How might we minimize the unethical labour practices within the garment
industry?

Background

The garment industry has long been associated with exploitative labor practices, but the
problem became particularly severe in the late 20th century due to the rapid globalization of the
economy. As Western companies sought to reduce production costs and maximize profits, many
began outsourcing their manufacturing to developing countries, such as Bangladesh, India, and
China, where labor was significantly cheaper. This transition gained momentum in the 1980s
and 1990s, during which time the global fashion industry began to experience an
unprecedented demand for fast and affordable clothing. Unethical labor practices in the garment
industry are considered a "wicked problem" because they are complex, interconnected, and
difficult to solve. The issue stems from a combination of economic, social, and regulatory factors
that make finding an all-encompassing solution extremely challenging. The situation
deteriorated in the late 1980s, when brands began aggressively cutting costs to remain
competitive. This led to outsourcing to regions where cheap labor and lax regulations allowed
factories to pay workers minimum wages, subject them to unsafe working conditions, and force
them to work long hours. Over 75 million people work in the global garment industry today,
many of whom endure poor conditions. Additionally, the widespread use of child labor and
forced labor due to trafficking has become a persistent issue, particularly in South Asia. The
drive for lower production costs resulted in a race to the bottom for wages and labor standards,
worsening working conditions across the industry. The lack of worker safety, poor waste
management, and exploitation of vulnerable populations have all contributed to severe
environmental degradation and violations of basic human rights.

A short analysis of any existing entities that may be attempting to solve the issue

Several organizations and initiatives are actively working to address unethical labor practices in
the garment industry. These entities focus on improving working conditions, promoting fair
wages, and enforcing human rights standards globally. Here are some of the key entities:

1. International Labour Organization (ILO)

The International Labour Organization (ILO) has been at the forefront of combating unethical
labor practices. Their Better Work program, launched in 2007, collaborates with governments,
international buyers, and local stakeholders in developing countries to improve labor standards
in garment factories. They focus on ensuring safe working conditions, fair wages, and the
elimination of child and forced labor .

3. Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)

The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) is a coalition of companies, trade unions, and NGOs. ETI
works to improve labor rights in global supply chains by providing guidelines for ethical sourcing
and urging brands to follow its “Base Code”, which prohibits child labor, ensures safe working
conditions, and promotes living wages .

These organizations and initiatives reflect a growing movement to address the systemic
exploitation in the garment industry, but the problem remains deeply entrenched, requiring
continued pressure and collaboration from all stakeholders.



Research aims and objectives

Examine the root causes of unethical labor practices in the garment industry.
Evaluate the effectiveness of current interventions, corporate practices, and
labor policies in addressing these issues.

Develop actionable recommendations to improve labor conditions, enhance
corporate transparency, and encourage consumer responsibility.

Analyze the lived experiences of garment workers in developing countries to
uncover challenges such as wage disparities, excessive working hours, and
unsafe working environments.

Investigate how fashion brands manage labor rights within their supply
chains, and explore the role of transparency in driving improvements.

Assess the contributions and challenges faced by NGOs and ethical
fashion advocates in promoting labor rights and industry-wide reform.
Explore the impact of public awareness and consumer behavior on
corporate decisions, focusing on the extent of public influence over business
practices.

Identify effective interventions that can be implemented by brands,
governments, and NGOs to ensure ethical labor practices, and discuss how
authorities can step in to drive meaningful change.

A detailed description of the research methodology, including discussion of
multiple primary and secondary research methods utilizing qualitative and
quantitative research design.

mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative insights from interviews and
quantitative data from surveys and secondary analysis

Interviews with Industry Stakeholders

Target Groups:

Garment workers: Can share firsthand experiences regarding working
conditions, wages, and treatment in factories.

NGO representatives: Provide insights on the effectiveness of advocacy
campaigns, government involvement, and labor policies.

Ethical fashion advocates: Discuss efforts and challenges in promoting
transparency and sustainability within the fashion industry.

Factory managers: Can shed light on corporate strategies and operational
practices within factories.

Fashion designers and sustainability consultants: Offer perspectives on
sustainable design and ethical production.



These interviews aim to gather in-depth, qualitative insights on:

e The realities of working conditions, as seen through the eyes of garment workers.

Corporate strategies and factory operations, as explained by managers.

e The ongoing obstacles faced in reforming the industry, as highlighted by NGO
workers and advocates.

e The role that ethical fashion and sustainable design play in shifting industry
standards.

Sample Size: Interview 20-30 stakeholders from various regions and sectors to ensure
a comprehensive understanding of the issues.

Survey

A survey will be distributed to over 500 consumers in key markets using an online
platform (e.g., Google Forms, SurveyMonkey). The survey will assess:

e Consumer awareness of unethical garment production and their purchasing
habits regarding ethically produced fashion.

e Industry professionals’ views on the key challenges in transitioning to ethical
production and achieving supply chain transparency.

e Expected Outcome: Quantitative data will reveal trends in consumer
awareness, purchasing patterns, and demand for ethically produced clothing.

Immersion and Observation

Researchers will immerse themselves in factory settings, working alongside garment
workers for a week or more. They will observe daily routines, working conditions, and
the social dynamics within the factory. Additionally, observations will be made on shifts,
working hours, breaks, safety measures, and relationships between management and
workers.

Expected Outcome: This immersive approach will provide a realistic, evidence-based
understanding of actual working conditions, offering a comparison between stated
ethical commitments and observed practices. This can enhance educational efforts on
the topic.

Focus Groups

e Consumer focus groups: Will discuss their experiences with ethical fashion,
motivations behind their choices, and barriers they face in choosing ethically
produced clothing.

e Worker focus groups: Held in developing countries, workers will discuss labor
rights, fair wages, and external pressures that influence their work environment.

e Expected Outcome: Focus groups will help explore complex ideas, motivations,
and opinions that may not surface in one-on-one interviews or surveys.



Survey on Ethical Practices in the Fashion Industry

1.

In your opinion, what is the most effective way to encourage the fashion
industry to adopt ethical practices?

o Consumer pressure (e.g., boycotts, demand for transparency)

o Government regulation and enforcement

o Brand-led initiatives and corporate responsibility

o NGO intervention and advocacy

o Other (please specify):
What role do you think governments should play in regulating ethical
garment production? (Select all that apply)

o Enforce stricter labor laws

o Impose penalties for non-compliance

o Provide incentives for ethical production

o Encourage public awareness and education campaigns

o Other (please specify):
Would you be willing to pay more for clothing that is guaranteed to be
ethically produced (e.g., fair wages, safe working conditions)?

o Yes

o No

o Maybe
On a scale from 1 to 5, how much do ethical concerns (e.g., fair wages, safe
working conditions) impact your clothing purchases?

o 1 (Not at all)

o 2

o 3

o 4
5 (A great deal)
How often do you research the ethical practices of clothing brands before
making a purchase?

o Always

o Sometimes

o Rarely

o Never
What barriers, if any, prevent you from purchasing ethically produced
clothing? (Select all that apply)
Price
Lack of availability
Lack of awareness
Limited information about brands' practices
Other (please specify):

o

o O O O O




7. How important is it for you to know the source of the materials used in  your
clothing?

[J Very important

[J Somewhat important
[J Neutral

[J Not very important
[J Not at all important

8. Which ethical practices do you value the most when purchasing clothing?
(Select all that apply)

[J Fair wages for workers
[J Safe working conditions

[J Sustainable sourcing of materials
[J Animal welfare considerations

[J Other (please specify):

9. Have you ever changed your purchasing behavior due to a brand's ethical or
unethical practices?

[J Yes
[(J No
[J Not sure

10. What platforms or sources do you rely on to learn about brands’ ethical
practices? (Select all that apply)

[J Social media
[J Brand websites
[J Third-party certification websites (e.g., Fair Trade, GOTS)
[J News articles and reports

[J Word of mouth

[J Other (please specify):
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