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The Center for Global Workers’ Rights (CGWR) was established in 2012 as a research center within
the School of Labor and Employment Relations at the Pennsylvania State University (Penn State).
It has a particular focus on structurally and legally vulnerable workers in a variety of sectors of
the global economy which are subject to particular risks to labor and human rights. This includes
garment workers in global supply chains, agricultural workers, domestic workers, and informal
economy workers. It publishes research reports, funds student projects on workers’ rights, orga-
nizes scholar-practitioner exchanges, and co-hosts the Global Labour Journal. It is home to the La-
bour Rights Indicators, a comprehensive global database on workers’ rights that established the
foundation for the U.N. Sustainable Development indicator for Goal 8.8.2 on workers’ rights. The
Center works in close association with the School’s Master of Professional Studies (MPS) program
in Labor and Global Workers’ Rights as part of the Global Labour University.

This Summary Report draws on the longer version of “Worker Voice: What it is, what it is not,
and why it matters” produced by the Center for Global Workers’ Rights with ICF Macro, Inc.
for the Worker Voice Policy Research (Project No. 1605C2-20-A-0002) of the United States
Department of Labor, Bureau of International Labor Affairs (Anner et al. 2024). More informa-
tion on the project is available on the USDOL-ILAB website and the CGWR website. There is
also an accompanying Worker Voice Literature Review that can be found here (Fischer-Daly and
Anner 2023).
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Executive Summary

1. The term “worker voice” has been used by practitioners, policymakers, and scholars to cover
a broad range of institutions and mechanisms, from suggestion boxes and corporate social re-
sponsibility programs to trade unions and enforceable brand agreements.

2. The challenge of establishing a definition of “worker voice,” and what does and does not con-
stitute effective forms of worker voice, is exacerbated by attempts at building worker voice in
non-standard and precarious work, including in global supply chains, informal work, agriculture
and domestic work, authoritarian regimes, and segments of the economy with migrant workers
and child labor.

3. Through an extensive exploration of the literature,' roundtable discussions, interviews with top
experts in the field, focus groups, and seven in-depth case studies, this report defines worker
voice as the capacity of workers to speak up, articulate, and manifest collective agency to im-
prove the terms and conditions of work and livelihoods and to contribute to more equitable
and democratic societies. It finds that worker voice is most effectively supported by institutions
and mechanisms that enhance workers’ ability to elect, represent, protect, include, enable, and
empower workers and their organizations—a six-component framework elaborated below.

4. To analyze worker voice institutions and mechanisms, the report establishes a three-step pro-
cess. The first step involves analyzing the context, including the regulatory regime, patterns of
worker rights violations, union dynamics, and structures of exclusion in society. The second step
entails analyzing the mechanisms or organizational structures, forms of participation and gov-
ernance, and remedy mechanisms. The third step is to study outcomes for workers and society
as a result of these mechanisms.

5. Using the six-component framework and the three-step analytical process, the report finds that
democratic trade unions and collective bargaining are the most effective mechanism for sup-
porting worker voice. The study also finds that enforceable brand agreements (EBASs), the United
States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) Rapid Response Labor Mechanism (RRM), worker
organizing along migration corridors and in agricultural and domestic work, and freedom of as-
sociation protocols have supported worker voice in extraordinarily challenging contexts.

6. Individual voice mechanisms such as suggestion boxes, corporate social responsibility pro-
grams, management-controlled participation committees, and mandatory due diligence under
authoritarian rule lack the components of effective mechanisms outlined above and have, in
various ways, posed challenges to the development of effective worker voice.

'See Worker Voice: A Literature Review, https:/ler.la.psu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/04/literature_review_
Worker_Voice_Research_Project. 9November2023_amended16March2024-1.pdf.
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7. Key considerations for policymakers include the importance of universal application of legal
protections for workers and their organizations in exercising voice, worker voice as a means for
strengthening labor law enforcement, and worker voice as a means for enhancing economic
and crisis management. While worker voice in economic policymaking has long demonstrated
capacity to balance interests in society, the recent outbreak of COVID-19 provided fresh evi-
dence of the role of worker voice in mitigating crises.

8. Going forward, the report concludes that understanding of worker voice would be enhanced
by more research on worker voice in the understudied regions of Africa and Central and South
America, on the relationships between social hierarchies and worker voice, on worker voice
as a means of ending child and forced labor, and on worker voice in mitigating environmental
crises and just transitions towards environmentally sustainable economic systems.
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Introduction

Worker voice entails the capacity of workers
to speak up, articulate, and manifest collective
agency to improve their terms and conditions
of work and livelihoods and to contribute to
more equitable and democratic societies. Trade
unions and collective bargaining most clearly
fit this definition of voice. Yet the term “worker
voice” has been used to cover a wide range of
other mechanisms, from suggestion boxes and
corporate-led social responsibility programs
to co-governance models such as through en-
forceable brand agreements (EBAS).

The need for a clear definition of the term is
important and timely. Confusion has emerged
from the use of “worker voice” to describe
initiatives controlled by companies, such as
management-organized committees, sugges-
tion boxes and hotlines. Furthermore, today’s
global economy is fragmented: global supply
chains, informality, non-standard work, labor
migration, child labor, and under-regulated
agricultural and domestic work are increas-
ingly the norm. How might migrant workers on

board distant water fishing vessels—who are
in debt to recruitment agencies—organize and
exercise their voice? How should voice be ex-
ercised by a garment worker in Bangladesh
who is employed by a local factory but with
terms and conditions of employment shaped
by the purchasing practices of global brands
headquartered in other countries?

The most effective forms of worker voice are in-
stitutions and mechanisms that enhance work-
ers’ ability to elect, represent, protect, include,
enable, and empower workers and their orga-
nizations. This finding is based on a year-long
research project that included an extensive
review of extant literature, roundtable discus-
sions, interviews with top experts in the field,
focus groups, and seven in-depth case studies.
The definition of worker voice, framework for
analyzing mechanisms’ effects on worker voice,
case studies, and takeaways for researchers,
policymakers, and practitioners are elaborated
in the project’s full report and summarized here.

Worker Voice: What it is, What it is Not, and Why it Matters e page 7


https://ler.la.psu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/04/literature_review_Worker_Voice_Research_Project_9November2023_amended16March2024-1.pdf
https://ler.la.psu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/04/Penn-State-Worker-Voice-Report-Dec.-19-Final_amended_mfd_23March2024-2.pdf

Worker Voice Definition and Its Six Core Components

Worker voice is defined as “the capacity of
workers to speak up, articulate, and manifest
collective agency that ultimately improves the
terms and conditions of their employment, their
democratic participation in society, and their
livelihoods.” Trade unions are the prototypical
form of worker voice, and the diversity of con-
ditions and interventions in the world of work
demands a deeper analysis of what makes
worker voice effective. As depicted in Figure 1,
our research highlights six core components:?
1. Election of representatives; 2. Representation

of members; 3. Inclusion of member diversity
in leadership, on committees, and throughout
organizations and worker voice mechanisms;
4. Protection of workers from acts of anti-union
and other forms of discrimination, harassment,
threats, and violence; 5. Enabling organiza-
tions to carry out their functions by ensuring
members have the time, space, information,
and training they need; 6. Empowering work-
ers and their organizations to use their lever-
age for their goals and use of State and private
mechanisms that have sanction power.

Worker voice is defined as the capacity of workers to speak

up, articulate, and manifest collective agency that ultimately

improves the terms and conditions of their employment, their

democratic participation in society, and their livelihoods.

Figure 1: Six Components of Worker Voice

1.

Elect
democratic;
independent
from employers
and the state

Represent
collective,
engaged
membership

Include
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membership,
leadership,
committee

Effective
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Voice
> Mechanisms

6.

Empower
right to strike,
binding
arbitration,
sanctions,
fines

5

Enable
time, space,
training, access
to information

4,
Protect
job and migration
security, physical
safety

2These components of worker voice build on Anner, 2017b.
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1. Elect: In effective worker organizations, work-
ers elect their representatives, and operate in-
dependently and without interference from em-
ployers and government.® While most unions
meet these criteria, the persistence of employ-
er- and State-controlled unions underscores
the importance of democratic worker organi-
zations. Examples include management pacts
with employer-protection unions in Mexico and
State and party control of unions in China, es-
pecially at the upper echelons (Bensusan and
Middlebrook, 2013; Hui and Chan, 2015). Mean-
while, some forms of worker representation,
that may or may not be connected to formal
union structures, such as worker cooperatives
and worker centers, use participatory gover-
nance methods (Wolford, 2010; Carter, 2015). In
contrast, company directed initiatives, such as
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and work-
er engagement programs, by definition, deny
control to workers and thus cannot be consid-
ered legitimate worker voice mechanisms (An-
ner, 2012, 2023).

2. Represent: The most effective form of work-
er voice is collective representation (Budd,
Gollan, & Wilkinson, 2010; Doellgast, 2022,
Freeman & Medoff, 1984; Godard, 1992; Kochan
et al,, 2019). Beyond elections, leaders must be
accountable to members, who are informed,
engaged in organizational activities, and con-
sulted on important matters. When manage-
ment appoints, controls or co-opts worker rep-
resentatives, they render the representation
function ineffective. Individual mechanisms for
workers to communicate to management lack
the legitimacy and power derived from collec-
tive worker voice mechanisms and thus fail to
resolve rights-based employment conflicts (Batt
etal, 2002; Budd et al., 2010; Charlwood & Pol-
lart, 2014; Mowbray et al., 2015).

3. Include: Workers' organizations’ prioritiza-
tion of inclusivity also strengthens worker voice.

In many organizations, including some trade
unions, individuals with privileged social posi-
tions dominate leadership (Ledwith, 2012; Lee &
Tapia, 2021, Munakamwe, 2021). When worker
organizations prioritize participation, inclusion
and leadership among the diverse workforce
they represent, they are more likely to succeed
(Tapia et al., 2017; Fischer-Daly, 2023). With in-
novative worker voice mechanisms, such as the
Lesotho and Dindigul agreements—examined
in the case study of Enforceable Brand Agree-
ments (EBAS), governance structures that in-
clude women’s organizations and trade unions
are directly and effectively addressing gender-
based violence and harassment and discrimi-
nation based on caste.

4. Protect: Worker voice is more effective when
workers can speak up without fear of reprisal.
Repression, including violence and threats
against unions and workers, continues to se-
verely impede worker voice throughout the
global economy (Anner, 2017a; ILO, 2023). The
importance of protection from retaliation can
be heightened for migrant workers (Ford, 2019;
Gordon, 2007). More job stability, including
just-cause termination requirements, supports
worker voice, as demonstrated through interna-
tional comparative research (Doellgast, 2022;
Doeringer et al., 2003). Protection against un-
justified dismissal also contributes to reducing
gender-based violence at work, as shown in
this project’s case study on EBAs in Lesotho.

5. Enable: Worker representatives need time,
space, information, resources, and training to
fulfill their functions. While all organizations have
such operational needs, worker organizations
must account for the reality that workers’ time is
limited by their need to work, a lack of control
over how they spend their workday, and car-
ing for their families. Given that many workers,
especially women, balance work, care respon-
sibilities, and trade union activities, addressing

3See ILO C087 - Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 and ILO C098 -

Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949.
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time and unpaid care work also enables effec-
tive, inclusive worker organizations (Blofield &
Jokela, 2018; Paz, 2023; Ferrant et al., 2014).
Exemplifying interdependence between com-
ponents of effective worker voice mechanisms,
co-governance of the Bangladesh Accord en-
abled workers to improve working conditions
by providing training on occupational safety and
health. Even when otherwise enabled, lack of
information can impede effective worker voice.

6. Empower. Workers and their organizations
must be able to use leverage that empowers
them to achieve their goals, including the right
to strike, access to legally-binding dispute reso-
lution procedures, and sanctions for rights’ vio-
lations. Without the ability to withhold their labor,
workers lack leverage to negotiate improved
terms and conditions of employment (Bellace,
2014; Katz et al. 2017; Vogt et al., 2020). The
countervailing power of striking underscores
why mechanisms that prohibit the right to strike
impede worker voice. There are, nevertheless,

additional forms of leverage, which include bind-
ing clauses in EBAs and in trade agreements, as
illustrated in this project’s case studies.*

These six components, as depicted in Figure
1, are interdependent. A workers’ organization
needs workers to elect their leaders; collec-
tive organization; inclusion of workers’ diverse
perspectives; protection from discrimination,
threats, retaliation, and physical harm; the time,
space, information, and training to operate; and
the leverage to pursue workers’ interests. With-
out any one of these components, the other
components are weakened, and worker voice is
less effective overall. The proliferation of voice
mechanisms controlled by management, such
as worker-management committees, create
mechanisms that lack authentic worker voice,
and are often used to undermine or replace le-
gitimate worker voice mechanisms. These ap-
proaches do not provide a steppingstone to au-
thentic worker voice and could actually block it.

*On labor law enforcement capacity enhancement, see Fine and Bartley, 2019 and The Workplace Justice Lab at

Rutgers University.
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A Framework for Analyzing Worker Voice Mechanisms

Collective bargaining between representative
trade unions and employers and their organiza-
tions represents the worker voice mechanism
that has consistently contributed to increasing
equality and democracy (Freeman & Medoff,
1984; Doucouliagos et al., 2017; Farber et al.,
2021; ILO, 2022: Figure 3.3; Jaumotte & Osorio
Buitron, 2020). Yet the exercise of worker voice
via democratic and empowered trade unions
faces a multiplicity of challenges. These can
take the form of employer resistance, interfer-
ence by employers or the state, gaps in cover-
age, lax enforcement of labor laws, or lacking
access to effective remedy. In such contexts,
workers collectively engage allies and seek
to leverage mechanisms that might address
violations of rights and encourage good faith
negotiations, such as pressure on brands, the
supervisory system of the International Labour
Organization (ILO), and dispute resolution pro-
cesses within trade agreement labor chapters
(see Figure 2).°> While not, themselves, “worker
voice mechanisms”, these interventions clear-
ly open space and offer protection for the in-
creased exercise of collective worker voice
(Johnston & Land-Kazlauskas, 2018).

The most effective mechanisms reduce the
blockage faced by workers and their organi-
zations. For example from our case study on
EBAs (Anner et al. 2024; see also Anner, 2022),
in Honduras prior to 2010, workers were largely

unable to successfully organize their workplac-
es or address their grievances through State
institutions (Figure 2, phase 1). With the estab-
lishment of an EBA (phase 2), they pressured
the global brand and gained access to the
factory. This reduced blockages at the factory
level, opening space for local trade unions to
organize workers and collectively bargain with
employers (phase 3). Similar boomerang strat-
egies—workers reaching beyond their home
country and using mechanisms with internation-
al scope to unblock resistance to worker voice
in their employment setting—have been used
by workers’ unions in India, Lesotho, Mexico,
and Myanmar, as documented in this project’s
case studies.

Analysis of the effects of a mechanism on work-
er voice requires examination of the context,
the mechanism itself, and outcomes (Figure 3).
The context may include regulatory regimes,
historic patterns of worker rights violations,
relative strength of unions and allied organiza-
tions, and discriminatory structures based on
gender, racial, and other forms of subordina-
tion. With the context understood, the mecha-
nism and outcomes also require assessment.
Did the mechanism enhance effective worker
voice as conceptualized in the previous sec-
tion? This project’s case studies apply this ana-
lytical framework to consider worker voice in
diverse contexts.

5Keck and Sikkink, 1998 called this strategy the boomerang effect.
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Figure 2: Local Blockage, Worker Voice Mechanisms, and External Pressure:
Boomerang use of international mechanisms to support worker voice

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Foreign
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(Example:
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RRLM)

Y —
Local Int'l
Employers Pressure Institutions
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Figure 3: Three Steps for Analyzing Worker Voice Mechanisms
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Case Studies

This project used a multimethod research
strategy to analyze seven case studies. Case
selection emphasized diversity of geographic
contexts, sectors, mechanisms, and problems.
Research included reviews of prior studies rel-
evant to the cases, interviews and focus group
discussions with subject-matter experts, and

analysis of original documents. Summarized
here, the case studies provide further evidence,
that builds on extant literature, in support of the
six-component definition of worker voice and
framework for analyzing worker voice mecha-
nisms presented above.

Case Study #1: Enforceable Brand Agreements (EBAs) in Bangladesh, Honduras,

India, Lesotho, and Pakistan

EBAs address failures in international workers’
rights protection and demonstrably enhance
worker voice. A variety of challenges — from
purchasing practices, weaknesses in the legal
and regulatory framework, lax enforcement, a
lack of access to labor justice and a failure of
voluntary, private regulatory approaches — have

\

The All Employee Meetings held under the Accord’s Safety Committee and Safety Training program inform all

led workers, trade unions, and labor NGOs to
push for EBAs. These are agreements that es-
tablish terms and conditions of work in supply
chains enforced through workers’ participation
in the negotiation of the agreements, monitoring
of negotiated standards, and creation of dispute
resolution processes and oversight committees.

N

workers about workplace safety, safe evacuations, and their rights under the Accord. Photo courtesy of International

Accord Secretariat.
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Table 1: EBAs as Effective Worker Voice Mechanisms, 2013-2023

Years Country Issue Outcome examples
Agreement between 2009 to date Honduras Freedom of Association e 22 collective bar-
Fruit of the Loom and gaining agreements
CGT union covering 45,737 work-

ers (44% of total in
country’s sector)

6.5% higher wage and
female workers not
covered by agreement
10.7% More likely to
face GBVH

Lesotho Agreements 2019 to date Lesotho Gender-Based * 10,000 workers
Violence and covered (20% of
Harassment (GBVH) country’s sector)
* End of short-term
contracts

81 worker complaints
investigated
Harassers terminated

Pakistan Accord 2023 to date Pakistan Occupational Health ® 500+ factories covered
on Health and Safety and Safety (OHS) e Factory inspections are
in the Textile and underway

Garment Industry
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Case Study #2: The Facility-Specific Rapid Response Labor Mechanism (RRM) in the
United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA)

Governments agreed to include the RRM un-
der the USMCA after decades of pressure from
trade unions to establish enforceable protec-
tions of freedom of association, collective bar-
gaining, and strike rights in trade and invest-
ment agreements (Compa et al., 2018; Brooks,
2022; Compa, 2022). The RRM responded to
failures of prior, unenforceable agreements on
labor standards in multiple contexts and the
widespread use of employer-protection pacts
to block worker voice and genuine, voluntary
collective bargaining in Mexico (Collier & Col-
lier, 1991, Cook, 1996; La Botz, 1999; Bensusan
& Middlebrook, 2013), and it complemented na-
tional labor law reforms. See Figure 4 for steps
in the RRM process.

The RRM has been characterized by many of
the core components of worker voice. It has
strengthened Mexico’s reformed labor law,
which promotes the election of representatives.
Women workers increasingly lead unions and
are often responsible for filing the complaints,

strengthening the inclusivity component. Work-
ers are better protected as trade sanctions
can result from a violation of workers’ rights.
Additionally, worker organizations have been
empowered to exercise voice by access to
redress mechanisms that include the threat of
sanctions for rights violations and enabled by
increased access to workplaces, information,
and training. From the first RRM case in 2021
through 2023, 13 cases involving suppliers to
some of the largest multinational corporations
provide evidence that the RRM is an effective
worker voice mechanism. In most cases, the
RRM reduced local blockages and allowed for
union formation and collective bargaining. Over
its first two years of implementation, the RRM
cases that led to new contracts with increased
wages and benefits (Anner et al., 2024: Table
2). A hotline established by the RRM to receive
complaints has resulted in 444 worker tips, in-
cluding 97 involving freedom of association
and collective bargaining violations.

Figure 4: Process of the Rapid Response Labor Mechanism in the USMCA
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Domestic
workers
organizing in
Peru during
the COVID-19
pandemic
outbreak.
Photo
courtesy

of the
International
Domestic
Workers
Federation.

Case Study #3: Worker Voice Mechanisms in Domestic Work

Domestic workers have created mechanisms
to exercise their voice in addressing the unique
challenges of the sector. Domestic work is
ubiquitous worldwide, highly informalized, of-
ten conducted in private settings by isolated
workers, often not recognized as employment
by State actors and employers, and charac-
terized by intersecting inequalities based on
race, ethnicity, caste, gender, language, na-
tionality, and immigration status.

Domestic workers have organized collec-
tive actions for more than a century, despite
regulatory exclusion from labor laws in many
countries. The National Domestic Workers’
Movement began in the 1950s in India, and
the International Domestic Worker Federation
was founded in 2013 as a union representing
670,000 workers in 69 countries (Paz, 2023).
These organizations have created innovations
to enhance democracy at work and in society,
such as tripartite sectoral boards launched
by the Self-Employed Women’s Association
(SEWA) in India, which have been adapted for
U.S. cities and states. Domestic worker organi-

zations are characterized by inclusiveness, as
they counter intersecting forms of exploitation
based on caste, class, gender, nationality, race,
and sexuality (Bernardino-Costa, 2014; Brown
& Bayard, 2015; McBride et al., 2021; Guima-
raes, 2021). Domestic workers’ advocacy has
begun to create legal protections for exercis-
ing their voice, building on national examples
such as Uruguay’s tripartite joint regulatory re-
gime and establishment and promotion of the
ILO Conventions on Domestic Workers and Vi-
olence and Harassment in the world of work.®
Training, organizing to unite isolated domestic
workers, and advocacy for the development of
complaint systems linked to labor law enforce-
ment are examples of the enabling initiatives
of domestic worker organizations. Domestic
workers have empowered themselves de-
spite the isolation that impedes their collec-
tive action by leveraging their importance to
employers and society in public demonstra-
tions, protests, and campaigns—which led to
such outcomes as the Domestic Workers’ Bill
of Rights advanced by the US-based National
Domestic Workers Federation.

6 1LO C189 - Domestic Workers Convention and ILO C190 - Violence and Harassment Convention.
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Case Study #4: Worker Voice in Agricultural Employment in the United States

Farmworkers have created innovative worker
voice mechanisms to counter legal and eco-
nomic blockages in the United States. The
federal and most state governments exclude
farmworkers from freedom of association and
collective bargaining rights protections (29 U.S.
Code § 152 (3); Perea, 2011; Costa et al. 2020;
Costa & Martin, 2023; Rodman et al., 2016). Fear
of retaliation can impede the exercise of voice
by agricultural workers (Bauer & Stewart, 2013;
Massey et al., 2016; Bauer & Perales Sanchez,
2020). Employers may avoid collective bar-
gaining with farmworkers in order to maintain
price competitiveness as suppliers to market-
dominating retailers (Burch & Lawrence, 2007,
McMichael, 2013; Corrado et al., 2016; Costa &
Martin, 2023; Fischer-Daly, 2023).

In this context, the United Farm Workers (UFW)
and Familias Unidas por la Justicia (FUJ) cre-
ated collective bargaining regimes in Califor-
nia and Washington, and the Coalition of Im-
mokalee Workers (CIW) created the Fair Food
Program (FFP), an enforceable agreement com-
mitting farm employers in Florida and the U.S.
Southeast region to adhere to labor standards
or risk losing business from supermarkets and
restaurants. The three worker organizations’
strategic choices of mechanisms responded to
their industry and sub-national conditions, and
their outcomes demonstrate the importance of
each component of worker voice (See Table 2).

Workers ratified the collective bargaining agreement between their union, Familias Unidas por la Justicia, and
Sakuma Brothers in 2016. Photo courtesy of David Bacon.
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Table 2: Effective Worker Voice in U.S. Agribusiness

Collective | Democratic Inclusive | Empowered | Enabled Protected Outcomes
United Union Votes, Multi- Strikes, Worker Federal: Better wages,
Farm workplace ethnic boycotts, training; NLRA, job security,
Workers delegates unity; political member FLSA health & safety;
(UFW) immigrant | advocacy, dues; exclusions | ended child
rights collective access to labor, forced
advocacy | bargaining worksite, State: labor,
agreements | financials ALRA discrimination
via contract
Coalition of | Worker Popular Multi- Strikes, Worker Federal: Better wages,
Imokalee center education, ethnic boycotts, training; NLRA, job security,
Workers FFSC worker | unity; corporate grant FLSA health & safety;
(CIW) interviews immigrant | campaigns, | funds; exclusions | ended child
rights FFP agree- access to labor, forced
advocacy | ments, co- worksite State: none | labor,
enforcement discrimination
Familias Union Popular Multi- Strikes, Worker Federal: Better wages,
Unidas por educa- ethnic boycotts, training; NLRA, job security,
la Justicia tion, votes, unity; lawsuits, member FLSA health & safety;
(FUJ) workplace immigrant | collective dues; exclusions | ended child
delegates, rights bargaining access to labor, forced
staff-member | advocacy |agreements, | worksite, State: labor,
indexed worker- financials LNLA discrimination
earnings owned via contract
cooperative
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Case Study #5: Migrant Worker Voice Through Transnational Labor

Rights Corridors (TLRCs)

International migrant workers created TLRCs
to collectively and transnationally overcome
blockages to exercising voice and to seek
remedy for extraordinarily low wages, high
rates of occupational injury, lack of social pro-
tection, and high risk of labor rights violations
(ILO, 2017; Bernhardt et al., 2009; Bobo, 2009,;
Sarathy & Casanova, 2008; Nevins, 2012; Ford,
2019; Costa, 2022). With few livelihood oppor-
tunities in home and destination countries, risk
of retaliation, and social ties weakened by dis-

.....

placement, international migrant workers have
limited ability to refuse poor terms and condi-
tions of employment (Massey, 1999; Garrison
et al,, 2015; GAO, 2017). Access to redress is
limited by low levels of domestic labor law
enforcement, barriers to legal representation,
and limited extraterritorial application of laws,
including payment of wages owed and non-
discriminatory employment practices (Compa
2017; Farbenblum & Berg, 2021, Lee & Micah-
Jones, 2022; Polaris, 2022; Lee, 2023).

Participants at the Third Summit of Corridors for Justice in Labor Migration, 2021. Photo courtesy of the National

Domestic Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON)
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TLRCs are networks of migrant worker centers
and allied advocacy organizations that pro-
vide access to legal and other services, ad-
vocate for government protections of migrant
workers’ rights, and support the organization
of trade unions and collective bargaining. An
emergent mechanism in the Americas, the TL-
RCs build on decades of migrant worker initia-
tives, including the creation of worker centers
and advocacy at international, national, and lo-
cal levels’” TLRCs have contributed to the es-

tablishment and implementation of Deferred
Action for Labor Enforcement (DALE)—a U.S.
program that has extended visas to thousands
of workers whose rights were violated—and
are engaging labor ministries throughout the
Americas on enforcing local labor law. Despite
TLRCs' potential, empowering and protect-
ing international migrant worker voice implies
changes in policies and practices, including
those summarized in Table 3 (Farbenblum &
Berg, 2021; Costa, 2022; Polaris, 2022).

Table 3: Enhancing Worker Voice of International Migrant Workers in the United States

ACTION OBJECTIVE

Permit international migrant workers to work with full
labor rights

Increase labor law enforcement, with resources, toward
employers and recruiters

Protect workers reporting violations of labor law from
retaliation

Facilitate participation in labor disputes from any country

Create and administer public registries of workers,
recruiters, and employers involved in temporary work
programs

Reduce blockages to worker voice

Reduce retaliation against workers’ asserting voice

Increase access to redress rights violations

Hold all parties accountable for rights violations, includ-
ing direct employers, labor contractors, and companies
dependent on subcontracted labor

9 TLRC participating organizations include: Asamblea Abierta de Migrantes y Pro-Migrantes de Tarapacd, Asociacion
Civil Guatemaltecos Por Nuestros Derechos, Asociacion de Retornados Guatemaltecos, Centro de Derechos Labor-
ales Sin Fronteras, Centro de Integracion para Migrantes, Coalicion de Trabajadoras y Trabajadores Migrantes Tem-
porales Sinaloenses, Comision de Accion Social Menonita, Global Labor Justice-International Labor Rights Forum,
Grupo de Monitoreo Independiente de El Salvador, IRCA Casa Abierta, Movimiento de Accion Migrante, National Day
Laborers Organizing Network, Proyecto Derechos Econdmicos, Sociales, y Culturales, Red Nacional de Jornaleros
Agricolas, Réseau d’aide aux travailleuses et travailleurs migrants agricoles du Québec, Sanctuary Health Vancouver,

and Vision ML.
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Case Study #6: Worker Voice in Authoritarian Regimes—Myanmar

Workers and their unions in Myanmar are dem-
onstrating that strong, independent unions can
counter authoritarianism in defense of democ-
racy in workplaces and society. Since the coup
d’ état in 2021, the Myanmar military junta has
shut down an elected parliament, jailed numer-
ous parliamentarians and political opponents,
established a state of emergency granting it-
self sole authority, criminalized workers’ orga-
nizations, and retaliated against workers for
exercising their rights. Workers’ organizations
formed the Myanmar Labor Alliance (MLA) and

/
*

joined the National Unity Consultative Council
(NUCC), an advisory body to the National Unity
Government (NUG), as part of a national, multi-
ethnic social movement struggling to restore
democracy.

The MLA has employed international mecha-
nisms to counter the formidable blockages to
worker voice, including its campaign for Com-
prehensive Economic Sanctions (CES) and
the ILO’s Commission of Inquiry (COl). The
CES campaign led to 434 trade unions from
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Workers call for comprehensive economic sanctions to pressure the military government in Myanmar. Photo courtesy

of AHS, 2021.
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111 countries publicly calling on multinational
corporations to cease business in Myanmar
(IndustriALL, 2021). The COI found extensive
violations of ILO Conventions on forced labor
and freedom of association and urged the
Myanmar military to take “immediate action,
SO as to stop egregious violations of the two
Conventions and prevent further abuses” (ILO,
2023).2 The MLA's work led 12 global union
federations to call on governments worldwide
to recognize the NUG.

The MLA also worked with the Action, Collabo-
ration, Transformation on Living Wages (ACT)
initiative to respond to the military’s coup and
violent retaliations against workers by ceasing
ACT operations in Myanmar, a co-governance
decision that was built on multiple years of di-
alogue among multinational companies, their
suppliers, and trade unions in the country. The
workers’ struggle continues to face obstacles.

In response to the decision by the Multi-stake-
holder Alliance for Decent Employment in the
Myanmar Apparel Industry to encourage its
participating companies to continue business
in the country, the MLA stated:

..the project activities could not be
achieved under the rule of the military
regime and martial law where legitimate
rights, the elected civilian government, in-
dependent trade unions, and civil society
cannot exist. (MLA, 2023)

The ongoing struggle in Myanmar demon-
strates worker voice as a means for advancing
democracy not only at work, but in society more
broadly. The labor movement of Myanmar con-
tinues to call for international support, including
for multinational companies to cease business
in the country and for governments of other
countries to sanction the military and support
the NUG.

81LO C029 - Forced Labour Convention, 1930 and ILO C087 - Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to

Organise Convention, 1948.
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Case Study #7: Worker Voice in Efforts to Eliminate Child Labor

Workers who are able to freely unionize, col-
lectively bargain with employers, and engage
in social dialogue with governments effec-
tively eradicate child labor by addressing its
economic and other determinants. This finding
holds across more than a century of research
(Devreese, 2006; Hansan, 2022), because
collective bargaining improves workers’ liveli-
hoods (Card, 1996; Budd & Brey, 2003; Mishel,
2012; U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2023:5),
addresses the root causes and economic driv-
ers of child labor (Edmonds, 2005; Fors, 2010;
Soares et al,, 2012; Filho, 2012; Tagliati, 2021),
and increases labor law enforcement (Wright,
2014; Esim et al., 2019; ICETT, 2021). Four cases
in recent years demonstrate the role of worker
voice in eradicating child labor.

e |n Ghana, farmers and fishermen union-
ized, created child protection committees,
and negotiated higher compensation with
buyers in their supply chains and improved
social services with the government (SCL,
2015a,b; ILO, 2016). They improved their
livelihoods, thereby allowing 1,481 children
to stop working and preventing an addi-
tional 1,284 children from entering work in
the cocoa, palm oil, and fishing industries
(SCL, 2015a,b; Solidarity Center, 2020).

* |In Morocco, the national teachers’ union
SNE-CDT successfully advocated for im-
proved educational resources and labor
law enforcement from the government
by showing that poor terms and condi-
tions of employment in the education sys-
tem was contributing to child labor and
that educators held strategic positions to

contribute to eliminating child labor (Hi-
vos, 2015; Kouya, 2012; Kasraoui, 2019;
El, 2022). The union’s improvements to
teaching and learning environments en-
abled 3,786 children to remain in school
and prevented 3,741 children from entering
child labor (Hivos, 2015; Millard et al., 2015).

In Liberia, workers at Firestone’s rubber
plantations elected the Firestone Agricul-
tural Workers Union of Liberia (FAWUL)
to replace an employer-controlled union.
The union brought an international lawsuit
against the company for child and forced
labor (WRM, 2006; Bergman, 2011; CRIN,
2015; Pailey, 2007, 2023). In the face of vio-
lent employer resistance (Redmond, 20M),
FAWUL leveraged international solidarity
to negotiate wage increases, quota reduc-
tions, an explicit ban on child labor, and
improved educational facilities for work-
ers’ children (AFL-CIO, 2008; Newman &
Woods, 2011;U.S. DepartmentoflLabor, 2011).

In Peru, workers between the ages of 18 and
24 advocated to repeal a law aimed at for-
malizing employment for their age group.
They protested it because the law had the
unintended consequence of incentivizing
employers to hire child labor instead of
the more protected youth (Mora, 2014, Ip-
sos, 2016; Pavlic, 2020; OECD, 2019; Cole,
2018:49; TeleSUR English, 2015). Their ad-
vocacy demonstrated the importance of
worker voice in policymaking and the ca-
pacity of young workers to effectively exer-
cise voice to advance labor standards.

Worker Voice: What it is, What it is Not, and Why it Matters e page 23



Childcare workers and others in Morocco’s education system join teacher protests to achieve rights at work.
Photo courtesy of Democratic Labor Confederation (CDT), 2021,
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Summary Takeaways from the Worker Voice Research Project

The findings of the worker voice research project provide insights to guide action in a complex
world of work. The evidence points to worker voice as workers’ capacity to collectively act to ad-
vance their interests and thereby achieve more democratic and just workplaces and societies. By
embedding the six-component framework of effective mechanisms for worker voice, every actor
can contribute to advancing these goals.

Governments can:

v

Enact and enforce laws protecting worker voice for all workers, recognizing the critical impor-
tance of governmental protection and its absence in agricultural, domestic, ‘gig’, and other in-
dustries as an impediment to the full and effective development of worker voice,

Incorporate procedures that effectively enforce internationally recognized labor rights as a con-
dition for international trade and investment, building on the evidence of the USMCA RRM'’s
contributions to worker voice in North America;

Create and strengthen existing forums for social dialogue with trade unions and employers’ as-
sociations on public policies, including macroeconomic policy towards balancing employment
and inflation, social protection towards eliminating deprivation, and environmental policy to
mitigate current crises and advance just transitions to sustainability;

Support worker voice across global supply chains by encouraging domestic-based multina-
tional companies to participate in EBAs and supporting multilateral cooperation to expand the
scope of these demonstrably effective mechanisms; and

Ensure that technical assistance projects are based on the full realization of freedom of asso-
ciation as an enabler of other rights, involve workers’ organizations and employers in design,
implementation and evaluation, and incorporate effective procedures for remediating violations
of workers’ rights.

Companies and employers’ associations can:

v

Respect workers’ rights throughout owned workplaces and supply chains, recognizing that the
exercise of freedom of association and collective bargaining rights enable other rights, equity,
and democracy, that workplace discrimination impedes inclusive worker voice, and that worker
organizations’ access to time, company facilities, and information enables worker voice;
Support worker voice by engaging trade unions in collective bargaining at the local, national,
and international levels and, where local unions are not yet organized, by engaging in dialogue
with national and international unions that represent workers in the industry;

Avoid impeding worker voice by incorporating the insights that employer-, company-, or indus-
try-controlled initiatives may provide important business information but are not worker voice
mechanisms; and

Engage in social dialogue with trade unions and governments, especially in support of enact-
ment and enforcement of labor law aligned with internationally recognized standards.
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Workers and worker organizations can:

v

Organize and operate organizations democratically and inclusively, thereby integrating diverse
workers’ perspectives into and strengthening collective representation of shared interests in
negotiations and dialogue with employers and governments;

Build international solidarity through cross-border engagement and the development of effec-
tive cross-supply chain initiatives, building on the insights of EBAs, international actions for labor
rights and democracy in Myanmar, and networking by international migrant workers; and
Engage in social dialogue with employers’ associations and governments, including towards
universal legal protection of labor rights to all workers, robust social protection systems, and
just transitions.

Researchers can expand research on worker voice:

v
v

v

Geographically across the Global South with a focus on Africa and Central and South America,
Methodologically with an intersectional approach to social hierarchies and employment rela-
tions, and

Programmatically with focuses on the roles of worker voice in eradicating child labor and forced
labor, in macroeconomic policymaking, and in mitigating environmental crises and advancing
just transitions towards sustainable production and distribution systems.
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