
 

 
 

Social Risks & Impacts 
 

RISK / 
IMPACT 

WHAT does it mean? (brief description) WHERE is it likely to occur? (examples) WHY does it matter? (business drivers) 

Forced Labour 
or Human 

Trafficking 

• The International Labour Organization 
(ILO) defines Forced Labour as work that 
is performed involuntarily and under the 
menace of any penalty. 

• It refers to situations in which persons 
are coerced to work through the use of 
violence or intimidation, or by more 
subtle means such as accumulated debt, 
retention of identity papers or threats of 
denunciation to immigration authorities.1 

• The ILO’s definition of forced labour 
encompasses human trafficking, also 
called modern-slavery. 

• Informal industries where workers may 
not have formal employment 
contracts, such as seasonal migrant 
workers, home workers and third-party 
contracted workers. 

• In regions with a large migrant worker 
populations because migrant workers 
are vulnerable to deceptive and 
coercive recruitment labour practices, 
such as debt bondage and other 
indicators of forced labour, defined by 
the ILO2.  
 

• Customers and NGOs expect companies to 
take active steps to prevent forced labour 
from occurring within their supply chain. 

• Legislation such as the UK Modern Slavery 
Act and California Transparency in Supply 
Chains Act require businesses to report on 
their actions to minimize risk of forced 
labour in their supply chain.     

• The U.S. has banned U.S. imports of 
products made with forced labour. To learn 
more about the Trade Facilitation and Trade 
Enforcement Act of 2015, please refer to 
this article.   

Child Labour • The ILO defines child labour as work that 
deprives children of their childhood, their 
potential and their dignity, and that is 
harmful to their social, physical and 
mental development. It refers to work 
that is mentally, physically, socially or 
morally dangerous and harmful to 
children, and interferes with their 
schooling by: 
o Depriving them of the opportunity 

to attend school; 
o Obliging them to leave school 

prematurely; or 
o Requiring them to attempt to 

combine school attendance with 
excessively long and heavy work.3 

 

• Child labour has a higher chance of 
occurring beyond Tier 1 where there 
isn’t the same level of controls to 
monitor and remediate and due to 
more informal employment 
relationships.  

• Stages of production where risks are 
higher include cotton harvesting, yarn 
and spinning mills, “cut-make-trim” 
stages where clothes are assembled. 

• Facilities employing juvenile workers 
need to carefully manage hours to 
ensure they are not working evening 
hours or schedules that conflict with 
their school schedule. 

Children of migrant workers are also 
likely to end-up in child labor due to 
lack of access to education, as well as 
language and cultural barriers 

• Customers and NGOs expect companies to 
take active steps to prevent child labour  
from occurring within their supply chain.  

International Standards prohibit child 
labour, and it is illegal in most countries.     

 
1 International Labour Organization. “What is forced labour, modern slavery and human trafficking?” https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/definition/lang--en/index.htm 
2 International Labour Organization. “ILO Indicators of Forced Labour.” (2012). https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/publications/WCMS_203832/lang--en/index.htm 
3 International Labour Organisation (ILO. “What is Child Labour?” www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm  
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Child Labour 
(Continued) 

• Children should not conduct any type of 
hazardous work which puts their physical 
or psychological well-being at risk, due 
to the nature of the work, or because of 
the conditions under which it is carried 
out.  Based on ILO Recommendation 
1904, this includes:  
o Work which exposes children to 

physical, Psychological or sexual 
abuse; 

o Work underground, under water, at 
dangerous heights or in confined 
spaces; 

o Work with dangerous machinery, 
equipment and tools, or which 
involves the manual handling or 
transport of heavy loads; 

o Work in an unhealthy environment 
which may, for example, expose 
children to hazardous substances, 
agents or processes, or to 
temperatures, noise levels, or 
vibrations damaging to their health; 
 

o Work under particularly difficult 
conditions such as work for long 
hours or during the night or work 
where the child is unreasonably 
confined to the premises of the 
employer. 

 

• See Above  • See above      

 
4 International Labour Organisation (ILO). “Recommendation 190 – Worst Forms of Child Labour.” (1999.) www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312528:NO 
 



 

 
 

RISK / 
IMPACT 

WHAT does it mean? (brief description) WHERE is it likely to occur? (examples) WHY does it matter? (business drivers) 

Wages and 
Benefits 

• Wages relates to remuneration in cash 
and in kind paid to employees for time 
worked or work done together with 
remuneration for time not worked, such 
as annual vacation and other paid leave 
or holidays.  

• Benefits refers to non-wage 
compensation provided to employees as 
part of their employment terms. 

• Most countries have laws defining the 
required minimum wage per hour and 
employment benefits. 

• Sometimes the minimum wage is less 
than the actual cost of living, which is 
why some companies are committed to 
providing a living wage to ensure 
workers are paid the minimum income 
necessary to meet their basic needs. To 
learn more about living wage, refer to 
this source. 

• Facilities using piece rate system, 
which means they are paid per piece 
produced rather than for hours 
worked, may have higher incidences of 
underpayment. 

• Facilities with higher migrant 
populations may have higher instances 
of workers being compensated less 
than their original employment 
contract and/or less than their locally 
hired workers. They are also more 
vulnerable to delayed payments and 
illegal deductions. 

• Informal sectors where workers do not 
have formal contracts with defined 
wages and benefits that comply with 
local law are less likely to receive 
required wages and benefits. 

• Local laws and international standards 
require workers to receive at least minimum 
wage for all hours worked. 

• Multi-stakeholders, including brands and 
retailers, are working collaboratively to 
explore sustainable, scalable living wage 
solutions for the garment industry through 
ACT.  

• NGOs are encouraging more companies to 
commit to living wages to improve the 
standard of living for supply chain workers. 
To learn more about living wages, refer to 
this article. 

 



 

 
 

RISK / 
IMPACT 

WHAT does it mean? (brief description) WHERE is it likely to occur? (examples) WHY does it matter? (business drivers) 

Working 
Hours 

• Working hours are considered the time 
workers spend working on behalf of their 
employer.  

• The average number of hours a worker 
can work per week is considered the 
normal work week. The limit varies based 
on country, but the ILO sets the limit at 
48 hours per week.5 

• Overtime is the number of hours a 
worker works beyond the normal work 
week. The international standard defines 
the limit as 60 hours per week. Different 
countries, local laws and/or collective 
bargaining agreements may define a 
lower or higher limit.  

• Workers should also receive rest day(s), 
holidays and annual leave as defined by 
local law. 

• Working hours are likely to be 
impacted by seasonal production 
peaks. 

• Facilities using a piece rate system may 
have higher incidences of non-
recorded working hours to achieve 
their “daily wages.” 

• Countries with undefined or defined 
overtime limits above the ILO limit of 
60 hours per week. 

• Local laws and international standards have 
defined limits for the number of hours 
worked by workers.  

• Higher overtime hours can lead to health 
and safety risks involving workers. To learn 
more about overtime and its impact on 
workers’ health, safety and productivity, 
refer to this article.  

 
5 International Labour Organization. “ILO Convention 30 – Hours of Work.” https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312175 
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Freedom of 
Association 

and Collective 
Bargaining 

• The ILO defines freedom of association 
as the right of workers and employers to 
form and join organizations of their own 
choosing without prior authorization and 
interference from the government or one 
another.6 

• Collective bargaining is the process of 
negotiating between worker 
organizations and their employer(s) to 
define the employment terms between 
workers and their employer, which is 
known  as a collective bargaining 
agreement. 7 

• At the facility-level, workers may be 
discriminated against and/or fired 
without just cause for their 
involvement in unions. This is a 
violation of their right to associate. 

• Facilities may influence worker 
elections which violates workers’ rights 
to freely choose their representatives. 

• Migrant workers who hold short-term 
contracts often face a wide range of 
discriminatory policies against their 
right to freedom of association.8 

• Women are not always equally 
represented on trade unions as a result 
of cultural barriers, which directly limits 
their ability to participate and have 
equal representation. 

• Evidence shows that collective bargaining 
agreements can reduce wage inequality 
and can contribute to productivity. To learn 
more about freedom of association and 
collective bargaining, refer to this article.  

• Improvements in working conditions are 
more significant when women are freely 
elected and fairly represented on worker-
management committees.9 

Health & 
Safety 

• Health and safety refers to all efforts to 
protect workers from exposure to short- 
and long-term risks at work and reduce 
workplace injuries and illnesses. It is a 
fundamental responsibility of businesses 
to ensure workers are not harmed 
because of their work.  

• The ILO has more than 70 conventions 
and recommendations dealing with 
health and safety, including industry 
specific guidance. 

• National and local laws also establish 
health and safety regulations to help 
protect worker safety. 

• Informal workers are at greater risk of 
not having any health and safety 
protections. This includes a lack of 
personal protective equipment to 
handle chemicals, working. 

• At the factory-level, health and safety 
risks can pose a challenge if the facility 
doesn’t have the proper management 
systems in place to address issues like 
building safety, fire safety, chemical 
management and machine safety. 

• Strong health and safety management 
systems help prevent accidents involving 
workers, production interruptions and 
catastrophic events like a factory collapse or 
fire. 

 
6 International Labour Organization. “Freedom of Association.” https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/dw4sd/themes/freedom-of-association/lang--en/index.htm 
7 Ethical Trade Initiative. “Freedom of association in company supply chains. A practical guide.” (2013.) https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared_resources/foa_in_company_supply_chains.pdf 
8 Organization of Economic Community Development. “Responsible Recruitment: Collaborative Remediation in Garment and Footwear Supply Chains.” (February 2019.) https://mneguidelines.oecd.org/OECD-Garment-

Forum-2019-session-note-Responsible-recruitment.pdf 
9 Better Work. “Gender Equality in the Global Garment Industry: Highlights of the Better Work Strategy 2018 – 2022.” https://betterwork.org/dev/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/BW-GenderStrategy-Highlights-v4-Web.pdf  
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Access to 
Water & 

Sanitation 

• More than 780 million people lack access 
to safe drinking water, 2.5 billion lack 
access to basic water sanitation, and 
more than 1.5 million children die each 
year from poor sanitation and water-
borne diseases.10 

• The UN passed a resolution in 2010 
making the right to water a human 
right.11 

• Industrial agriculture and factory waste 
can affect the water quality for local 
residents due to pollutions and other 
contaminants linked to their practices.   

• At the factory-level, facilities may not 
have the knowledge or ability to 
properly manage waste, which leads to 
the pollution of local water reservoirs 
in the community. 

• Factories and agricultural production 
can both use a lot of water in their 
processes, depleting the local 
resources.  

• Businesses are required to respect the 
human rights of the communities in which 
they operate, which includes ensuring their 
practices don’t negatively impact the right 
to water. 

• More than 120 companies have joined the 
CEO Water Mandate, a UN Global Compact 
to continuous progress against six core 
elements of water stewardship to 
understand and manage their water risks.  

• Using less water for production can lead to 
cost savings for companies. 

Decent Work • The ILO defines decent work as 
opportunities that are productive and 
deliver a fair income, security in the 
workplace and social protection for 
families, better prospects for personal 
development and social integration, 
freedom for people to express their 
concerns, organize and participate in 
the decisions that affect their lives and 
equality of opportunity and treatment 
for all women and men. 

• Productive employment and decent 
work are key elements to achieving a 
fair globalization and poverty reduction. 
The ILO has developed an agenda for 
the community of work looking at job 
creation, rights at work, social protection 
and social dialogue, with gender 
equality as a crosscutting objective. 12 

• Factories using informal or short-term 
employment contracts to prevent the 
provision of full employment benefits. 

• Within the cotton industry, there are 
instances of deteriorating working 
conditions and decreasing wages 
associated with the stagnation of 
cotton prices leading to a lack of 
decent work. To learn more, refer to 
this article.  

• Decent work is associated with the 
Sustainable Development (SDG) Goal 8. To 
learn more, refer to this article.  

• International standards state everyone has 
the right to decent work. 

• Increased awareness and scrutiny from 
customers and the investor community. 

 

 
10 BSR. “Four human rights issues every food and agriculture company needs to understand.”(February 2013.)  https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/four-human-rights-issues-every-food-and-agriculture-company-
needs-to-unders 
11 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. “International Decade for Action ‘Water for Life’ 2005 – 2015.” http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 
 
12 International Labour Organization. “Decent Work.” https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm 
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Discrimination
, Harassment, 

& Abuse 

• Discrimination is where people are 
treated differently because of certain 
characteristics – such as race, ethnicity, 
caste, national origin, religion, disability, 
gender, sexual orientation, union 
membership, political affiliation, marital 
status, pregnancy status, physical 
appearance, HIV status, or age, or any 
other applicable prohibited basis – which 
results in the impairment of equality of 
opportunity and treatment.13   

• Discrimination may be direct or indirect, 
and it does not have to be 
intentional.  Practices that appear neutral 
but result in unequal treatment of people 
with certain characteristics are 
considered indirect discrimination. 

• Harassment is any behavior that creates 
an intimidating, hostile or humiliating 
work environment.  

• Migrant workers are often dependent 
upon their employer to renew their 
work visas and have a higher risk of 
threats. They often also lack the 
knowledge and access to report cases 
of discrimination harassment and 
abuse without potential retaliation. 

• Women may be discriminated against 
by being required to take a pregnancy 
test as part of the hiring process. 

• Minority populations within a factory 
may receive reduced wages and 
benefits compared to the majority 
population. 

• Security at a facility may use excessive 
force which is considered harassment 
and abuse. 

• Discrimination has negative impact on 
workers and can lead to turnover and 
absences impacting productivity. 

• Discrimination, especially gender-based 
discrimination, is receiving significant media 
attention and NGO scrutiny. To learn more, 
refer to this article.  

Sexual 
Harassment & 
Gender-Based 
Violence 

• Gender-based violence, which includes 
any act that results in, or is likely to result 
in, the physical, sexual, or psychological 
harm or suffering of women, is deeply 
rooted in gender power imbalances and 
adverse social norms that condone 
violence.14 

• Some countries define gender-based 
violence as only physical violence and 
rape, which excludes other forms of 
physical, mental or verbal harassment. 

• The garment industry is predominantly 
female, with women constituting over 
three-quarters of its global workforce. 
Violations of women’s rights in the 
garment sector in developing countries 
can be exasperated by cultural and 
gender dynamics. 

• Women who are low-income workers, 
migrant workers, and/or are employed 
informally are particularly exposed to 
risks of sexual harassment and sexual 
and gender-based violence in the 
workplace. 

• Sexual harassment and gender based 
violence is considered illegal in many 
countries. To learn more about gender 
based violence in the supply chain, refer to 
this article.  

• Gender equality is Sustainable Development 
Goal 5 with a specific focus on women’s 
empowerment. As a result, many brands 
and NGOs are focusing on women’s 
empowerment practices, which are proven 
to help increase productivity, reduce staff 
turnover and create a healthier work 
environment for all.  To learn more, refer to 
this article.  

 
13 International Labour Organization. “Workplace discrimination.” https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/equality-and-discrimination/lang--en/index.htm  
14 BSR. “Yes, It’s Your Business: The Private Sector Must Address Gender-Based Violence.” (March 2017.) https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/private-sector-must-address-gender-based-violence 
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Bribery & 
Corruption 

• Bribery and corruption can impact the 
availability, quality and accessibility of 
human rights-related goods and 
services. It also undermines the 
functioning and legitimacy of institutions 
and processes, the rule of law and 
ultimately the State itself, according to 
the UN. 

• While acts tainted by corruption can 
constitute human rights violations, 
corruption itself is best seen as a 
structural obstacle to the enjoyment of 
human rights. 

• At the same time, anti-corruption efforts 
need to comply with human rights 
standards, otherwise they lose their 
legitimacy15 

• Corruption exists in all countries, 
regardless of the economic or political 
system and their level of development. 

• Bribery can occur anywhere in the 
supply chain. It can include favorable 
conditions or kick-backs to incentivize 
contracts with suppliers or to influence 
audit results. 

• There are international laws and 
conventions making bribery and corruption 
illegal. To learn more about the OECD Anti-
Bribery Convention, refer to this article.  

Right to 
Health 

• The Right to Health includes the right to 
access to  health care, as well as the right 
to other factors influencing health such 
as:  

o Safe drinking water and 
adequate sanitation;  

o Safe food;  
o Adequate nutrition and housing; 
o Healthy working and 

environmental conditions; 
o Health-related education and 

information;  
o Gender equality. 

• To learn more about what the right to 
health entails, refer to this article.  

• Employers need to provide the medical 
benefits required by law and as 
defined in employment contracts. 

• For working sites in remote locations, 
employers should have a plan on how 
to ensure there is access to medical 
professionals in case of an accident. 

• Facilities with provided housing / 
dormitories and canteens should 
ensure they are sanitary and safe 
based on local law and brand 
requirements. 

• Local law, international standards and most 
brand requirements have stipulations to 
help make sure workers’ rights to health are 
protected. Not meeting these could lead to 
legal fines and impact worker retention. 

 

 
15 United Nations. “Corruption and human rights.” https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/CorruptionAndHR/Pages/CorruptionAndHRIndex.aspx 
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Right to 
Privacy 

• Individuals have a right to be protected 
from arbitrary, unreasonable or unlawful 
interference with their privacy, family, 
home or correspondence and from 
attacks on their reputation, as defined by 
the UN Guiding Principles Reporting 
Framework.16 

• A facility requiring female job 
applicants to take a pregnancy test as 
part of the interview process. 

• This can occur in facilities where they 
lack systems to securely store 
confidential worker information, such 
as copies of passports and bank 
information that can lead to identify 
theft. 

• There is increasing legislation requiring 
businesses to protect personal information, 
which can lead to fines and lawsuits. 

• Consumers and employees expect private 
information to be protected and not shared 
externally. 

Right to 
Security of the 

Person 

• People have the right to be protected 
from physical attacks, threats of attacks, 
or other severe forms of harassment, 
whether or not a person is detained. 

• This right is protected under the ILO 
Violence and Harassment Convention in 
2019, which recognizes that violence and 
harassment in the world of work 
constitutes a human rights violation and 
a threat to equal opportunities.17 
 

• This could occur in any workplace 
setting throughout the value chain. 
However, it is most likely to occur 
when an individual, who is usually in a 
position of authority, attempts to 
coerce another employee through 
physical violence, verbal harassment 
and threats of violence. 

• Minority populations such as women 
and migrant workers are often at 
highest risk. 

• Women face higher instances of sexual 
harassment and violence in the 
workplace, which undermines their 
right for a safe workplace.  

• Migrant workers may be coerced to 
remain in a job, compromising their 
freedom of movement, based on 
threats of violence or to report them to 
the authorities for potential 
deportation. This is also considered an 
indicator of forced labor. 

• Violence or threats of violence and other 
forms of harassment compromises an 
individual’s ability to effectively access 
remedy out of fear of retaliation. This limit’s 
a company’s ability to meet the expectation 
that governments and businesses have a 
responsibility to provide access to remedy 
as defined in the United Nations Guiding 
Principles for Human Rights and Business. 

• Threats and physical violence used to 
control a person by limiting their movement 
is considered an indicator of forced labor, 
which is against the law and international 
standards. 

 
16 UN Guiding Principles Reporting Framework. “How can business impact human rights?” https://www.ungpreporting.org/resources/how-businesses-impact-human-rights/ 
17 International Labour Organization. “ILO Violence and Harassment Convention (2019).” (2019) https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/108/reports/texts-adopted/WCMS_711570/lang--en/index.htm 
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Minorities’ 
and 

Communities’ 
Rights 

• Minorities, as defined by the UN 
Minorities Declaration, are based on 
national or ethnic, cultural, religious and 
linguistic identity, and provides that 
States should protect their existence. 
There is no internationally agreed 
definition as to which groups constitute 
minorities.18 

• Special rights are not privileges but they 
are granted to make it possible for 
minorities to preserve their identity, 
characteristics and traditions. Special 
rights are just as important in achieving 
equality of treatment as non-
discrimination.19 

• Sites that employ minority populations 
such as migrant workers, ethnic 
minorities and women may be at 
greater risk of infringing upon minority 
rights. This could lead to discriminatory 
practices at the facility affecting pay, 
promotion opportunities, assigned 
hours and tasks. 

• There are country laws, international 
standards and brand requirements 
preventing discrimination based on 
protected statuses, which encompass 
minority populations. To learn more about 
the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons 
Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities, refer to this article.  

 
18 United Nations. “Minorities under international law.” https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/minorities/pages/internationallaw.aspx  
19 United Nations. “Fact Sheet No. 18 (Rev. 1), Minority Rights.” https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet18rev.1en.pdf 
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Land Rights • Land is a cross-cutting issue that impacts 
directly on the enjoyment of a number of 
human rights.  

• Land is associated with human rights 
aspects because it affects a variety of 
issues including poverty reduction, food 
security, development, peacebuilding, 
humanitarian assistance, disaster 
prevention and recovery, urban and rural 
planning. 

• Land rights of indigenous people groups 
may not be recognized by the State, and, 
therefore, the rightful property owners 
may not be consulted or fairly 
compensated for the land acquired for 
development or business projects, which 
results in local resistance to the projects. 

• An increased number of people are 
displaced or evicted by force from their 
land for large-scale development or 
business projects.20 

• Land rights issues are most likely to 
occur at the commodity level where 
land may be purchased to expand 
existing cotton farms to increase 
cotton yields. 

• International standards include 
expectations that businesses respect 
human rights, which extends to respecting 
the right to land. To learn more, refer to 
this article.  

 

 
20 United Nations “Land and human rights.” https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/landandhr/pages/landandhumanrightsindex.aspx 


