps are elected before a union is organized in a factory. Article 
284 gives such reps the duty to present to employers issues related 
to grievances and wages, and to enforce labour law and collec-
tive agreements. These are functions that rightfully belong in the 
hands of elected trade union leaders.

China o o o Workers are not free to form or join the trade unions of their 
choice. Only one ‘workers’ organization is recognized in law, the 
All China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU). Under the Trade 
Union Law, ‘a basic-level trade union committee shall be set up 
in an enterprise, an institution or a government department with 
a membership of 25 or more. Where the membership is less than 
25, a basic-level trade union committee may be separately set up, 
or a basic-level trade union committee may be set up jointly by 
the members in two or more work units, or an organizer may be 
elected, to organize the members in various activities. This leaves 
it up to the workers to establish a union, does not require all units 
automatically to establish a union, but does require companies 
to allow for a union to be established once workers request it. 
According to the Trade Union Law, the establishment of any trade 
union organization, whether local, national or industrial, ‘shall be 
submitted to the trade union organization at the next higher level 
for approval’. Trade union organizations at a higher level ‘shall 
exercise leadership’ over those at lower level.

India    • o o Under the 2001 Trade Unions Act, a union has to represent a 
minimum of 100 workers – which is excessive by international 
standards. Special Economic Zones (SEZs) require a 45-day strike 
notice period, some states have exempted SEZs from most labour 
legislation and there is a ban on the formation of trade unions.

(continued)
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Annex: Continued

Country Ratification of ILO 
Convention 87

Ratification of ILO 
Convention 98

Ratification of ILO 
Convention 135

Selected observations from the International Trade Union 
Confederation Annual Survey of Trade Union violations, 2009a

Morocco o • o Workers are free to form and join trade unions without prior 
authorization, although they have to follow cumbersome admin-
istrative procedures. The right of organizations to elect their rep-
resentatives in full freedom is curtailed by the requirement that 
union officials must be of Moroccan nationality. The Labour Code 
recognizes the right to collective bargaining, but it can only be 
conducted by the ‘most representative’ union, which must have 
at least 35 per cent of the total number of employee delegates 
elected at the enterprise or establishment level. Under the Labour 
Code, employers have the right to seek criminal prosecution of 
any strikers who hold a sit-in, damage property or carry out active 
picketing. The Government can break up demonstrations in pub-
lic areas held without government permission, and can prevent 
factory occupations.

Turkey  • o o For workers who want to join a union to obtain a notary certifi-
cate, but not for those who want to resign from it. They have to 
pay for this service (according to trade union sources, up to $US 
50). To be recognized as a bargaining agent, a union must repre-
sent at least 50 per cent plus one of the workers within a factory, 
and 10 per cent of the workers within the relevant sector nation-
wide. Unions must obtain official permission to organize meetings 
or rallies, and must allow the police to attend their events and 
record the proceedings.

Notes: a. Excludes Spain and Portugal.
• = ratified o = not ratified.
Source: http://survey07.ituc-csi.org/.
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Notes

 1. The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not neces-
sarily reflect those of the ITGLWF or Inditex.

 2. See ILO (1999).
 3. As at 11 April 2005, 21,000 Taka (€254) was the statutory level of compen-

sation for a workplace fatality plus a further voluntary 79,000 Taka (€956) 
supplement from the employers’ association (BGMEA).

 4. For a detailed account of the Spectrum case, see Miller (forthcoming).
 5. At the time of the collapse, the Federation had a few members in the factory 

and was a member of the Clean Clothes Campaign network. It subsequently 
became affiliated to the ITGLWF.

 6. Some buyers opted for a fast-tracked solution, which provided victims with 
income-generation activities in place of a pension.

 7. It proved to be impossible, for example, to wire money to rural banks on a 
regular basis in Bangladesh.

 8. At the time of writing these were still frozen due to banking restrictions. 
Inditex and the ITGLWF succeeded in achieving a relaxation of the rules to 
make the final payments in April 2011.

 9. The United States and the European Union imposed ‘China safeguards’ 
under the terms of the agreement governing China’s accession to the World 
Trade Organization. Under these, quotas were reinstated for a further four 
years on certain categories of clothing, forcing buyers to switch their sourc-
ing from China to countries like Bangladesh until 2008.

10. The Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948 (No. 87).

11. The Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98).
12. Some may consider the IKEA agreement signed in 1998 with the IFBWW 

(now BWI) to be a forerunner in this respect, although this also covered 
owned operations.

13. Global agreement between Inditex and UNI Global Union for implementa-
tion of fundamental labour rights and decent work, 2 October 2009.

14. www.ioe-emp.org/fileadmin/user_upload/documents_pdf/ifas/Common_
trends_ifas.pdf [accessed 19 October 2009].

15. The Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948.

16.  The Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 87).
17.  The Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971 (No. 135).
18.  The Workers’ Representatives Recommendation, 1971 (No. 143).
19.  The ITGLWF also involved Gap, another major buyer, in resolving this 

dispute.
20. Author’s interviews on 23 March 2009 in Phnom Penh with John Richotte, 

Chief Technical Advisor, ILO Dispute Resolution Project; and with Tuomo 
Poutiainen, Chief Technical Advisor, ILO Better Factories, Cambodia. See 
also Gregoratti and Miller (2009).

21.  Interview with Javier Chercoles, former Director of CSR, Inditex.
22. No comprehensive data are available on social welfare provision specifically 

in the event of industrial injury in developing countries. Some inference 
can be drawn from data on unemployment benefit systems (for example, 
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Rosen 2005). Nor is there a comprehensive overview of worker compensa-
tion sche mes worldwide. However, Rosen lists 88 countries that have no 
unemployment insurance scheme in place and it can be reasonably inferred 
that in such societies, provision in this area is likely to be underdeveloped 
or even non-existent.

23.  In those cases where such guarantees have been installed – CMT (Mauritius), 
BJ Texstil and Desa (both Turkey) and Russell Athletic (Honduras), all of 
which are non-suppliers of Inditex – they have been introduced as part of 
a remediation package (that is, as a reactive measure rather than as a proac-
tive step towards allaying workers’ fears of victimization for forming a trade 
union).

24.  Motions 9 and 10 to the 10th World Congress of the ITGLWF, Brussels (www.
itglwf.org/docs/2009_Motions_-_English.doc).

25. The Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Con-
vention, 1948 (No. 87); the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Con-
vention, 1949 (No. 98); and the Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971 
(No. 135).
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9
Organizing Networks and 
Alliances: International Unionism 
between the Local and the Global
Steve Davies, Glynne Williams and Nikolaus Hammer

Introduction

After being pushed onto the defensive through the institutions of the 
Washington Consensus as well as unilateral management action in MNEs 
in the 1980 and 1990s, international trade unionism is making headlines 
again. Trade unions are part of multi-faceted campaigns to secure funda-
mental labour rights (Riisgaard and Hammer 2011) and to regain influ-
ence in the workplace. While these rights, based on the ILO core labour 
standards and the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 
at Work, constitute a common plank in the various campaigns, the latter  
are conducted through a variety of organizational forms. A large number 
of IFAs, for example, have been achieved against the background of estab-
lished union networks within MNEs as well as the institutional platform 
of European works councils (EWCs); others only serve as a starting point 
for creating such international union networks. Thus, it should not be 
surprising that union networks can take different forms, have diverse 
power constellations, and serve different purposes.

The functions of IFAs might be fulfilled by other means than IFAs them-
selves. Initial research on IFAs (including Telljohann et al. 2009; Schömann 
et al. 2008; and Müller et al. 2008) and on their effectiveness has under-
standably tended to focus on the content and procedures of the agree-
ments, mostly viewed from the perspective of home-country actors. To date 
only a small number of case studies have been conducted on how IFAs are 
used at local level (such as Davies et al. 2011; Descolonges 2009; Riisgaard 
2005; Wills 2002). Equally, even with regard to trade union strategies, the 
assessment of IFAs has rarely been placed in the context of accompanying 
or alternative strategies that are pursued simultaneously. However, actors 
of international trade unionism have not only achieved novel agreements 
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with MNEs on fundamental labour rights but also have changed their func-
tions, strategies and practices considerably. Thus, we argue for a contex-
tualized analysis of IFAs, in relation to and in contrast with international 
company networks and international trade union alliances on the one 
hand, and in articulating the local and global level on the other.

Organizational forms at the international level do serve a strategic 
purpose. Following Commons (1909), industrial relations scholars have 
argued that unions’ strategy must take into account market dynamics 
and try to encompass product markets. However, global industrial 
restructuring, extensive subcontracting, labour mobility and the exist-
ence of large informal labour markets make it very difficult for unions to 
gain control of labour or product markets. Even so, Sisson and Marginson 
(2002) have emphasized the role of management strategy in establishing 
international bargaining standards, and Lillie (2004) has impressively 
demonstrated how the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF) 
used its flag of convenience campaign to establish and negotiate a global 
wage rate for seafarers.

Interestingly though, keeping Commons’ logic in mind, there are 
two very different principles of organization at the international level: 
while international mergers such as those resulting in the formation of 
Workers Uniting or Nautilus can count on an established (though prob-
ably shrinking) membership and relatively good control of the labour 
market, there is an alternative logic that functions through the power of 
lead MNEs and which aims to organize (or at least secure labour rights) 
along their supply chains (Riisgaard and Hammer 2011).

Although there will understandably be differences from case to case, 
dif ferent organizational forms also come with their own inter- and intra-
organizational problems. Relatively flexible company-level networks seem 
to be useful in organizing in an adverse climate at the same time as they 
allow avoiding stable long-term compromises. IFAs work on the basis of 
a common floor of rights: the issue here is how power from the centre is 
leveraged to enforce those rights in the ‘Global South’.

It is important, though, to distinguish different strategies and forms 
of IFA-based union networks that reflect different strategies of following 
MNEs’ power in their respective product markets (Riisgaard and Hammer 
2011; Hammer 2008). International trade union alliances or mergers, on 
the other hand, internalize such conflicts and it is noticeable that the 
mergers are between organizations that are relatively ‘alike’. Recent links 
such as that between Unite and the United Steel Workers of America 
(USW) in Workers Uniting or that between the maritime professionals’ 
unions Nautilus UK and Nautilus NL highlight changing forms and 
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 functions of alliances at this level. These strategic options are responses to 
different industry structures and different market conditions. What they 
have in common, however, is that, to be effective, international activity 
needs to be paralleled by organizing and capacity building at local level.

In the following we want to compare three forms of initiatives: IFAs; 
international company networks; and international union alliances. We 
explore labour’s use of an IFA that was concluded in 2000 between the 
Building and Wood Workers International (BWI) and the German con-
struction MNE Hochtief; this includes an analysis of the implementation 
of the IFA in the divisions, subsidiaries and subcontractors in Hochtief’s 
German, Brazilian, Malaysian and Ukrainian locations. This agreement 
is then compared to company networks supported by a global union 
federation (GUF) as well as the recently agreed alliances between Unite 
and USW (Workers Uniting) and that between Nautilus UK and Nautilus 
NL. These cases are discussed along three parameters: how their organi-
zational form may be able to achieve some control over product markets; 
the extent to which they are based on inclusive networks that enable 
participation; and what inter- and intra-organizational interest conflicts 
they need to deal with, as well as to what extent they can provide a basis 
for defining emerging common interests.

Using the IFA in Hochtief: global negotiation, local 
organizing?

Since 1998, BWI has concluded nine IFAs with construction MNEs (see 
Davies et al. 2011 for more detail on the Hochtief case, also Hammer 
2008) aiming to use them as a ‘tool for organizing’ (IFBWW 2003: 3) on 
the basis of efforts to inform, educate and train affiliates about the con-
tent and potential leverage of such agreements. Typically, IFAs commit 
MNEs to respect the ILO’s core Conventions on the freedom to organize 
and collective bargaining, non-discrimination and the use of child or 
forced labour. In addition, a number of agreements subscribe to ILO 
Conventions on wages, the reduction of working time, occupational 
health and safety standards as well as the establishment of an employ-
ment contract; at times, MNEs commit to pay living wages. Furthermore, 
what is crucial for labour is that responsibilities and procedures for solving 
disputes, in many cases procedures of implementation and monitoring, 
are established, and that the provisions of the agreement are extended to 
subcontractors. While this extension is seen as a condition for continuous 
business relations in many cases, the IFAs with Hochtief, Impregilo, 
Skanska and VolkerWessels see subcontractor and supplier compliance as 
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mandatory. Thus, BWI has tried to use the power of lead MNEs in order 
to extend fundamental labour rights to the subcontracting chain, to 
establish a platform to organize and to increase control over the product 
and the labour market.

Hochtief, headquartered in Germany, sees itself as an ‘international 
construction services provider’ (Hochtief 2007a: 2) and claims to be the 
most international construction MNE. In 2006, it made 86 per cent of 
its sales outside Europe with 80 per cent of its workforce. The company 
also describes itself as a pioneer in CSR and sustainability: it publishes a 
comprehensive report, audited by PriceWaterhouseCoopers, and follows 
the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines.1 However, Hochtief has a 
dual approach, to CSR on the one hand, and to industrial relations on the 
other. While the CSR committee is charged to implement ‘CSR thinking’ 
in all Hochtief divisions, various ownership structures have an impact on 
the extent and depth of CSR guidelines. The Australia-based Leighton, for 
example, which is majority owned by Hochtief and has major projects 
in Asia and the Gulf states, is excluded from the CSR guidelines. Equally, 
subsidiaries such as Hochtief do Brazil, or Turner (United States), have 
more discretion in applying the CSR guidelines or IFA. Also, while the 
IFA formally applies to all Hochtief ‘employees and the employees of con-
tractual partners’ (Hochtief, IG BAU and BWI 2000), the company merely 
states that this represents an ‘undertaking’ (Hochtief 2007b: 21).

However, this varied picture does not exclude considerable manage-
rial authority along the subcontracting chain. Hochtief operates a centre 
for occupational safety and health and environmental protection (the 
OSHEP centre), which is led by the president of the General Works 
Council and which has responsibility for implementing the company’s 
OSHEP directive throughout the group. This centre has so far overseen 
the external certification of more than 50 per cent of Hochtief’s corporate 
units (Interview, Hochtief union official, June 2008; Hochtief 2007b: 13) 
and has also developed strong compliance provisions for suppliers:

[W]e will also require contractors and suppliers to comply with a Code 
of Conduct which we have formulated. In this, we will, for instance, 
require compliance with international standards on ethical conduct, 
respect for the basic rights of employees and guaranteed measures 
regarding safety and environmental protection. There will be a provi-
sion that we have the right to check, at any time and unannounced, 
whether subcontractors and suppliers are complying with this planned 
Code of Conduct. In the event of any breaches of this, Hochtief reserves 
the right to terminate the business relationship. (Hochtief, 2007b: 21)
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In the absence of a permanent reference group and of formally organized 
and resourced audit procedures, implementation and monitoring of the 
agreement are ad hoc and largely dependent on union organization and 
vigilance. It is in this area, however, that the structural contradictions 
of the IFA become most apparent: while the agreement is supposed to 
provide a platform for labour’s exercise of organizing and bargaining 
rights, particularly in the context of a top-down ad hoc approach at head-
quarters level, this exercise in turn depends on labour organization. Field 
re  search in Brazil, Malaysia and Ukraine has shown that unions continue 
to face serious problems with regard to recognition and organizing at the 
workplace (Davies et al. 2011). The terms of the Hochtief IFA ostensibly 
apply equally at all levels of the value chain, yet the approach is seen to 
reinforce the segmentation of the construction labour market. Thus, the 
IFA applies differently to four tiers of workers.

First, Hochtief’s direct workforce benefits from the strength of the 
home-country union, IG BAU, in institutionalized industrial relations. 
Employers in the second tier of regional subsidiaries and joint ventures 
do not actively implement the agreement but take advantage of restric-
tions on union organization. In Malaysia, for example, Leighton does 
not recognize the Union of Employees in the Construction Industry 
(UECI) for collective bargaining, which limits representation and recruit-
ment to individual cases only. In Brazil, awareness of the IFA in the city-
specific unions prescribed by labour law seems to be slim; in any case, 
only Hochtief employees are represented and organization in subcon-
tractors is made virtually impossible. Beyond this level, the impact of 
the IFA is limited. Managers in the third tier, in local subcontractors, are 
rarely aware of the obligations under the IFA. Finally, unions face almost 
insurmountable difficulties in enforcing the terms of the IFA to the fourth 
tier, informal labour. This is particularly important in the construction 
sector, since informal labour has become the largest segment within the 
construction labour market in the case study countries. For example, 
more than 70 per cent of the Brazilian and Malaysian construction work-
forces are outside an employment relationship (with a large proportion 
of internal and international migrants, respectively). Also, 55 per cent of 
Ukrainian gross domestic product is estimated to result from undeclared 
work (C. Williams 2007), a large part of which comes from construction. 
This illustrates the scale of the difficulties in publicizing, let alone imple-
menting, the terms of an IFA.

Problems in using the IFA for local organization result from the 
structural tensions between the national industrial relations and union 
traditions on the one hand, and the centralized ad hoc approach to 
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administering the IFA on the other. In Brazil, union organization at the 
city level, rather than the workplace or national level, has made the 
development of a company-specific strategy difficult. In Malaysia, union 
fragmentation by industry, occupation and region has focused on the 
core ‘organizable’ workforce, particularly in the context of Leighton’s 
anti-unionism. Equally, Ukrainian unions’ continued service orientation 
as outsourcing proceeded has limited their remit to the larger former 
state-sector employers. Thus, without any supporting initiatives, an IFA 
cannot serve as a platform for organizing in its own right. As an agree-
ment, the IFA raises numerous questions about horizontal and vertical 
international practices. In the absence of worker-to-worker competition 
between different locations within the MNE and the subcontracting 
chain, however, any sustainable international/cross-border efforts at 
organizing and trade union cooperation need to build on continuous 
networks and bottom-up practices of cooperation.

This case underlines the main conundrum of IFAs in practice: while 
reports of any infringements depend on the union presence at the work-
place, subcontracting and labour mobility pose considerable obstacles for 
labour to establish such workplace presence. Additionally, the inconsist-
encies in implementation and monitoring practices, as well as the tenu-
ous control that lead companies have over their own subsidiaries’ labour 
relations, raise questions about the extent to which IFAs can serve as a 
platform to organize workplaces. In this respect, though, it is important 
to consider variations in using IFAs – on their own or in conjunction 
with other strategies, emphasizing a home-country approach or more 
inclusively with regard to host-country unions.

In the case of Hochtief, the IFA is used in an ad hoc manner; inter-
national trade union cooperation is based on the power of the home-
country union and works council, and on the power of human resource 
management (with respect to subsidiary employers). It thus has more of 
a residual function in providing a mechanism to deal with grave labour 
rights violations than serving as a tool to control labour or product mar-
kets. Attempts regarding the latter, however, can be observed, for exam-
ple in bottom-up approaches, at bilateral and European level, which aim 
to organize and support migrant workers as well as control migrant flows 
(Marginson 2005).

International union networks in MNEs

Trade unions are involved in many kinds of international networks. 
Here we concentrate on networks built within, or focused around, 
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particular MNEs and distinguish between intra-organizational networks 
within a particular MNE, and inter-firm networks that are based either 
on particular supply chains or particular industries. Key players within 
most of these networks are the GUFs, of which the most important in 
this regard are Building and Woodworkers’ International (BWI), the 
International Federation of Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ 
Unions (ICEM), the International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF), the 
International Textile Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation (ITGLWF), 
the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), the International 
Union of Food, Agriculture, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and 
Allied Workers’ Associations (IUF) and Union Network International 
(UNI). Public Services International (PSI) and Education International (EI) 
are essentially public service union federations (although privatization 
has meant some changes for PSI) and while members of the International 
Federation of Journalists (IFJ) are involved in networks that are recog-
nized as useful for the unions, these tend to be professionally related and 
not organized by the GUF (CGU 2008a).

Croucher and Cotton (2009: 69) define international trade union net-
works as ‘stable groups of union representatives from different units of a 
multinational company or sector who are in communication with each 
other’. They add that for such networks to be meaningful there has to be 
a degree of stability and permanence, and that networks ‘should be iden-
tifiable as such within the trade unions and membership should be pos-
sible’. In many cases, for the GUFs there is a close relationship between 
company networks, IFAs and/or the existence of an EWC. Despite this, 
Croucher and Cotton dispute that there are any truly global company 
networks, nor any ‘networks with global scope that relate directly to exist-
ing International Framework Agreements’ (2009: 69). This is because of 
gaps in coverage in the sense of non-unionism or unaffiliated unions and 
because many MNEs are keen to keep IFAs and union networks apart.

BWI (CGU 2008b) reports that its company committees exist where 
there are IFAs and, as all of its IFAs are with companies based in Europe, 
the networks are essentially built on the EWC. The IMF has probably had 
company networks of various sorts for longer than any other GUF. Its 
company councils were an early attempt to replicate the national combine 
committees that existed in some countries (such as the United Kingdom) 
in a number of large manufacturing companies. Sometimes these IMF 
union committees held meetings with company officials. Today,

many of the meetings with companies and among unions are in the 
context of International Framework Agreements, where the policy 
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stresses that networks should be established as soon as possible. (CGU 
2008c)

UNI (CGU, 2008d) ties the creation of its company networks very 
tightly into the broader objective of achieving a global agreement. The 
network agrees ‘on the objective of the global agreement, the contents 
and the campaign to achieve the agreement’. UNI sees the involvement 
of affiliate unions in formulating and campaigning for agreements as 
important as the agreements themselves (see also Hennebert 2008 and 
Rüb 2004). Once the agreement is achieved the focus turns to imple-
mentation and monitoring and using the agreement to assist union 
organizing in those parts of the company that are, as yet, unorganized. 
In one sense, the purpose of the network is organizing – both before and 
after the achievement of an agreement. Before, the objective is to organ-
ize the existing unions in the company in terms of building links and 
cooperation. After, it becomes one of facilitating organizing in locations 
or countries that are not organized or are poorly organized.

ICEM (CGU 2008e) also identifies two types of networks. One exists 
for companies with which the unions have a problem and the other for 
companies with which they have a reasonably good relationship. The 
former is for campaign purposes and is used to share information, to 
communicate between the different affiliates within the company and 
to coordinate action. ICEM reports that ‘[a]lthough such networks have 
sometimes proven useful for specific campaigns, there is not always good 
experience in terms of sustainability’. The second type of network – in 
which the unions have a fairly good relationship with the company – 
often exists around a framework agreement, but does not necessar-
ily require one. According to ICEM, they work best where there is an 
es  tab lished social dialogue tradition within the company. ICEM reports 
that one of the best network structures with which it is involved is that 
within BASF. This operates at a regional rather than a global level with 
committees in Latin America and Asia. The first form of network could 
conceivably develop into the second type over time. The IUF notes that if 
networks meet the tests of representativeness and democracy, they ‘may 
evolve into governance structures’ (CGU 2008f).

Two GUFs that have had difficulties of various kinds in running com-
pany networks are the ITGLWF and the IUF. In the former case, major 
efforts were made to create bottom-up networks, in part at least to facili-
tate IFAs. The union found little reward with this approach as the nature 
of the sector changed with the shifting of production from unionized 
countries to non-union countries like China and the intensification of 
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subcontracting in the industry. The ITGLWF also reported that another 
factor that caused problems ‘was the difficulty of workers in particular 
sites to understand and relate to situations of workers elsewhere in the 
company’ (CGU 2008g). In the case of the IUF, while company commit-
tees have existed for some time, their functioning has been uneven (CGU 
2008f). The emphasis has shifted to ‘creating networks that could develop 
into sustainable structures inside a number of companies’ with a direct 
orientation towards increasing membership within targeted companies, 
and the IUF reports some success.

Traditionally, the ITF has organized along sub-sectoral lines within 
the overall umbrella of the transport sector (primarily seafarers, dockers, 
civil aviation, railways, road transport, urban transport and inland 
navigation). The maritime industry is unique in having a form of 
global wage bargaining (Lillie 2004) but increasingly the ITF is facing 
the need to engage with global employers in other sectors as well. As 
examples, it provides the global alliances of (often privatized) national 
airline companies and the union solidarity networks created by the GUF 
in Star Alliance, OneWorld and Skyteam (CGU 2008h). These meet at 
least once a year but also contact each other electronically on a regular 
basis. The ITF has also created a network within Maersk, the Danish 
multinational port operator and shipping company. This network has 
a steering committee, organizes an annual meeting of Maersk unions 
and ITF has established a web page to aid communications across the 
network. Regular contacts between the ITF network and senior Maersk 
management take place in relation to local issues.

A relatively new phenomenon has been the development of compa-
nies built upon privatized transport services expanded out from their 
home country in which they had relatively good union relationships 
into countries in which they adopt a hostile approach to unions. The 
ITF is dealing with two such companies from the United Kingdom – First 
Group and National Express. Both have expanded into the United States 
and adopted anti-union stances for their US subsidiaries. ITF unions have 
been working together to win ‘neutrality’ in union recognition proce-
dures in the US subsidiaries of these firms.

Croucher and Cotton (2009: 70) identify five key factors in judging 
whether a network is successful: ‘how they are formed, company atti-
tudes and influence, resources, the network’s ability to facilitate participa-
tion of diverse memberships, and the spatial basis of that membership’. 
On the first, they argue that the most successful networks are the result of 
relationship building and cannot be summoned into existence by a GUF 
inviting participants to a meeting in Geneva.
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Resources are a major problem for networks (CGU 2008f). GUFs have 
very slender budgets and networks often look to external donors or 
employers to assist in facilitating the very existence of the network. Of 
course, reliance on even the most friendly donor has its disadvantages, 
but there are obvious potential problems with reliance on the employer. 
First, the company’s attitude towards the network is critical and then its 
influence upon it becomes important. This also means that the network 
needs to be aware of management’s agenda in order to avoid workers’ rep-
resentatives being incorporated with what Hyman (2005: 24), in another 
context, described as ‘the elitist embrace’.

Another possible source of funding is for the home-country union to 
fund the network. This carries with it an almost certain increase in the 
influence of the home country union within the network, and may in turn 
lead to tensions in the network. A striking variant of this is the Service 
Employees International Union (SEIU) Global Partnerships project. This 
was driven and funded by the US SEIU but facilitated largely through UNI, 
although the union also put a lot of effort into bilateral relationships with 
other national unions deploying SEIU staff in many countries (Stern 2006: 
112). It identified a series of companies with which it was having prob-
lems in the United States, such as First Group and G4S, and tried to build 
networks around a campaign to force recognition, or at least ‘neutrality’. 
In some cases this developed into an attempt to gain a global framework 
agreement. The strategy of the SEIU is based on the notion that

unions organizing in relatively immobile service sectors can more 
easily develop cross-border cooperation because the workers do not 
directly compete with each other and because the employers’ threat 
of capital flight is less credible. (Greven 2008: 7)

This is essentially an internationalization of their domestic agenda which 
also relies on organizing those jobs that cannot be shipped abroad. It 
aims to follow the product market abroad; however, as Greven (2008: 7) 
points out, ‘even these unions have to work to develop a “mutual gains” 
strategy for cross-border cooperation’. Whether that is possible with the 
approach of the SEIU leadership is questionable given former president 
Andy Stern’s view on outsourcing strikes (Mendonca 2006: 53–54):

If workers are ready to go on strike in the United States, and we are 
ready to pay them to strike, it would be very costly. But paying work-
ers in Indonesia or India or other places to go on strike against the 
same global employer isn’t particularly expensive. How do we take the 
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different assets that different unions bring to the table and use them 
strategically? American unions, for example, have a disproportionate 
amount of resources, while other unions have political power, and if 
we think together we may be able to use the global economy to our 
advantage.

There is insufficient space in this chapter to begin to unpick the many 
problems with this approach (although it has been touched on else-
where, for example Simms et al., 2006), but reliance on funding from 
one national union also leads to the fourth factor to be considered: 
the network’s ability to facilitate participation of diverse memberships. 
This partly depends on overcoming the language barriers that exist 
in most international networks. It also requires a fairly sophisticated 
ability to bridge political, organizational and experiential differences 
and gaps across the network. With or without funding provided by 
the home country union, Croucher and Cotton (2009: 75) argue that 
‘International company networks are too frequently dominated by 
headquarters unions, leaving no space for weaker and smaller unions to 
genuinely participate in network development and work’.

Miller (2004) drew out the lessons of the ITGLWF’s experience of build-
ing international support for global agreements. The fragmented nature 
of the (supplier) industry, with powerful lead firms acting as drivers of 
value chains, implies that the focus is on the significance of brand-name 
MNEs and their power vis-à-vis suppliers (Riisgaard and Hammer 2011). 
Thus, as the fragmented structure of the industry does not allow an indus-
trial coverage of the product market, trade unions aim to encompass the 
production of one particular MNE and its suppliers. However, targeting 
particular companies illustrated many of the ITGLWF affiliates’ weak-
nesses on the ground. The targeted company’s supply chain was mapped 
(which required a multi-level research effort) and a campaign of ‘aware-
ness raising, union network building and negotiation’ was set in motion 
(Miller 2004: 231). This did not guarantee success of course and no 
progress was made in some targets. What became clear was that ‘in order 
for global organizing efforts to be effective, it is critical to have a union 
affiliate presence and an existing social dialogue in the headquarters 
country’ (Miller 2004: 231). Also, if the company was under pressure over 
the vulnerability of its brand through campaigns by nongovernmental 
organizations, there was more likely to be dialogue with the ITGLWF.

The final factor identified by Croucher and Cotton (2009) is the 
‘spatial basis’ for membership of the network. Here they emphasize the 
value of regional networks and point to the experience of the ICEM 
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BASF network, which has achieved coordinated regional bargaining 
and regional dialogue with the employer in Latin America and Asia. 
Successes in both bargaining and organizing have been real but uneven 
within the BASF network; still, according to Croucher and Cotton, the 
network exemplifies the advantages of working in smaller groups with 
an educational focus (2009: 77).

International union mergers and alliances

In their studies of union revitalization at national level, Frege and Kelly 
(2003) and, similarly, Hurd et al. (2003), identify six revitalization strate-
gies: organizing; organizational restructuring, such as mergers; coalition 
building; partnerships with employers; political action; and interna-
tional links. There is a long history of union involvement in multilateral 
international union organizations, the most important being the GUFs. 
They work by consensus and have neither the authority to issue instruc-
tions to affiliates nor the sanctions to enforce them. It has been argued 
that a merged international union would have that authority (Gennard 
2009: 7) but although there is a long history of bilateral relationships 
between unions in different countries, there are few examples of union 
mergers at international level. In recent years, however, there have been 
two very different such developments, both involving UK unions. The 
first is between two maritime officers’ unions – the Dutch FWZ and the 
British NUMAST – to form Nautilus. The second involves the creation 
of Workers Uniting by the USW and Unite.

Nautilus

Nautilus International was officially launched in May 2009. This 
creation of a single transnational union is the culmination of a proc-
ess which drew together the Federatie van Werknemers in de Zeevaart 
(FWZ) of the Netherlands and the National Union of Marine, Aviation 
and Shipping Transport Officers (NUMAST) in the United Kingdom. 
The unions themselves describe the new venture as the creation of a 
new union rather than a merger (Moloney 2008) and it followed many 
years of ad hoc collaboration between them (Gekara 2010), during which 
some of the prerequisites for a merger – in terms of familiarity and trust – 
were developed. In addition, both unions were subject to three factors 
that laid the basis for a favourable approach to the idea of a merger 
(Gekara 2010): membership decline and consequent decline in income; 
less sympathetic governments that promoted corporate interests at the 
expense of labour; and a growth in power of the multinational shipping 
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companies and the ability of these employers to deploy cheap labour 
from a global marketplace.

After working together for a decade, the two unions went through a very 
patient process of developing contacts, exchanging information, building 
trust, and working together to build towards a merger. The next step was 
changing their names to Nautilus UK and Nautilus NL (while retaining 
their independent status) and establishing the Nautilus Federation on 
1 January 2006 as a step towards full merger. Both  precursor unions were 
actively involved in the European Transport Workers’ Federation and the 
ITF, and see the new union as increasing their voice within these organi-
zations rather than replacing it (Nautilus UK 2007a).

The unions identified areas where both could work together as one 
union in advance of any formal merger. Over 20 per cent of Nautilus UK’s 
membership was employed by Anglo-Dutch companies, and a list of key 
targets was drawn up by the Nautilus Federation (Nautilus Federation 
2007). The unions claim that for ‘members serving with companies such 
as Maersk, P&O Ferries, Stena Line and Holland America Line, greater 
cooperation has prevented one nationality being played off against 
another’ (Moloney 2008). This went further in the Holland America Line, 
with the two unions meeting the employer as one body and submitting a 
single pay claim on behalf of Nautilus UK and Nautilus NL in September 
2006 (Nautilus Federation 2007). Early benefits of collaboration included 
a new bonus system rewarding all officers and for UK officers, permanent 
employment contracts and pension provisions that brought them into 
line with their Dutch colleagues. This united approach also extended 
beyond organizing and bargaining to policy involvement and lobby-
ing with a survey of Nautilus NL and Nautilus UK members on fatigue, 
joint work at European Union level (joint submissions to the European 
Commission) and internationally on issues such as safety, training and 
piracy (Nautilus International, 2009a: 1).

Members of both unions voted decisively in favour of forming the 
new Anglo-Dutch union. In the lead-up to the ballot, Nautilus UK 
cir  culated membership information through emails, faxes, bulletins, 
leaflets, articles in the union journal, and its website. It also organized a 
programme of extensive consultation with members at meetings around 
the country. The new organization is a single union with two branches 
(in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom), one general secretary, one 
culture, one membership card, and one journal, but with autonomy for 
national branches over domestic policy issues (Nautilus UK 2007b). The 
new union is also holding the door open for others to join. The new 
general secretary, Mark Dickinson, says:
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I think our model of an international trade union dedicated to working 
in parallel with the global and regional trade union federations (such as 
the ITF and ETF) should be attractive to others – if not to actually join 
with us, perhaps to forge their own alliances nationally and regionally. 
Nautilus International is ground-breaking and will change the face of 
trade unionism. (Nautilus International, 2009b: 19)

Workers Uniting

The second example is the case of Workers Uniting, set up by the union 
Unite (which is UK-based but also has membership in the Republic of 
Ireland) and United Steelworkers (USW – US-based but with substantial 
membership in Canada). Workers Uniting was unveiled in a fanfare of pub-
licity before 3500 delegates at the USW’s annual convention in Las Vegas 
in July 2008 with the signing of a joint agreement between the two unions. 
According to Derek Simpson, then joint general secretary of Unite:

The political and economic power of multinational companies is for-
midable. They are able to play one nation’s workers off against another 
to maximise profits. They do the same with governments, hence the 
growing gap between the rich and the rest of us. With this agreement 
we can finally begin the process of closing that gap. (Unite 2008)

Leo W. Gerard, the USW President added:

This union is crucial for challenging the growing power of global 
capital. Globalization has given financiers license to exploit workers 
in developing countries at the expense of our members in the devel-
oped world. Only global solidarity among workers can overcome this 
sort of global exploitation wherever it occurs. (Unite 2008)

The merger talks began in April 2007 with the signing of the Ottawa 
Accord between the USW, Amicus and the Transport and General 
Work ers Union (TGWU). The Accord called for an ‘exploration com-
mittee’ to study legal, constitutional and structural issues and suggest a 
frame work for the merger within one year (McKay 2007: 8). In November 
2007, it was reported that talks were progressing and that the exploration 
committee aimed to ‘produce proposals on the possibility of a merger by 
mid 2008’ (T&G 2007), and in July 2008 the agreement was signed in Las 
Vegas. While the Accord is available, the merger document itself does not 
appear on the website.
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Union publicity declared that this agreement created ‘the first global 
union’ (Unite 2008). Both of the partners in Workers Uniting are already 
members of several GUFs, although none of the latter appears to have had 
much influence in the creation of the new organization, watching ‘with 
interest’ what Marcello Malentacchi, general secretary of the IMF, called 
‘a bold experiment of trade union bilateralism’ (Malentacchi 2007: 7).

Unite’s then joint general secretaries, Derek Simpson and Tony 
Woodley (2007), explained their position:

The days when union federations or mutual solidarity are sufficient 
on their own are behind us, and the era of trade unionism in one 
country is going for good. Only a worldwide organising agenda has 
any long-term hope of levelling the playing field.

Simpson denies that this initiative makes the role of the GUFs redun-
dant, saying ‘the union federations have done a fantastic job for many 
years and will continue to do so. What we are proposing will be a 
second front to support them’ (Dubbins 2007: 5). Unite claims that the 
agreement will lead to ‘the synchronisation of collective bargaining 
in companies with operations on both sides of the Atlantic’ and joint 
political campaigning (Unite 2008). In addition it ‘will be a fully func-
tional and registered trade union organization in the United Kingdom, 
the United States, Ireland and Canada, with the ability to fully represent 
all of the members of its founding unions’ (Unite 2008).

Governance will be through a steering committee with equal mem-
bership from each participating union. It will have its own staff with an 
executive director overseeing an initial budget of several million dollars, 
and specialist staff including research, international affairs and com-
munications (Unite 2008). Further expansion is planned and talks with 
unions on other continents have apparently taken place:

This structure is also designed as an invitation to other trade unions 
throughout the world to take part in the creation of a global union 
without the necessity [to] alter their own internal representative 
structures. (Workers Uniting n.d.)

The new union has announced that, together with a US nongovern-
mental organization (the National Labor Committee), it would set up 
‘a Global Labor Rights Network that will have allied staff on the ground 
in Central America, the Middle East, Asia, Eastern Europe, Africa and 
other regions’ (Unite n.d.). In March 2009, it was even described as ‘the 
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new international union’ (Workers Uniting 2009a). On other occasions, 
the aims seem to have been more modest. Derek Simpson has described 
the new alliance as ‘not exactly a merger’ and effectively a ‘shell of a 
global union, and eventually both organisations will transfer into it’ 
(McDonald 2008). Elsewhere, the formulation has been that Workers 
Uniting is a ‘platform for a truly global union’ (Workers Uniting 2009b) 
and a ‘precursor to full merger’ (Workers Uniting n.d.).

It is unclear how the new organization will address issues of pro-
tectionism and competition between members in the two countries – 
particularly in the light of the prominence given by the USW to the 
‘Buy American’ campaign (USW 2009). As well as there being little evi-
dence so far that the resources promised in 2008 have been deployed in 
the new organization, the reported activity is of a more modest level as 
well (although of course, there may well be activity that is unreported). 
Workers Uniting has produced a joint document on the global eco-
nomic crisis (Workers Uniting 2009c), organized a transatlantic video 
conference for members of the constituent unions in the pulp, paper 
and packaging sector (Unite 2009), joined a lobby of Metro Group, 
and claims that it has ‘already brought many groups of working people 
together in companies engaged in negotiations with positive results’ 
(Workers Uniting 2009b).

In short, though, the modesty of documented progress so far (there 
is no sign yet, for example, of a staffed ‘Global Labor Rights Network’), 
and the vagueness of any future timetable for full integration contrast 
with some of the more ambitious announcements about the creation 
of a global union.

To merge or not to merge

Any attempt to develop international union solidarity and coopera-
tion beyond the level of May Day speeches and set-piece conferences 
faces a range of substantial institutional, cultural and political obstacles. 
Nevertheless, unions recognize that although much else is different, one 
constant at local, national and global levels is that ‘while business gains 
strength through competition, workers benefit from organisational cohe-
sion’ (Traub-Merz and Eckl 2007: 1). Consequently, despite the differences 
in these two cases, they share some common motivations. They are able to 
encompass a significant space of the respective steel- and maritime-related 
product markets which, in principle, should increase the new union alli-
ances’ industrial power and leverage; however, a major consequence is 
that what previously would have been conflicts of interest between dif-
ferent unions has now been internalized in the respective alliances.
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Union mergers at national level have been subject to considerable 
analysis. Unite itself is the product of a recent merger that has had its 
share of reported problems (The Times 2009). Critics of union mergers 
argue that the merger process is essentially defensive, that hoped-for 
economies of scale are seldom achieved, that there is often no over-
riding industrial logic and that, while mergers have the potential to 
contribute to union revitalization, they rarely do so (see, for example, 
Waddington 2005; Waddington et al. 2005). Elsewhere Waddington 
(2006: 647) claims that one of the many problems is that there is a high 
level of ‘post-merger introspection’. These dangers are clearly present in 
these two examples.

Discussion and conclusions

As predominantly national product markets have become global, com-
panies have been able to jump scale to exploit competitive advantages 
in regulation, labour costs and the like and have thereby questioned 
the suitability of the sector level for social dialogue and international 
trade union coordination. As social dialogue proves difficult to achieve 
at international level, unions have, on the one hand, developed unilat-
eral initiatives that link the sector level through alliances and mergers 
and thereby capture larger segments of international product markets. 
On the other hand, unilateral company-level networks have assisted in 
establishing agreements with MNEs. The aim here has been to consider 
three different union responses in terms of their organizational logics. 
The comparison presented suggests that the appropriateness and useful-
ness of each of these approaches is highly contingent.

In all three cases highlighted here, unions are faced with serious issues 
regarding recognition and organizing at the workplace. Reviewing the 
impact of the Hochtief IFA, a number of points can be made. Even nine 
years after the conclusion of the agreement, the basic conundrum 
re  mains: whether to see the IFA as the foundation for organizing or, 
rather, to see workplace organization as the precondition for implementa-
tion of the IFA. However beneficial union access is to senior management, 
this type of ad hoc grievance resolution in fact only accentuates the above 
conundrum, particularly in the context of the fragmented and informal 
character of the construction industry. In an attempt to overcome this, 
BWI is trying to back the signing of framework agreements with education 
and information activities. International solidarity, in and of itself, cannot 
be the ‘solution’ because the most intractable problems in the industry 
are not primarily ones of international inequality. IFAs can play a part 
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in building ‘vertical’ as well as ‘horizontal’ solidarity: not a new concept, 
but one that requires a focus on complementary strategies because of the 
particular problem within construction. It is only through local capacity 
building that unions can use the IFA to exert any control on product (and, 
in this case, labour) market conditions.

The work around union networks is an attempt to resolve the prob-
lem of horizontal solidarity. Networks often link in with the drive for 
IFAs and/or develop from existing social dialogue arrangements in 
either the home country or an EWC. Some GUFs appear to see them as 
largely a vehicle for campaigning for an IFA. In fact the need for sustain-
able local union organization should mean that the opposite is equally 
important and that the institutional opportunities offered by IFAs are 
used to build local capacity. That requires an overt effort to ensure 
that unions outside the home country with fewer resources are closely 
involved, and that there is a clear strategy for organizing the unorgan-
ized units of the company.

If both IFAs and international union networks are attempts to upscale 
a union response from the national to the global, they also face an upscal-
ing of some old dilemmas related to social partnership or independent 
union organization. Just as Baccaro et al. (2003: 120) explain different 
national labour movement responses in terms of the degree of institu-
tional embeddedness, so some critics are concerned that signing IFAs and 
creating networks for social dialogue are essentially upscaling an out-
moded model of social democracy and corporatism from a European to 
the global level (for example, see Cumbers et al. 2008: 381). This potential 
problem is not inevitable, but Cumbers et al. identify the involvement of 
local union activists as a key factor and point to an example of a backlash 
within one of the GUFs and the creation of a union network independent 
of it. This tension between the institutional dimensions of trade union-
ism (participation in industrial relations institutions and negotiating 
order) and the movement dimensions (mobilization) is a constant theme 
in the history of trade unions (Webster 2004).

The example of Nautilus involves two small specialist professional 
unions from neighbouring countries from the same economic bloc in 
a very specific industry. The process that led to the creation of the new 
union transformed potential conflicts between two unions into an intra-
organizational compromise that encompasses the sector as well as key 
MNEs. This has already resulted in practical results in terms of a united 
approach on bargaining with an employer that employs members from 
each of the two countries involved in the creation of Nautilus.
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Workers Uniting, on the other hand, brings together two large general 
unions separated by 3000 miles of ocean. Its supporters argue that the US 
and UK have similar liberal-capitalist economic systems and are therefore 
a good match. Against that is the fact that the UK is part of the European 
Union, and EU member states are its most important trading partners; 
therefore it has more in common – both legally and economically – with 
its European neighbours. One of the questions about Workers Uniting is 
whether it would make more industrial sense for Unite to have linked 
up with one or more of the European trade unions (such as IG Metall 
or Svenska Metal). The creation of Workers Uniting was also very rapid, 
with just a year from the opening of talks to the announcement of a new 
‘global union’. So far the alliance is based on high-level horizontal coor-
dination across a vast and opaque sector without mobilizing the potential 
in transatlantic strategies at sector or company level. At the moment, 
Workers Uniting seems to be more of an aspiration than a reality while 
Nautilus appears to be settling down to solid union work.

While in all three cases the product market coverage has increased, 
they differ in the way they are based on intra- versus inter-organizational 
coordination. What is arguably crucial beyond horizontal (intra- or 
inter-organizational) coordination is the quality of vertical coordination 
and participation, or the link between the local and the global. As the 
IFA and union network cases show, rather than being donor–recipient 
relationships, such strategies only make sense (for workers) if they reflect 
domestic conditions and are part of local action to build local capacity; 
equally, as the merger and alliance cases show, organizational integration 
can come with a different emphasis on horizontal and vertical linkages 
and thereby colour the strategy as a whole. More generally, the various 
op  tions available to unions call for careful analysis in terms of the extent to 
which they provide levers to overcome barriers to organization, facilitate 
participation and achieve some control over product markets. Particular 
organizational forms present their own inter- and intra-organizational 
problems and, in turn, suggest particular labour responses. This consid-
eration is what differentiates a ‘response’ from a ‘strategy’.

Note

1. The GRI is a not-for-profit network organization based in Amsterdam and 
supported by the United Nations Environment Programme. Its aim is to make 
‘the disclosure of economic, environmental and social performance as com-
monplace and comparable as financial reporting’ (GRI 2010). To this end, it has 
created a set of guidelines for companies.
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10
Better Factories Cambodia: 
An Instrument for Improving 
Industrial Relations in a 
Transnational Context
Arianna Rossi and Raymond Robertson

Introduction

The globalization of production has become a fixture of the world econ-
omy in the last few decades, with products being conceived, designed and 
manufactured across countries and regions. The cross-border nature of 
production continues to challenge the effectiveness of traditional indus-
trial relations mechanisms, which often remain anchored in national 
contexts. The new environment for labour–management relations goes 
far beyond the boundaries of the traditional workspace, and has led to 
the emergence of new cross-border forms of industrial relations.

This chapter analyses the case of the ILO Better Factories Cambodia 
(BFC) project as a transnational instrument to create the institutional space 
for industrial relations in Cambodia. Based on the principle of social dia-
logue among the tripartite social partners (the national Government and 
work ers’ and employers’ organizations), as well as with global buyers, BFC’s 
multi-stakeholder approach reaches beyond the workplace and may be a 
key instrument of industrial relations because it bridges the gap between 
the sphere of production and that of consumption (Hammer 2008).

Better Factories Cambodia and the Better Work Programme

The ILO Better Factories Cambodia1 project is an innovative project that 
combines monitoring, remediation (including improvement suggestions 
and good-practice sheets) and training that is designed to improve working 
conditions in garment factories participating in global supply chains. 
The project is based on monitoring and reporting on working condi-
tions in Cambodian garment factories according to international labour 
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standards and national law, and uses the results to help factories improve 
working conditions and productivity.

BFC was launched in 2001, growing out of the United States–Cambodia 
Bilateral Textile Trade Agreement. Under this trade agreement, the 
United States promised Cambodia better access to US markets by giving 
it increased quotas in exchange for improved working conditions in the 
garment sector. In order to ensure a rigorous, transparent and continu-
ous cycle of improvement, BFC implementation is guided by a Project 
Advisory Committee, consisting of representatives from the Government 
of Cambodia, the employers’ association (GMAC) and the trade union 
movement. The committee meets quarterly to discuss project implemen-
tation and to advise on the monitoring and reporting system. Tripartite 
social dialogue is therefore at the core of BFC operations and is key to 
ensure their success.

With the phase-out of the Multifibre Arrangement quota system in 
2005, international buyers have played a crucial role in ensuring continu-
ous sourcing relationships with suppliers in Cambodia and in transition-
ing BFC from a project based on trade preferences to one based on market 
incentives. Thanks to international buyers’ commitment to continue 
sourcing from Cambodia after the Multifibre Arrangement phase-out 
due to their engagement in BFC (FIAS 2005), the Cambodian garment 
industry has continued its expansion and has established itself as an ethi-
cal sourcing location.

BFC represents a unique example for the ILO to be involved in factory-
level monitoring of working conditions. Monitors observe working con-
ditions in all Cambodian garment factories during unannounced visits. 
Cambodian monitors conduct a thorough assessment of compliance to 
international labour standards and national labour law based on obser-
vation, document review, and interviews with managers, union leaders 
and workers. To avoid bias, each monitoring team contains at least 
two people, and the team members rotate so that the same team rarely 
assesses the same factory twice. BFC publishes the progress on improving 
working conditions in an annual synthesis report, which is shared with 
the factories’ buyers.

Based on the experience of BFC, in 2006 the ILO and the International 
Finance Corporation (IFC), the private-sector lending branch of the 
World Bank, partnered to establish the Better Work Programme. Better 
Work is based on the same principles of social dialogue with the objective 
of improving compliance to labour standards and promoting competi-
tiveness in global supply chains, and is active in the garment industries of 
Haiti, Indonesia, Jordan, Lesotho, Nicaragua and Viet Nam. Similarly to 
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BFC, Better Work carries out unannounced factory assessments to moni-
tor on eight areas, or clusters, of labour standards. Four of the clusters 
are based on the ILO fundamental rights at work (elimination of child 
labour, elimination of forced labour, non-discrimination, and the right 
of freedom of association and collective bargaining) and four are based 
on national labour law relating to working conditions (compensation, 
contracts and human resources, occupational safety and health, and 
working time). Following the assessment, a detailed report is shared with 
the factory. An aggregated industry-level report is issued once a year. 
Based on the compliance needs identified in the assessment report, Better 
Work offers advisory services aimed at improving compliance working 
alongside a management–worker committee in each factory, as well as 
training services. Better Work engages directly with global buyers through 
its Buyers’ Forums both at the international and at the national level. 
Furthermore, financial sustainability is embedded in programme design: 
in large markets, the aim is for Better Work programmes to become 
independent and self-financing over time with an ongoing quality assur-
ance provided by the global Better Work programme. Currently, Better 
Work focuses on the apparel sector, but it is exploring the possibility of 
extending its operations to other sectors such as electronics and tourism. 
It is doing this through feasibility studies and consultation with global 
stakeholders such as sectoral unions, employers and international buyers. 
Since Better Work operations are relatively recent, BFC is the case study 
best suited to analysing changes in industrial relations in a transnational 
context.

Data

As the Cambodian Government has mandated that all exporting garment 
factories must participate in BFC in order to receive an export licence, 
the project eventually reached all such factories. The first wave of visits 
in 2001–02 covered 119 factories, with the first assessment checklist 
created for BFC. For the three years following the visits to these original 
facto ries, monitors used a checklist covering only the issues found in non-
compliance in the previous visit, so data are unavailable for this three-
year period. The next wave of documented visits began with the launch 
of an improved information management system in December 2005. 
Monitors currently visit each factory an average of once every eight 
months.

Table 10.1 summarizes the distribution of factories by both visit and 
time. The two ‘waves’ described above are evident. Factories were first 
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visited with the intention of identifying significant violations and then 
revisited later with the intent of identifying progress in those areas. As 
a result, the early firm-level records are not as complete as for factories 
visited after 2005.

Of the 363 factories with an initial visit, only 51 registered a fifth visit. 
This is mainly due to a large amount of new factories being set up in the 
country in later years. Visits are also correlated with time, so that the 
large second wave explains much of the lack of fifth-visit observations. 
Moreover, as of 2005 the goal was to schedule visits every six months. In 
practice, this target was not feasible, and factories were visited every 8–12 
months, which helps explain why only 188 factories had had four visits 
by 2008. Learning from this experience, the Better Work Programme has 
set annual assessment goals, and BFC will also follow this target once it is 
fully aligned with Better Work.

In addition to timing issues, however, true attrition is also an issue and is 
perhaps most clear for the 119 first-wave factories. Of these, 82 (69 per cent) 
had their second visit in either 2005 or 2006. The remaining 37 had no 
recorded second visit. Since, by law, all exporting factories are required 
to be visited, we believe that the lack of a second visit implies that these 
factories ceased operations.2

Industrial relations measures in Better Factories Cambodia

The approximately 405 working conditions in the BFC compliance assess-
ment checklist of questions are aggregated into 27 groups.3 Of these, we 
argue that the following six give the most relevant information about 

Table 10.1 Factory counts over time

Visit Visit year Total

2001 2002 2005 2006 2007 2008

1 85 34 7 187 30 20 363

2 0 0 18 121 136 20 295

3 0 0 0 48 185 22 255

4 0 0 0 0 80 108 188

5 0 0 0 0 12 39 51

6 0 0 0 0 0 2 2

Total 85 34 25 356 443 211 1154

Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.

9780230314269_12_cha10.indd   2239780230314269_12_cha10.indd   223 8/13/2011   11:04:00 AM8/13/2011   11:04:00 AM



224 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

industrial relations: collective agreements, strikes, shop stewards, liaison 
officer, unions and disputes. Table 10.2 shows the specific questions that 
go into each group. Given the different phrasing of the various questions, 
we have encoded the data such that a value of 1 for compliance accords 
with the appropriate interpretation of each question and therefore focus 
on average compliance with the implicit standard for each specific area 
of interest.

There is a wide variety of questions that are pooled for the various 
groups. Some of the questions pertain to whether national labour law is 
followed and others are related to ILO Conventions. One of the first char-
acteristics of Table 10.2 that merits explicit mention is that one may argue 
that there is a variety of weighting schemes that might be applied to the 
various questions within each group that would best capture the relative 
‘importance’ of each specific question. We choose to take the most neutral 
approach and apply equal weights to all subquestions within a category. 
In other words, we effectively take the simple average across all specific 
questions to get a compliance average for each group. One other point 
that should be mentioned about the subquestions with each category 
as presented in Table 10.2 is that responses to some of the subquestions 
varied neither across factories nor over time. In all of these cases the 
factors are always compliant. These specific questions are not included in 
the analysis that follows because the lack of variation would mask some of 
the variation that we are interested in across factories and over time.

Table 10.3 presents compliance for these 27 groups. As mentioned, 
each factory’s compliance measure is calculated by taking the average 
of all of the 0/1 compliance questions (1 indicates compliance) in each 
group across all factories within visit.4 Therefore, a 1.000 indicates that 
all factories are fully compliant with all questions within that question 
group. A 0.800 indicates that the average compliance value for that ques-
tion group is 80 per cent.

There are several factors that affect these measures across visits. The 
first main concern is that firms with, say, low compliance may drop out 
and therefore the average might increase even if there is no real change 
within firms. We have analysed this possibility by holding the composi-
tion of firms constant and get qualitatively similar results. Furthermore, 
Ang et al. (2010) specifically analyse the issue of the link between changes 
in working conditions and the probability of closure and find that rela-
tively few of the 27 groups are associated with closure.

Another concern is that changes in compliance may be due to inter-
pretation by the different monitors that enter the factories. This is pos-
sible, but the monitors enter the factories in pairs and are trained to try 
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Table 10.2 Detailed composition of industrial relations measures

Group Description

Collective 
agreements

Does management have any grievance-handling procedures in 
place?

Collective 
agreements

If there is a collective bargaining agreement with a dispute 
resolution procedure was this followed to resolve the dispute?

Collective 
agreements

If there is no collective agreement, did the parties inform 
the labour inspector about the collective dispute(s), so the 
dispute(s) could be conciliated?

Collective 
agreements

Is the collective agreement at least as good for workers as the 
Labour Law?

Collective 
agreements

Is the collective agreement written in Khmer?

Collective 
agreements

Has management registered the collective agreement with the 
labour ministry?

Collective 
agreements

Has management given a copy of the collective agreement to 
the shop stewards?

Collective 
agreements

Has management posted the collective agreement in the 
workplace?

Strikes Did management punish any workers for participating in the 
strike?

Strikes Did management reinstate all workers after the strike?

Strikes Did management pay the striking workers’ wages during the 
strike?

Strikes Did management punish any workers for participating in the 
strike?

Strikes Did management reinstate all workers after the strike?

Strikes Did management pay the striking workers’ wages during the 
strike?

Strikes If a court declared the strike illegal, did workers return to work 
within 48 hours?

Shop stewards Does the factory have shop stewards elected by workers?

Shop stewards Did the (last) election for shop stewards comply with all legal 
requirements?

Shop stewards Are any managers or supervisors serving as shop stewards?

Shop stewards Does management provide the shop stewards with everything 
required? (an office, a meeting room, office supplies, a place to 
display information, a copy of the Labour Law upon request, 
and two hours per week to perform their functions)

Shop stewards Does management get permission from the labour ministry 
before dismissing shop stewards?

Shop stewards Have the shop stewards been consulted and given their 
written opinion on redundancy?

(continued)
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Table 10.2 Continued

Group Description

Liaison officer Has management appointed a liaison officer?

Liaison officer Did management consult with worker representatives before 
appointing the liaison officer?

Liaison officer Did management inform workers about the appointment of 
the liaison officer?

Liaison officer Has management notified the labour ministry about the 
appointment of the liaison officer?

Liaison officer Do workers have easy access to the liaison officer?

Unions Are workers free not to join the union(s)?

Unions Is any worker’s job dependent on the worker not joining a union?

Unions Does management deduct union dues when workers request 
this in writing?

Unions Can workers freely form and join trade unions of their choice?

Unions Has management discriminated against any worker because of 
the worker’s union membership or union activities?

Unions Does management get permission from the labour ministry before 
dismissing union leaders or candidates for union leadership?

Unions Do unions and management engage in voluntary negotiations 
with a view to reaching a collective agreement?

Unions Do these claims seem fair under the circumstances?

Unions Does management interfere with workers or unions when they 
draw up their constitutions and rules, hold elections, or organ-
ize their activities, administration or finances?

Unions Does management deduct union dues from worker’s wages 
without the worker’s written authorization?

Unions Are workers free not to join the union(s)?

Unions Has management taken steps to bring the union(s) under its 
control?

Unions Is any worker’s job dependent on the worker not joining a union?

Disputes Was the dispute conciliated in accordance with the law? (parties 
must attend conciliation meetings; no strikes or lockouts)

Disputes Has management implemented the conciliation agreement?

Disputes Has management posted the conciliation agreement in the 
workplace?

Disputes If the parties reached a mutual agreement during the arbitration 
process, did management implement the agreement?

Disputes Did management implement the arbitration award?

Disputes Did management post the arbitration award?

Disputes Did management implement conciliation agreements (if any)?

Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.
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Table 10.3 Compliance in aggregated working conditions indicators by visit

Working condition group Visit

1 2 3 4 5

Collective agreements 0.904 0.933 0.966 0.977 0.976

Strikes 0.975 0.999 0.999 0.998 0.987

Shop stewards 0.599 0.713 0.734 0.727 0.753

Liaison officer 0.594 0.862 0.905 0.926 0.953

Unions 0.935 0.981 0.985 0.994 0.995

Disputes 0.933 0.955 0.958 0.974 0.967

Child labour 0.800 0.734 0.745 0.746 0.750

Discrimination 0.967 0.967 0.971 0.966 0.961

Forced labour 0.996 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Information about wages 0.613 0.736 0.775 0.781 0.788

Payment of wages 0.769 0.805 0.840 0.861 0.896

Contracts/hiring 0.829 0.833 0.868 0.886 0.924

Discipline/management 
misconduct

0.856 0.902 0.910 0.915 0.913

Internal regulations 0.896 0.956 0.971 0.981 0.986

Health/first aid 0.570 0.690 0.710 0.746 0.778

Machine safety 0.838 0.873 0.895 0.914 0.929

Temperature/ventilation/
noise/light

0.767 0.782 0.787 0.766 0.788

Welfare facilities 0.767 0.837 0.856 0.867 0.874

Workplace operations 0.697 0.757 0.775 0.786 0.804

Occupational safety and 
health assessment, 
recording and reporting

0.544 0.726 0.765 0.793 0.820

Chemicals 0.783 0.749 0.767 0.762 0.773

Emergency preparedness 0.863 0.915 0.920 0.938 0.930

Overtime 0.588 0.662 0.709 0.723 0.762

Regular hours/weekly rest 0.756 0.860 0.887 0.892 0.898

Workers’ compensation for 
accidents/illnesses

0.813 0.968 0.972 0.984 0.990

Holidays and annual/
special leave

0.842 0.850 0.890 0.901 0.923

Maternity benefits 0.724 0.837 0.863 0.881 0.922

Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.
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228 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

to apply consistent criteria 
when assessing even the 
most subjective of the ques-
tions. These pairs are rotated 
frequently. The compliance 
findings of individual moni-
tors are periodically mapped 
against average findings of 
all monitors to detect and 
reduce variation. While 
these factors do not com-
pletely mitigate this problem, we believe that this problem is probably 
not significant.

Table 10.3 reveals a wide range of average compliance across groups, 
especially in the first visit. The standard deviation is 13 per cent and aver-
age values range from 0.996 (forced labour) to 0.544 (occupational safety 
and health assessment, recording and reporting). Most of the industrial 
relations measures begin with relatively high compliance – higher than 
the overall average across questions. The two obvious categories that 
stand out among the industrial relations categories are shop stewards 
and liaison officer. In fact, these are the only two industrial relations 
categories that have compliance less than 90 per cent in the first period 
and they begin the period significantly below the simple average across 
the non-industrial relations questions of 77.5 per cent. Since these stand 
out, and since the other industrial relations measures start with over 90 
per cent compliance, we focus most of our attention on shop stewards 
and liaison officers in the subsequent discussion.

On average, compliance improves across visits. The very broad increases 
are consistent with the goals of the BFC project: BFC entered these firms 
with the goal of increasing working conditions and working conditions 
did, in fact, improve significantly.5 Figure 10.1 shows how overall compli-
ance changes with visit and clearly shows overall improvement in work-
ing conditions in Cambodia since the introduction of BFC.

The correlation between average values in the first and fourth visits is 
only 0.78, which suggests that there is uneven improvement in groups 
across time. This uneven improvement across visits is perhaps best illus-
trated with changes across different categories, such as those shown in 
Table 10.4. The table shows how changes within categories grow over 
time by presenting the difference in each period from the average value 
in the first visit. In other words, the table presents the cumulative changes 
within each category. The cumulative changes in the liaison officer and 

Shop stewards are elected by work  ers and 
communicate employee concerns to the 
employer and Labour Inspectors.

Liaison officers are appointed by the em  p-
loyer after consultations with workers’ 
representatives. They act as a step in the 
dis pute resolution mec hanism if dis-
putes cannot be resolv ed by manage-
ment and workers.
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Better Factories Cambodia 229

Figure 10.1 Overall compliance, by visit
Source:  Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.
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shop stewards categories are the largest, which is not surprising given 
that they started from the smallest base. But the increases in compliance 
in these areas are particularly impressive when compared to changes in 
all other (non-industrial relations) categories. These changes are consist-
ent with BFC’s focus on improving communications between workers and 
managers. Along similar lines, the relatively small changes for the other 
industrial relations categories are due to their initial high base.

The data in Table 10.4 also demonstrate the diminishing marginal 
changes exhibited by nearly all categories. The largest changes occur 
between the first and second visits and subsequent changes are much 
smaller. This pattern is also evident in Figure 10.2. But it is also true that 
there is relatively little retrogression in the compliance measures. If any-
thing, the pattern that best describes changes in these averages is that the 
significant improvement that often occurs between the first and second 
visits is sustained and not lost in subsequent visits.

One key issue in industrial relations is the effect of better communica-
tions within the firm. If shop stewards and liaison officer were improving 
communications, these changes should be correlated with issues that 
directly affect workers, such as information about wages, occupational 
safety and health, overtime and rest. Figure 10.3 illustrates one possible 
interpretation of the BFC model. The process begins with assessments for 
each factory performed by ILO-trained monitors.
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Table 10.4 Cumulative change in compliance from first visit, all firms in sample

Question group Change from visit 1 to visit:

2 3 4 5

Collective agreements 0.029 0.063 0.073 0.073

Strikes 0.024 0.024 0.024 0.012

Shop stewards 0.114 0.135 0.127 0.154

Liaison officer 0.268 0.311 0.332 0.359

Unions 0.046 0.050 0.059 0.060

Disputes 0.021 0.025 0.041 0.034

Child labour –0.067 –0.055 –0.054 –0.050

Discrimination 0.000 0.004 –0.001 –0.006

Forced labour 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004

Information about wages 0.122 0.162 0.168 0.175

Payment of wages 0.036 0.071 0.092 0.127

Contracts/hiring 0.004 0.038 0.057 0.095

Discipline/management 
misconduct

0.046 0.054 0.059 0.056

Internal regulations 0.059 0.075 0.085 0.090

Health/first aid 0.121 0.141 0.176 0.208

Machine safety 0.035 0.057 0.075 0.091

Temperature/ventilation/
noise/light

0.015 0.020 -0.001 0.021

Welfare facilities 0.070 0.089 0.100 0.107

Workplace operations 0.059 0.078 0.089 0.106

Occupational safety and 
health assessment, recording 
and reporting

0.182 0.221 0.248 0.275

Chemicals –0.034 –0.017 –0.021 –0.010

Emergency preparedness 0.053 0.057 0.076 0.067

Overtime 0.074 0.121 0.135 0.174

Regular hours/weekly rest 0.104 0.131 0.136 0.142

Workers’ compensation for 
accidents/illnesses

0.155 0.158 0.171 0.177

Holidays and annual/special 
leave

0.008 0.047 0.059 0.081

Maternity benefits 0.113 0.140 0.157 0.198

Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.

230 

9780230314269_12_cha10.indd   2309780230314269_12_cha10.indd   230 8/13/2011   11:04:00 AM8/13/2011   11:04:00 AM



Better Factories Cambodia 231

The results of these monitoring reports are then analysed and then the 
firms are revisited with the results of the assessment to inform the firms 
of what problems were identified. Perhaps more importantly, however, is 
that factories receive suggestions, good practice sheets and information 
about how to address the concerns identified in the assessment. While 
offering a training programme since 2005, BFC does not provide fully 
fledged advisory services as the Better Work Programme does, but it is 
progressively aligning itself with it (Figure 10.3).

Improvement in communication and industrial relations may facilitate 
resolution of problems on the part of both workers and management. This 
therefore leads to further improvements in other areas of working condi-
tions. Furthermore, there is a possible effect on productivity. Improvements 
in productivity beyond those captured by wage increases increase both 
profits and the resource base available to the firms to address other, poten-
tially more costly, concerns (such as installing air conditioners or updating 
plumbing, for example). To try to illustrate the role of these relationships, 
Table 10.5 presents the pairwise correlation between changes in the six 

Figure 10.2 Industrial relations measures by visit
Notes: Measures are the simple average across plants and across questions within each group. 
The values along the horizontal axis represent visit number.
Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.
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232 Shaping Global Industrial Relations

Figure 10.3 Better Factories Cambodia model with feedback loops
Source: Better Work Programme.
Notes: MoU: Memorandum of understanding; PICC: Performance Improvement Consultative 
Committee; PNA: Preliminary needs analysis.
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industrial relations measures with each other and with the other measures 
of working conditions. As might be expected from the previous tables, the 
strongest correlation is between shop stewards and liaison officer. Unions 
and strikes are also highly correlated, but the other industrial relations 
measures show relatively small correlations. In fact, of the industrial rela-
tions measures, shop stewards and liaison officer have the highest correla-
tions with the other measures, such as information about wages (0.46 and 
0.56 for stewards and liaison officer respectively), occupational safety and 
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Table 10.5 Contemporaneous correlation between industrial relations and other working conditions

Collective 
bargaining

Strikes Shop 
stewards

Liaison 
officer

Unions Disputes

Collective bargaining . . . . . .

Strikes 0.18 . . . . .

Shop stewards –0.05 0.17 . . . .

Liaison officer 0.08 0.24 0.58 . . .

Unions 0.13 0.43 0.21 0.28 . .

Disputes 0.24 0.25 0.05 0.02 0.24 .

Information about wages 0.03 0.18 0.46 0.56 0.22 0.13

Payment of wages 0.06 0.16 –0.04 0.09 0.16 0.12

Contracts/hiring 0.03 –0.16 –0.27 –0.27 –0.09 0.06

Disciplines/management 
misconduct

0.01 0.10 0.16 0.26 0.10 0.13

Internal regulations 0.02 –0.01 0.24 0.26 0.05 –0.07

Health/First aid 0.11 0.07 0.47 0.50 0.12 0.07

Machine safety 0.05 –0.07 0.04 0.01 –0.04 0.02

Temperature/ventilation/
noise/light

0.11 –0.07 –0.03 0.02 0.02 0.11

Welfare facilities 0.09 0.11 0.40 0.45 0.26 0.10

Workplace operations 0.16 0.02 0.31 0.27 0.08 0.10

(continued)  
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Table 10.5 Continued

Collective 
bargaining

Strikes Shop 
stewards

Liaison 
officer

Unions Disputes

Occupational safety and 
health assessment, record-
ing and reporting

0.11 0.21 0.54 0.71 0.25 0.04

Chemicals –0.02 –0.15 0.04 0.01 0.03 –0.01

Emergency preparedness 0.12 –0.01 0.14 0.26 0.17 –0.20

Overtime –0.04 0.05 0.26 0.24 0.18 –0.02

Regular hours/weekly rest 0.09 0.14 0.54 0.63 0.18 0.07

Worker compensation for 
accidents/illnesses

0.01 0.14 0.48 0.47 0.22 0.08

Holiday and annual/special 
leave

0.01 –0.02 –0.04 –0.06 0.05 0.12

Maternity benefits 0.08 0.15 0.35 0.35 0.04 0.09

Discrimination 0.06 –0.06 –0.01 0.07 0.05 0.07

Forced labour 0.16 0.46 0.02 0.16 0.30 –0.01

Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.
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Better Factories Cambodia 235

health (0.54 and 0.71), and regular hours/weekly rest (0.54 and 0.63). These 
changes are consistent with the idea that communication within the firm is 
accompanied with improvements in a range of human resource practices.

One potential concern with the correlations in Table 10.5 is that they 
are contemporaneous in the sense that they both occur in the same time 
between visits. That is, it is impossible to tell if changes in one variable 
are driving another, if they both occur at the same time by chance, or if 
they are both being driven by a common third factor (such as BFC). To 
get a sense of the empirical relevance of the potential feedback loops rep-
resented in Figure 10.3 (p. 232) that might be the result of improvements 
in the shop stewards or liaison officer categories, Table 10.6 contains the 
results of 54 regressions of the form

Δcit = a + bΔcjt−1 + eit, (0)

in which Δcit represents the change in the average value of working 
condition i between the current and previous visit. On the right-hand 
side is the change in either shop stewards or liaison officer between the 
prior two visits (the lagged change). The goal of these essentially uni-
variate ordinary least square regressions is not so much to explain the 
change in each working condition, but instead to get a sense of what 
effect previous improvements in shop stewards and liaison officer have 
on subsequent changes in other working conditions.

Since the working conditions measures are already in percentage terms, 
the coefficient estimates tell us how many percentage points each work-
ing condition measure would change if the measure of either stewards 
or liaison officer were to increase by 1 percentage point. While the coef-
ficients may seem small, in Table 10.4 we observed that between the first 
and fifth visit the average of the stewards variable increases by about 15 
percentage points. For example, given this change and the actual change 
in, say, contracts, these results suggest that changes in stewardship might 
explain about 15 per cent of the increase in the average value of the con-
tracts average. Since BFC continued to provide information on how to 
address each of the issues that were identified as problematic for the facto-
ries, it seems that making early investments in shop stewards and  liaison 
officers helped facilitate later improvements in working conditions.

The results tell a slightly different story than the contemporaneous 
correlations found in the previous table. The first main difference is 
that different categories of working conditions seem to be affected, as 
described below. The second main difference is that there are now signifi-
cant differences in the categories affected by the two variables of interest. 
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Table 10.6 Effect of prior changes regarding shop stewards and liaison officers 
on  subsequent changes in other working conditions

Working conditions Shop stewards Liaison officers

Coef S.E. Coef S.E.

Collective agreements 0.070 (0.023)** 0.070 (0.013)**

Strikes –0.009 (0.009) –0.001 (0.006)

Shop stewards –0.077 (0.028)** 0.058 (0.017)**

Liaison officer 0.022 (0.029) –0.012 (0.017)

Unions –0.019 (0.017) –0.010 (0.010)

Disputes 0.011 (0.038) –0.032 (0.023)

Child labour 0.021 (0.015) 0.017 (0.009)

Discrimination 0.026 (0.024) 0.003 (0.014)

Forced labour 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000)

Information about 
wages

–0.006 (0.028) 0.028 (0.016)

Payment of wages 0.034 (0.027) 0.001 (0.016)

Contracts/hiring 0.058 (0.021)** 0.018 (0.013)

Discipline/manage-
ment misconduct

0.011 (0.018) 0.005 (0.011)

Internal regulations –0.000 (0.013) 0.008 (0.008)

Health/first aid 0.050 (0.027) 0.042 (0.016)*

Machine safety 0.045 (0.023) 0.069 (0.014)**

Temperature/ventila-
tion/noise/light

0.045 (0.033) 0.057 (0.020)**

Welfare facilities 0.024 (0.020) 0.030 (0.012)*

Workplace operations –0.011 (0.025) –0.005 (0.015)

Occupational safety 
and health assess-
ment, recording and 
reporting

0.069 (0.021)** 0.057 (0.012)**

Chemicals 0.030 (0.059) 0.046 (0.035)

Emergency 
preparedness

0.019 (0.021) 0.017 (0.012)

Overtime –0.042 (0.044) 0.021 (0.026)

Regular hours/weekly 
rest

0.041 (0.022) 0.052 (0.013)**

Workers’ compensa-
tion for accidents/
illnesses

–0.014 (0.021) 0.004 (0.012)

(continued)
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Another important result that emerges from Table 10.5 is that there are 
no statistically significant negative relationships. This, of course, is to be 
expected, but it is comforting to observe this result. This is not to say that 
there are not negative coefficient estimates. The estimates that are nega-
tive are generally very small (only one is greater than 0.015 in absolute 
value) and none of them are statistically significant. This reinforces the 
earlier point that working conditions, once improved, rarely regressed. 
Sustaining improvements in working conditions could very well be the 
result of the continued monitoring that is a key feature of BFC.

There are several differences between shop stewards and liaison officer. 
Previous improvements in the shop stewards category are positively cor-
related with improvements in collective agreements, contracts/hiring, 
and occupational safety and health assessment, recording and report-
ing. Interestingly, a positive change in shop stewards in between the 
last two visits is correlated with a decline in the average value in shop 
stewards between the current and previous visit. Improvements in the 
liaison officer category, on the other hand, are followed by statistically 
significant improvements in collective agreements, shop stewards (but 
not the other way around), health/first aid, machine safety, temperature, 
welfare facilities, occupational safety and health assessment, recording 
and reporting, regular hours/weekly rest, holiday leave and maternity 
benefits. One potential explanation for these results is that putting the 
liaison officer in place offers workers a channel to bring their concerns to 
management for remediation. This would be consistent with the goals of 
BFC to the extent that fostering improvements in industrial relations are 
important in having a positive impact on the rest of the firm.

Table 10.6 Continued

Working conditions Shop stewards Liaison officers

Coef S.E. Coef S.E.

Holidays and annual/
special leave

0.034 (0.023) 0.044 (0.014)**

Maternity benefits 0.022 (0.023) 0.048 (0.014)**

Notes: Each coefficient and standard error come from a separate ordinary least square regres-
sion of the current change in the average compliance in each working condition group on 
the lagged change in average compliance in either the shop stewards or liaison officer group. 
* Significant at 5 per cent. ** Significant at 1 per cent. Constant terms were the only other 
regressor included in each regression but are not reported to save space. All regressions have 
491 observations and adjusted R-squared values less than 3 per cent.
Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.
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Table 10.7 Detailed changes within shop steward and liaison officer categories 
(compliance averages across all factories, %)

Shop steward detail Number of visits 

1 2 3 4 5

Did the (last) election for shop stewards 
comply with all legal requirements?

38.1 38.3 40.0 34.0 35.3

Does management provide the shop stewards 
with everything required? (an office, a 
meeting room, office supplies, a place to 
display information, a copy of the Labour 
Law upon request, and two hours per week to 
perform their functions)

32.0 45.1 53.7 47.3 56.9

Does management get permission from the 
labour ministry before dismissing shop 
stewards?

97.7 98.3 99.2 100.0 100.0

Have the shop stewards been consulted and 
given their written opinion on redundancy?

79.5 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Liaison detail

Has management appointed a liaison officer? 35.5 59.0 64.7 73.9 84.3

Did management consult with worker repre-
sentatives before appointing the liaison officer?

90.2 89.8 95.7 95.7 96.1

Did management inform workers about the 
appointment of the liaison officer?

87.4 90.2 95.7 95.7 98.0

Has management notified the labour ministry 
about the appointment of the liaison officer?

99.2 99.7 99.6 99.5 100.0

Do workers have easy access to the liaison 
officer?

88.9 92.5 96.9 97.9 98.0

Source: Authors’ elaboration of Better Factories Cambodia data.

Given the importance of the shop stewards and liaison officer catego-
ries, it might be useful to decompose the changes in their specific ques-
tions to get an idea of what exactly is driving their movements. Table 10.7 
shows the average compliance for all subquestions that vary either across 
firms or over visit within these two groups. For the shop stewards, the 
greatest violations emerge with regards to the last election (complying 
with all legal requirements) and whether or not management provides 
everything required for the shop stewards. These two start with compli-
ance rates well below 50 per cent. While the second improves over time, 
compliance with the legal requirements for elections actually falls over 
visits. The other two questions that make up this category, however, start 
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with relatively high compliance, reach full compliance, and do not fall 
back from full compliance. These questions therefore clearly indicate 
areas of change and where future research might be directed.

In terms of liaison officer detail, the greatest first-visit violations, on 
average, occur with the management appointment of a liaison officer. 
Over visits, however, this measure greatly improves, suggesting that the 
appointment of the liaison officer may indeed support improved com-
munication. The other subquestions begin with much higher compli-
ance rates and compliance also increases with visits. Unlike with shop 
stewards, no categories fall in compliance over the course of visits.

Discussion

The analysis above seems to suggest that compliance in industrial rela-
tions indicators was on average already high at the time of the first BFC 
visit, averaging 83.9 per cent compliance across the industrial relations 
measures identified above. The average across all non-industrial relations 
measures in the first visit was 77.5 per cent. Throughout visits, the compli-
ance rate remained high and above the other measures. By the time of the 
fifth BFC visit, the average across all industrial relations measures reached 
91.3 per cent, while the average across other measures reached 87.7 per 
cent. In the framework of the analysis of the impact of BFC on improving 
industrial relations, it is crucial to highlight two main limiting aspects to 
the analysis.

First, BFC monitoring activities are related to the workplace. As a con-
sequence, assessing compliance to international labour standards and 
national legislation focuses on employers’ behaviour and does not moni-
tor behaviour of any other industrial relations actor. This emerges as a 
crucial point when analysing the compliance rates related to strikes. In 
the first BFC visit, compliance to checklist questions concerning strikes 
was on average 97.5 per cent, suggesting very high levels of compliance to 
the law. However, union behaviour is not captured by BFC checklist ques-
tions. Qualitatively, BFC highlighted this issue in its first synthesis report, 
stating that ‘None of the 27 strikes held were organized by workers/unions 
in accordance with the applicable rules and procedures’ (Better Factories 
Cambodia 2001). The rules and procedures foreseen by Cambodian 
Labour Law are particularly cumbersome, especially concerning the prior 
notice of seven working days that unions have to give to employers and 
to the Ministry of Labour prior to the strike. These regulations render the 
vast majority of strikes illegal. This finding is particularly important in 
light of the problematic industrial relations situation that was occurring 
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at the time of the establishment of BFC in Cambodia (Hall 2000; Miller 
2008b; and see Miller, Chapter 8 in this volume). At present, strike activity 
remains very high in Cambodian factories. When monitored by BFC, 
approximately 15 per cent of factories report at least one strike.6

The example described above shows that there are limitations in 
the assessment of freedom of association with a solely quantitative, 
checklist approach (Hunter and Urminsky 2003). Compliance to the 
right to organize is not measured by the presence or absence of unions in 
the factory. Indeed, a worker may have the freedom to join a union but 
may choose not to do so. Furthermore, industrial relations do not only 
concern a unilateral approach in which workers see their rights being 
respected by their employers, but they also involve workers’ responsibili-
ties to exercise their rights in compliance with the law.

BFC actively encourages the development and strengthening of indus-
trial relations between social partners. It does so in collaboration with 
existing ILO activities in the country. In particular, the ILO’s project on 
Worker’s Education Assistance to the Cambodian Trade Union Movement 
focuses on bringing together union federations and offers training pro-
grammes to support unions in the formulation of joint statements and 
collective bargaining. Furthermore, the ILO’s Labour Dispute Resolution 
Project has worked since 2003 with unions and employers to encourage 
collective bargaining in the industry and has established the Arbitration 
Council,7 which is a Cambodian independent national institution for 
labour dispute resolution and is integrated into the country’s industrial 
relations in cooperation with the Ministry of Labour, employers and trade 
unions. The Arbitration Council provides direct assistance to workers 
and employers to solve their workplace disputes in an independent and 
transparent way.

Since its establishment, the Council has received over 800 cases 
concerning freedom of association, employment contracts, wages and 
benefits, workplace safety and health, and other working conditions. 
Workers and managers are encouraged to settle their conflict through a 
mediated agreement. When this is not successful, formal arbitration is 
used and a decision is taken on the basis of legal reasoning, supporting 
documents and witness testimonies. The Arbitration Council constitutes 
a rigorous and transparent mechanism for dispute resolution that has 
contributed to the improvement of industrial relations in Cambodia.

Notwithstanding the significant improvements in industrial relations 
brought about by BFC monitoring and implementation, it must be noted 
that the industrial relations environment in Cambodia remains challeng-
ing and has been hampered in the past by threats and discrimination. 
This tense atmosphere was brought to an extreme when it resulted in the 
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killings of union members in 2004 and 2007. Throughout the years, BFC 
has acknowledged allegations of corruption of union officials limiting the 
exercise of freedom of association and as a consequence hindering the 
right to collective bargaining.

Conclusions

This chapter has analysed the changes in industrial relations brought 
about by the ILO’s Better Factories Cambodia project. Focusing in particu-
lar on specific indicators of industrial relations, such as shop stewards and 
liaison officer indicators, the analysis suggests that BFC’s monitoring has 
been instrumental in creating an open environment for improved indus-
trial relations. In turn, improved industrial relations, exemplified in this 
case by improved communication between management and workers, 
have led to improvements in crucial aspects of working conditions and 
workers’ wellbeing, such as occupational safety and health, wages, work-
ing time and weekly rest.

Ten years on, the experience of BFC has shown that such an innovative 
and ambitious project, based on the principle of social dialogue among 
national and global stakeholders, can deliver significant improvements 
in industrial relations. The ILO/IFC Better Work Programme is following 
BFC’s blueprint, working on continuous improvements on industrial rela-
tions in the global context.

Similarly to other industrial relations mechanisms operating in a 
transnational context, such as IFAs, BFC and Better Work contribute to 
the creation of the institutional space for industrial relations to develop 
(Papadakis et al. 2008). The institutional space being created would work 
best if filled by actors from all sectors who are committed to represent-
ing workers and to improving their livelihoods by adopting measures 
in compliance with the law. This remains a challenging issue in the 
Cambodian context. Hence, whilst the efforts of BFC and Better Work 
are mainly directed at the workplace and to ensuring that the factory’s 
management is in compliance with international labour standards and 
national law, there is continuous need, especially from a broader ILO per-
spective, to actively engage in capacity building with local and national 
unions (Kolben 2004). This, paired with the ongoing efforts of BFC and 
Better Work, will constructively contribute to the establishment of sound 
industrial relations in the exporting garment sector.

Notes

1.  For more information, see www.betterfactories.org.
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2. The Cambodian Government offers a three-year tax holiday for new garment 
factories. This has led to factories closing down and re-opening under a new 
name. BFC has attempted to track these changes but has found it extremely 
difficult.

3. Of these 405 questions, 62 show no variation across both factory and visit. 
These questions are dropped from the analysis.

4.  In this context, compliance refers to the absence of evidence on non-
 compliance during each specific factory visit.

5. Given these encouraging results, the Better Work Programme has been 
designing rigorous evaluation methods to provide more formal evidence on 
the degree to which these improvements can be directly attributable to the 
Better Work model.

6. See the four latest Synthesis Reports, www.betterfactories.org. The latest 
report available at the time of writing was the Twenty-Third Synthesis Report, 
dated 31 October 2009.

7. For more information, visit www.arbitrationcouncil.org.
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Appendix: Overview of Provisions 
in International Framework 
Agreements1

List of cited ILO Conventions and Recommendations

Conventions

 1 –  Convention limiting the Hours of Work in Industrial Undertakings 
to Eight in the Day and Forty-eight in the Week, 1919.

 7 –  Convention fixing the Minimum Age for Admission of Children 
to Employment at Sea, 1920.

 29 –  Convention concerning Forced or Compulsory Labour, 1930.
 47 –  Convention concerning the Reduction of Hours of Work to Forty 

a Week, 1935.
 87 –  Convention concerning Freedom of Association and Protection of 

the Right to Organise, 1948.
 94 –  Convention concerning Labour Clauses in Public Contracts, 

1949.
 95 –  Convention concerning the Protection of Wages, 1949.
 98 –  Convention concerning the Application of the Principles of the 

Right to Organise and to Bargain Collectively, 1949.
100 –  Convention concerning Equal Remuneration for Men and Women 

Workers for Work of Equal Value, 1951.
102 –  Convention concerning Minimum Standards of Social Security, 

1952.
105 –  Convention concerning the Abolition of Forced Labour, 1957.
111 –  Convention concerning Discrimination in Respect of Employ-

ment and Occupation, 1958.
131 –  Convention concerning Minimum Wage Fixing, with Special 

Reference to Developing Countries, 1970.
135 –  Convention concerning Protection and Facilities to be Afforded 

to Workers’ Representatives in the Undertaking, 1971.
138 –  Convention concerning Minimum Age for Admission to 

Employment, 1973.
155 –  Convention concerning Occupational Safety and Health and the 

Working Environment, 1981.
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156 –  Convention concerning Equal Opportunities and Equal 
Treatment for Men and Women Workers: Workers with Family 
Responsibilities, 1981.

159 –  Convention concerning Vocational Rehabilitation and 
Employment (Disabled Persons), 1983.

161 –  Convention concerning Occupational Health Services, 1985.
162 –  Convention concerning Safety in the Use of Asbestos, 1986.
167 –  Convention concerning Safety and Health in Construction, 

1988.
181 –  Convention concerning Private Employment Agencies, 1997.
182 –  Convention concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action 

for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour, 1999.

Recommendations

116 –  Recommendation concerning Reduction of Hours of Work, 
1962.

143 –  Recommendation concerning Protection and Facilities to be 
Afforded to Workers’ Representatives in the Undertaking, 1971.

188 –  Recommendation concerning Private Employment Agencies, 
1997.

190 –  Recommendation concerning the Prohibition and Immediate 
Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour, 
1999.

198 –  Recommendation concerning the Employment Relationship, 
2006.
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Table 1 Multinational corporations and trade unions in international framework agreements

MNE Year Headquarters Main activities Sales (in 
million US$)

Global Union 
Federation

Employees
(total)

IKEA 1998 Sweden Home furnishings and 
housewares, retail

30,816.6 BWI 123,000

Faber-Castell* 1999 Germany Office, school and art supplies 613.0 BWI 7,000
Hochtief 2000 Germany Construction and 

construction-related services
26,037.9 BWI 66,178

Skanska 2001 Sweden Construction 17,090.0 BWI 53,000
Ballast Nedam 2002 Netherlands Construction and 

construction-related services
1,983.7 BWI 3,947

Impregilo 2004 Italy Construction and concessions 3,878.2 BWI 16,905
Veidekke 2005 Norway Construction 2,679.4 BWI 5,821
Schwan-Stabilo* 2005 Germany Office, school and art supplies 530.3 BWI 3,519
Lafarge 2005 France Construction materials 22,767.0 BWI/ICEM 79,000
Royal BAM* 2006 Netherlands Construction 11,972.6 BWI 28,464
Staedtler 2006 Germany Office, school and art supplies n.a. BWI 2,200
VolkerWessels 2007 Netherlands Construction and 

construction-related services
6,333.8 BWI 17,800

Italcementi 2008 Italy Construction materials 7,175.2 BWI 21,155
Wilkhahn* 2009 Germany Furniture and retail 129.0 BWI 600

StatoilHydro 1998 Norway Energy and utilities 80,151.1 ICEM 29,000
Freudenberg 2000 Germany Industrial and automotive 

manufacturing
6,021.4 ICEM 32,142

Endesa 2002 Spain Energy and utilities 32,731.5 ICEM 26,587
Norske Skog 2002 Norway Paper & paper product 

manufacturing
3,506.7 ICEM 5,600

Anglo-Gold Ashanti 2002 South Africa Metals and mining 3,800.0 ICEM 63,364

(continued)
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Table 1 Continued

MNE Year Headquarters Main activities Sales (in 
million US$)

Global Union 
Federation

Employees
(total)

ENI 2002 Italy Energy and utilities 119,291.8 ICEM 78,417
Evonik Industries1 2003 Germany Chemicals 18,742.2 ICEM 38,681
SCA 2004 Sweden Paper and paper product 

manufacturing
15,001.2 ICEM 49,531

Lukoil* 2004 Russian Federation Energy and utilities 81,083.0 ICEM 152,500
EDF 2005 France Energy and utilities 95,081.4 ICEM/PSI 169,000
Rhodia 2005 France Chemicals 5,777.8 ICEM 13,600
Umicore 2007 Belgium Metals and mining 13,186.6 ICEM/IMF 15,500
WAZ 2007 Germany Publishing and media n.a. IFJ n.a.
Indesit Company 2001 Italy Appliances 3,745.3 IMF 16,294
Volkswagen 2002 Germany Auto manufacturing 150,767.7 IMF 368,500
Daimler2 2002 Germany Auto manufacturing 113,124.1 IMF 256,407
Leoni 2002 Germany Industrial and automotive 

manufacturing
3,096.2 IMF 49,822

SKF 2003 Sweden Industrial manufacturing 7,831.2 IMF 41,172
GEA 2003 Germany Industrial manufacturing 6,322.7 IMF 20,693
Rheinmetall 2003 Germany Auto parts manufacturing 4,902.0 IMF 19,766
Prym* 2003 Germany Auto parts manufacturing 487.3 IMF 3,800
Bosch 2004 Germany Auto parts manufacturing 59,427.3 IMF 249,000
Renault 2004 France Auto manufacturing 48,320.4 IMF 121,422
Röchling 2004 Germany Auto parts manufacturing 1,191.1 IMF 5,450
BMW 2005 Germany Auto manufacturing 72,900.6 IMF 96,230
EADS 2005 Netherlands Aerospace and defence 61,378.1 IMF 119,506
ArcelorMittal 2005 Netherlands Steel production 65,110.0 IMF 281,703
PSA Peugeot 

Citroën
2006 France Auto manufacturing 69,397.5 IMF 186,220

Brunel 2007 Netherlands Business services 1,058.4 IMF 7,230
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Aker Solutions 2008 Norway Shipbuilding 9,313.1 IMF 22,133
Vallourec 2008 France Industrial manufacturing 6,399.8 IMF 18,567
Inditex* 2007 Spain Apparel manufacturing and 

retail
14,916.7 ITGLWF 89,112

Danone 1994 France Dairy products 21,474.2 IUF 80,976
Accor* 1995 France Lodging 11,092.5 IUF 150,000
Chiquita 2001 United States Fresh fruit and vegetable 

production
3,470.0 IUF 21,000

Fonterra 2002 New Zealand Dairy products 11,484.0 IUF 15,600
Club Med 2004 France Travel agencies and services, 

lodging
1,949.3 IUF 15,000

Carrefour 2001 France Discount and variety retail, 
grocery retail

123,213.3 UNI 475,000

OTE 2001 Greece Telecommunications services 8,577.2 UNI 11,369
Telefónica 2001 Spain Telecommunications services 81,314.2 UNI 255,151
ISS 2003 Denmark Commercial cleaning and 

facilities management services
13,293.7 UNI 485,000

H&M 2004 Sweden Apparel and accessories retail 16,531.9 UNI 53,476
Falck 2005 Denmark Health care services 1,450.5 UNI 16,457
Metro 2003 Germany Grocery retail 93,924.7 UNI 286,091
UPU2 2005 Switzerland Inter-governmental 

organization
n.a. UNI n.a.

Euradius 2006 Netherlands Graphical industries n.a. UNI n.a.
France Telecom 2006 France Telecommunications services 65,852.9 UNI 167,148
Nampak 2006 South Africa Packaging manufacturing 2,647.8 UNI 15,113
National Australia 

Bank Group
2006 Australia Banking and financial services 10,778.2 UNI 38,953

(continued)
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Table 1 Continued

MNE Year Headquarters Main activities Sales (in 
million US$)

Global Union 
Federation

Employees
(total)

Portugal Telecom 2006 Portugal Telecommunications services 9,724.7 UNI 6,450
Securitas 2006 Sweden Security services 8,728.1 UNI 260,000
World Color Press3 2007 Canada Commercial printing 3,072.0 UNI 18,000
Danske Bank 2008 Denmark Banking and financial services 5,302.5 UNI 5,664
Group 4 Securicor 2008 United Kingdom Security services 9,026.4 UNI 595,000
Takashimaya 2008 Japan Wholesale 9,979.7 UNI 9,644
Adecco** 2008 Switzerland Temporary work 21,213.3 UNI 28,000
Kelly Services** 2008 United States Temporary work 4,314.8 UNI 7,900
Manpower** 2008 United States Temporary work and training 16,038.7 UNI 28,000
Olympia 
Flexgroup**4

2008 Germany Temporary work n.a. UNI n.a.

Randstad Holding 2008 Netherlands Temporary work 17,773.3 UNI 25,500
USG People** 2008 Netherlands Temporary work 4,301.6 UNI 60
Elanders 2009 Sweden Commercial printing 244.7 UNI 1,581
Inditex*5 2009 Spain Apparel manufacturing and 

retail
14,916.7 UNI 4,000

TEL – 
Telecomunicações

2009 Brazil Telecommunications services n.a. UNI 4,000

Antara 2010 Indonesia Media n.a. UNI n.a.
Shoprite Checkers 2010 South Africa Grocery and variety retail 4,476.8 UNI 89,000
TV3 (Media Prima) 2010 Malaysia Media & investment 217.3 UNI 4,605
TOTAL 1,902,238.6 6,237,620

Notes: 1. Formerly RAG; 2. Universal Postal Union (UPU) is an UN agency; 3. Formerly Quebecor; 4. Olympia Flexgroup was insolvent as of 2010; 
5. Inditex has signed two agreements. 
The year records when the IFA was signed. The figure stated under ‘Employees (total)’ refers to all workers employed by the enterprise globally 
(‘Group’) and not necessarily the employees actually ‘covered’ by the IFA. For example, in the case of EDF, some 39,000 workers employed by 
non-majority owned companies (of a total 169,000), are not covered, as these companies have not adopted the agreement.  All business data are for 
2009, except where noted (*) for 2008. Companies noted (**) signed a collective agreement with UNI.
Sources: MNE websites and annual reports; GUF websites.
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Table 2 Substantive provisions in international framework agreements

MNE ILO Conventions (and 
Recommendations where 
specified)

Employment Wages Working 
time

Health and 
safety

Training Restructuring

IKEA ‘Both parties appreciate that 
the agreement signed in May 
1998 between IKEA and IFBWW 
had the purpose of achieving 
certain minimum standards 
based on the ILO Declaration 
on Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work (eight core 
conventions)’

X

Faber-Castell 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X

Hochtief ‘The following agreements of 
the ILO’

X X X X

Skanska 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X X

Ballast Nedam ‘Relevant Conventions and 
Recommendations of the ILO’

X X X X

Impregilo 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 
100, 105, 111, 116, 131, 135, 
138, 155, 161, 162, 167, 182; 
Rec. 116, Rec. 143

X X X X X

Veidekke 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 167, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X X

Schwan-Stabilo 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X

(continued)
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Table 2 Continued

MNE ILO Conventions (and 
Recommendations where 
specified)

Employment Wages Working 
time

Health and 
safety

Training Restructuring

Lafarge 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 182

X X X X

Royal BAM 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 167, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X X

Staedtler 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X X

VolkerWessels 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 155, 
161, 162, 167, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X X

Italcementi 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
102, 105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 
155, 161, 162, 167, 182; 
Rec. 116, Rec. 143

X X X X X

Wilkhahn 29, 97, 98, 100, 102, 111, 135, 
155, 182; Rec. 143, Rec. 198

X X X X

Statoil 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138 X X X

Freudenberg 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 138 X X

Endesa ‘Compliance with … the ILO 
Conventions on …’

X X

Norske Skog 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X

AngloGold Ashanti 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X

ENI 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

X X
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Evonik Industries ‘The social rights and 
principles … orientated according 
to the relevant treaties and 
Conventions of the ILO’

X X X

SCA ‘Principles derived from the 
ILO Declaration … (core 
Conventions)’

X X  X X X

Lukoil 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 
156, 182

 X X X X

EDF 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

X X X X

Rhodia 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 156, 182

X

Umicore 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X

WAZ 87, 98 X
Indesit Company 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 

138, 182
 

Volkswagen ‘Take the ILO Conventions 
concerned into consideration’

X X X

Daimler ‘Principles orientated at the 
Conventions of the ILO’

X X X X

Leoni 87, 98 ‚ ‘oriented towards 
relevant UN Conventions of ILO’

X X X X

SKF 138 X X X X

GEA 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X X X

(continued)
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Table 2 Continued

MNE ILO Conventions (and 
Recommendations where 
specified)

Employment Wages Working 
time

Health and 
safety

Training Restructuring

Rheinmetall 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X X

Prym 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X  

Bosch ‘Following principles take their 
lead from the basic labour 
standards of the ILO’; 98, 100, 
138, 182

X X X X

Renault 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138 X X X X X

Röchling 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X X

BMW 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X

EADS 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

X X X X

ArcelorMittal 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X

PSA Peugeot 
Citroën

29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155

X X X X X

Brunel 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155

X X X X

Aker Solutions 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 167, 182; Rec. 143

X X X X

Vallourec 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X X X

Inditex 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 155, 159; Rec. 143, Rec. 190

X X X X X

Danone 87, 98, 135 X X X X X X
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Accor 87, 98, 135

Chiquita 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

X X

Fonterra 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

X X

Club Med ‘The principles set out in the 
ILO Conventions’

X X

Carrefour 87, 98, 135, ‘Carrefour has also 
condemned child labour in 
order to prevent slavery and 
forced labour’

OTE 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 155, 
167, 182; Rec. 116, Rec. 143

X X X X X

Telefónica 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 155, 
182; Rec. 116

X X X X X

ISS ‘ISS further recognizes its 
obligation to respect the 
rights set forth in the ILO 
Conventions, including those 
comprising the Declaration of 
Fundamental Rights at Work’; 
87, 98, 135

X X

H&M 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

Falck This agreement establishes a 
World Works Council. 

X

(continued)
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Table 2 Continued

MNE ILO Conventions (and 
Recommendations where 
specified)

Employment Wages Working 
time

Health and 
safety

Training Restructuring

Metro ‘Respect the right to collective 
bargaining and employees’ 
freedom of association within 
the scope of national rights and 
laws. Metro Group ensures that 
employees, who have decided to 
become members of a union, are 
not dismissed or in any other 
way disadvantaged as a result of 
their union membership’

UPU ‘This agreement establishes 
cooperation to promote social 
dialogue’

X X X

Euradius 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 155, 
182; Rec. 116, Rec. 143

X X X X X

France Telecom 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X X

Nampak 87, 98, 100, 105, 135, 155, 182; 
Rec. 143

X X X X

National Australia 
Group

‘Workers’ rights must be 
recognised under the ILO 
Conventions …’

Portugal Telecom 1, 29, 47, 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 155, 
167, 182; Rec. 116, Rec. 143

X X X X X
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Securitas [Draws on the ILO’s fundamental 
principles on rights at work]

X X X

World Color Press 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 138, 
182

X

Danske Bank 29, 100, 105, 111, 138, 155, 182 X X X X X

Group 4 Securicor 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 182 X X X

Takashimaya 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 135, 
138, 182

X

Adecco 29, 87, 98, 105, 111, 138, 181, 
182; Rec. 188

X X

Kelly Services 29, 87, 98, 105, 111, 138, 181, 
182; Rec. 188

X X

Manpower 29, 87, 98, 105, 111, 138, 181, 
182; Rec. 188

X X

Olympia Flexgroup 29, 87, 98, 105, 111, 138, 181, 
182; Rec. 188

X X

Randstad Holding 29, 87, 98, 105, 111, 138, 181, 
182; Rec. 188

X X

USG People 29, 87, 98, 105, 111, 138, 181, 
182; Rec. 188

X X

Elanders 1, 29, 47, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 
135, 138, 155, 182; Rec. 116

X X

Inditex 1, 7, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138, 
155, 182; Rec. 116

X

TEL – 
Telecomunicações

1, 29, 47 87, 94, 95, 98, 100, 
105, 111, 131, 135, 138, 155, 
182; Rec. 116, Rec. 143

X X X X

(continued)
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Table 2 Continued

MNE ILO Conventions (and 
Recommendations where 
specified)

Employment Wages Working 
time

Health and 
safety

Training Restructuring

Antara ‘… Antara will agree to comply 
with the ILO conventions on 
freedom of association and 
trade union rights, to recognize 
the right to organize and the 
right of trade unions to 
represent and negotiate on 
behalf of the workers, and to 
comply with minimum 
standards in respect of wages 
and working conditions.’

X

Shoprite Checkers ‘Shoprite Checkers and UNI 
Global Union subscribe to 
basic employment rights in 
the workplace as contemplated 
under the ILO’s Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work, namely: 
3.1 freedom of association and 
the effective recognition of the 
right to collective bargaining; 
3.2 the elimination of forced 
labour; 3.3 the prohibition of 
child labour; the elimination 
of discrimination in respect of 
employment and occupation’

X X X X X

Note: The ILO Conventions refer to the latest available version of an IFA, and not to the year when the IFA was signed.
Sources: International framework agreements.
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Table 3 References to other multilateral instruments 

Athens Ethical Principles (2006) Adecco, Kelly Services, Manpower, Olympia Flexgroup, 
Randstad, USG People

European Convention on Human Rights (1950) WAZ (Art.10)
ILO Code of Practice on HIV/AIDS and the World of Work 
(2001)

Aker Solutions, Impregilo, Italcementi, Lafarge, Lukoil, Royal 
BAM, SCA, Staedtler, VolkerWessels, Veidekke

ILO Code of Practice on Occupational Safety and Health in the 
Iron and Steel Industry (1983)

Arcelor

ILO Code of Practice on Safety and Health in Forestry Work 
(1998)

Italcementi, VolkerWessels

ILO Code of Practice on Safety in the Use of Synthetic Vitreous 
Fibre Insulation Wools (glass wool, rock wool, slag wool) (2001)

VolkerWessels

ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work 
(1998)

Adecco, Aker Solutions, H&M, Impregilo, Indesit, ISS, 
Italcementi, Kelly Services, Lafarge, Manpower, Olympia 
Flexgroup, PSA Peugeot Citroën, Randstad, Renault, Royal BAM, 
SCA, Securitas, Staedtler, USG People, Veidekke, VolkerWessels

ILO Guidelines on Occupational Safety and Health 
Management Systems (2001)

Aker Solutions, Italcementi, Lafarge, Royal BAM, Staedtler, 
Veidekke, VolkerWessels

ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning 
Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy (2001)

Impregilo, Lafarge, Royal BAM, Staedtler, VolkerWessels

ISO 14001 (1996) EDF, PSA Peugeot Citroën, SKF
OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (1976) Aker Solutions, Ballast Nedam, EADS, GEA, H&M, Impregilo, 

Inditex (ITGLWF), ISS, Italcementi, Lafarge, Royal BAM, 
Staedtler, Veidekke, VolkerWessels, WAZ

Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992) PSA Peugeot Citroën
SA 8000 (1997) Carrefour
UN Convention Against Corruption (2003) PSA Peugeot Citroën
UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child (1959) EDF, Inditex (ITGLWF)
UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (1967)

EDF

(continued)
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Table 3 Continued

UN Global Compact (2000) AngloGold Ashanti, BMW, Daimler, Danske Bank, EADS, EDF, 
France Telecom, H&M, Lafarge, Lukoil, PSA Peugeot Citroën, 
Renault, WAZ

UN Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking (2007) Adecco, Kelly Services, Manpower, Olympia Flexgroup, 
Randstad, USG People

UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) Aker Solutions, EADS, EDF, ENI, France Telecom, Impregilo, 
Indesit, Inditex (ITGLWF), Inditex (UNI), Italcementi, Lukoil, 
Royal BAM, SCA, Securitas, Staedtler, Umicore, Veidekke, 
VolkerWessels, WAZ (Art.19)

Sources: International framework agreements.
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Table 4 Procedural provisions in international framework agreements

Multinational 
corporation

Duration Supplier 
relations

Implementation Meetings Trade union involvement 
(other than GUF)

Mediation/ 
arbitration

IKEA Open (revision 
2001)

Information/ 
influence

Implementation via “IKEA Way 
on Purchasing Home Furnishing 
Products”; established 
compliance organization

Twice per year

Faber-Castell Open (revision 
2008)

Information/ 
influence

Joint monitoring committee Biannual IG Metall

Hochtief Open Mandatory Report to executive board; 
officer appointed for applica-
tion

IG BAU Joint (IFA)

Skanska Open Information/ 
influence

Joint application group 
dealing with compliance; 
joint site inspections at least 
every year

EWC Arbitration board 
to be determined 
jointly; decisions 
are binding

Ballast Nedam 2 years Mandatory Report to executive board; 
officer appointed for 
application 

Annual FNV Bouw, works 
council

Joint (IFA)

Impregilo Open Mandatory Consulting group Annual Feneal-UIL, Filca-CISL, 
Fillea-CGIL

Joint (IFA)

Veidekke 2 years Criterion/ 
consequence

Senior management responsible 
for implementation; local rep 
training for monitoring

Annual Fellesforbundet, Norsk 
Arbeidsmandsforbundet, 
Chief Shop Steward

Joint (IFA)

Schwan-Stabilo Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint monitoring committee, 
monitoring conducted every 
two years at productions and 
sales subsidiary locations

Annual IG Metall, works council

Lafarge Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint reference group to follow 
up and monitor

Annual Joint (IFA)

(continued)
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Multinational 
corporation

Duration Supplier 
relations

Implementation Meetings Trade union involvement 
(other than GUF)

Mediation/ 
arbitration

Royal BAM Open Mandatory Joint reference group to follow 
up and monitor

Annual FNV Bouw, Hout-en 
Bouwbond CNV

Joint (IFA)

Staedtler Open Mandatory Joint monitoring team to 
evaluate and supervise 
implementation

Biannual IG Metall, works 
council, local trade 
unions or employee reps

VolkerWessels Open Mandatory Joint monitoring group to 
evaluate and review 
implementation

Annual Joint (IFA)

Italcementi Open Information/ 
influence

Internal and joint auditing 
procedures to evaluate and 
review implementation; senior 
management responsible for 
implementation

Annual EWC Joint (IFA)

Wilkhahn Open Information/ 
influence

Joint annual meetings to review 
implementation; training to 
facilitate implementation

Triannual Works council, 
IG Metall

Joint (IFA)

Statoil 2 years 
(renewed 
2001, 2003, 
2005; revision 
2008)

Information/ 
influence

Joint annual meetings to review 
implementation; training to 
facilitate implementation

Annual NOPEF

Freudenberg Dec. 2001 
(renewed 
2002)

Joint annual meeting to 
monitor the agreement

Annual IG BCE

Endesa Dec. 2003 Six-monthly international 
consultation meetings

Twice per year FM-CC.OO, FIA-UGT  
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Norske Skog 2 years 
(renewed 
2007)

Information/ 
influence

Joint annual review meeting; 
senior management responsible 
for implementation

Annual Fellesforbundet, Chief 
Shop Steward

Joint (IFA)

AngloGold Ashanti Open Subcommittee to deal with 
cases

Annual (South African NUM as 
co-signatory)

ENI 2 years Criterion/ 
consequence

Annual FILCEA-Cgil, 
FEMCA-Cisl, UILCEM-Uil

 

RAG 1 year Regular consultation and infor-
mation about implementation

IG BCE, works council

SCA 2 years
(updated 
2007)

Information/ 
influence

Annual joint meetings Annual Pappers, EWC

Lukoil 1 year Information/ 
influence

Annual joint meetings Annual ROGWU

EDF Open (revision 
2009)

Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint implementation; 
Consultation Committee on 
EDF Group Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CCSR)

Annual FNME-CGT, FCE-CFDT, 
FNEM-FO, CFE-CGC, 
CFTC-CMTE, Unison, 
Prospect, Unite-Amicus, 
GMB, EVDSZ, Solidarnosc, 
SOZE, Employee reps of 
Asia-Pacific Branch, ISP,
OIEM

CCSR (IFA)

Rhodia 3 years (revi-
sion 2008)

Mandatory Joint review of application of 
the agreement

Annual

Umicore 4 years Information/ 
influence

Joint committee responsible for 
monitoring the implementa-
tion; report from external 
auditor

Annual EWC Chair

(continued)
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Multinational 
corporation

Duration Supplier 
relations

Implementation Meetings Trade union involvement 
(other than GUF)

Mediation/ 
arbitration

WAZ Open Subcommittee to consider 
structure and content of group 
forum discussions; group forum 
includes union reps from 
national units and local 
management

Annual EFJ, national union reps

Indesit Company Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Monitoring by National Joint 
Commission; report on 
implementation at annual 
EWC and National Information 
Meeting, or directly to worker 
reps/unions

Annual EWC, national 
information meeting, 
(FIM, FIOM, UILM as 
co-signatories)

Volkswagen Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Implementation is discussed 
within the framework of the 
Group Global Works Council

Group Global Works 
Council

Daimler Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Senior management responsi-
ble for compliance; Corporate 
Audit also to examine and take 
action

Corporate management 
to regularly report to and 
consult with 
international employee 
representatives 
(representatives for DC 
Enterprise Works Council, 
EWC, World Employee 
Committee; UAW as 
co-signatories)
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Leoni Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Internal Auditing Department 
will monitor compliance; report 
and discussion at annual EWC 
meetings

Annual EWC

SKF Open Information/ 
influence

Regular joint supervision World works council

GEA Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Information on observation of 
agreement will take place in the 
EWC and EWC presiding 
committee

Annual EWC (EMF as 
co-signatory)

Rheinmetall Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Senior management and 
workers’ representatives 
responsible for implementation; 
information exchange in EWC

Annual EWC (EMF as 
co-signatory)

Prym Open Criterion/ 
consequence

EWC is informed and consulted 
about implementation

Annual EWC

Bosch Open Mandatory Part of Management System 
Manual; senior management 
responsible for implementation; 
implementation discussed with 
Europa Committee

EWC

Renault Open Mandatory Management and group works 
council will ensure 
implementation; evaluation 
together with signatories

Employee 
representatives, Group 
Works Council (FGTB, 
CFDT, CFTC, CGT, CC.OO, 
CSC, FO, UGT, CFE-CGC 
as co-signatories)

(continued)
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Multinational 
corporation

Duration Supplier 
relations

Implementation Meetings Trade union involvement 
(other than GUF)

Mediation/ 
arbitration

Röchling Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Senior management and 
employee representatives 
responsible; information and 
discussion in EWC

Annual EWC (EMF as 
co-signatory)

BMW Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Consultations on compliance 
will take place periodically via 
the Euro-Forum

EWC

EADS Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Senior management responsible 
for compliance; reporting and 
consultation at EWC

EWC (EMF as 
co-signatory)

To be agreed by 
Head of HR and 
EWC

Arcelor 3 years Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint group level committee 
responsible for monitoring 
implementation

Representative from EWC, 
IMF/EMF, each geographi-
cal area
(EMF as co-signatory)

PSA Peugeot Citroën Open (review 
every 3 years; 
revision 2010)

Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint local social observatories 
to be set up in each major 
country to monitor application; 
report to Peugeot Extended 
European Council on Social 
Responsibility

Annual Expanded EWC (possible 
transformation into Global 
Council), EMF

Brunel Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Parties will meet to discuss any 
concerns raised by a party to 
the agreement concerning its 
implementation 

AMWU, ACTU (AMWU as 
co-signatory)
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Aker Solutions 2 years Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint annual meeting to 
monitor the agreement

Annual Fellesforbundet Joint (IFA)

Vallourec Open Information/ 
influence

Management reporting annu-
ally to the EWC

Annual EWC

Inditex Open Mandatory Joint committee to review 
application of agreement; 
IFA linked to Inditex Code 
of Conduct for External 
Manufacturers and Suppliers

Annual Joint (IFA), ILO 
advice in last 
instance

Danone Open Review during plenary meetings

Accor Open Joint (IFA)

Chiquita Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint review committee; 
contact person from Chiquita, 
IUF, COLSIBA

Twice/year COLSIBA

Fonterra Open Information/ 
influence

Joint review committee Annual NZDWU

Club Med 3 years 
(revision 2009)

Joint implementation 
committee

Annual EFFAT, EWC

Carrefour Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint monitoring

OTE 5 years Criterion/ 
consequence

Implementation via joint 
meeting; either side to appoint 
a contact person; joint 
monitoring group if necessary

Annual OME-OTE Joint (IFA)

(continued)
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Multinational 
corporation

Duration Supplier 
relations

Implementation Meetings Trade union involvement 
(other than GUF)

Mediation/ 
arbitration

Telefónica Open (revision 
2007)

Information/ 
influence

Joint responsibility for 
implementation via regular 
meetings; joint group to report 
to UNI and Telefónica 
presidents

Joint (IFA)

ISS Open (revision 
2008)

Joint implementation Biannual Joint (IFA), 
mutually agreed 
mediator/
arbitrator

H&M Open Joint responsibility for 
implementation

Falck Open This agreement establishes a 
World Works Council in 
accordance with Art.13 EWC 
Directive

Annual WWC Employee 
Representatives

Joint (WWC)

Metro Open ‘In the scope of social dialogue 
on an international level, the 
umbrella organizations of the 
national employer associations 
and unions in commerce are 
METRO Group’s external 
partners. The METRO Group 
Euro-Forum constitutes the 
internal discussion platform for 
transnational topics.’

Group Euro-Forum

UPU Open This agreement establishes 
cooperation to promote social 
dialogue.
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Euradius 5 years Mandatory Annual joint meetings Annual Central Works Council, 
FNV KIEM

France Telecom Open Mandatory Joint implementation Twice per year Group Worldwide Trade 
Union Alliance, CFDT, 
CGT, FO

Joint (IFA)

Nampak Open Information/ 
influence

Annual joint information and 
discussion meetings

Annual UNI-affiliated unions Joint (IFA)

National Australia 
Group

Open Annual joint information and 
discussion meetings

Annual FSU, Amicus, FINSEC

Portugal Telecom 2 years Mandatory Annual joint information and 
discussion meetings

Annual SINTTAV, STPT, 
SINDETELCO

Joint (IFA)

Securitas 2 years, then 
Open

Criterion/ 
consequence

Implementation group; local 
implementation group if 
required

Annual Swedish Transport 
Workers’ Union

Joint (IFA)

World Color Press Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Joint implementation Annual

Danske Bank Open Monitoring and progress 
evaluation through joint 
meetings held with an agreed 
frequency

IBOA, Finansforbundet 
(NO), Finansförbundet, 
SUORA, DFL, 
Finansforbundet (DK), 

Joint (IFA)

Group 4 Securicor Open Information/ 
influence

Joint responsibility for 
implementation via regular 
dialogue

Twice per year GMB Joint (IFA)

Takashimaya Open Mandatory Joint responsibility for 
implementation

Takashimaya Labour 
Union, JSD

Joint (IFA), UNI 
mediation

Adecco Open Joint discussion meetings Twice per year

(continued)
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Multinational 
corporation

Duration Supplier 
relations

Implementation Meetings Trade union involvement 
(other than GUF)

Mediation/ 
arbitration

Kelly Services Open Joint discussion meetings Twice per year

Manpower Open Joint discussion meetings Twice per year

Olympia Flexgroup4 Open Joint discussion meetings Twice per year

Randstad Holding Open Joint discussion meetings Twice per year

USG People Open Joint discussion meetings Twice per year

Elanders Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Annual joint meetings Grafiska Joint (IFA)

Inditex Open Criterion/ 
consequence

Annual joint discussion 
meetings

CHTJ-UGT, 
FECOHT-CC.OO-es

TEL – 
Telecomunicações

5 years Joint responsibility for 
implementation via regular 
meetings

SINTETEL Joint (IFA)

Antara Open Joint responsibility for 
implementation via annual 
meetings

Annual Antara Employee’s Union Joint (IFA), 
mediation by 
UNI

Shoprite Checkers Open Annual joint information and 
discussion meetings

Joint (IFA)

TV3 (Media Prima) Open Periodical meetings with 
Kesatuan Sekerja Kakitangan 
Sistem Televisyen Malaysia 
Berhad

Sources: International framework agreements.
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Note

1. Compiled, extended and updated in July 2010 by Justus Dreyling for the 
ILO, based on initial work conducted by Nikolaus Hammer and Konstantinos 
Papadakis in 2008.
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