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INTRODUCTION

On March 25, 1911, a horrific industrial accident occurred 
when a fire broke out in the Triangle Shirtwaist factory 

in New York City.
The doors to the crowded garment factory were locked to prevent theft and 

unauthorized staff breaks. The mostly immigrant low-wage female workers were 
trapped with no place to escape. Firefighting equipment was unable to reach the up-
per floors where the fire raged, and the only fire escape collapsed under the weight 
of those trying to flee. Within 20 minutes, 146 workers perished, many of whom 
had barely reached adolescence. Although the factory owners were charged with 
manslaughter, they were ultimately acquitted due to doubts about their knowledge 
of factory conditions and accusations of witness coaching by prosecutors.

The now infamous Triangle Shirtwaist fire took place amid widespread strikes 
and unionization efforts aimed at improving working conditions in garment facto-
ries. Many historians view the fire with its dreadful loss of life as the catalyst for a se-
ries of federal and state labor reforms, culminating in the landmark 1935 National 
Labor Relations Act, which afforded workers the right to form trade unions and 
engage in collective bargaining. The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 expanded 
worker rights by establishing minimum wage, overtime pay eligibility, recordkeep-
ing, and child labor standards.
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Many consumers in developed nations might assume that labor abuse end-
ed with the changes that began in the aftermath of the Triangle Shirtwaist fire.  
However, they would be appalled to discover that they routinely use products man-
ufactured by workers toiling under manifestly unsafe, inhumane, or unhealthy con-
ditions as bad as or worse than those that the Triangle Shirtwaist factory workers 
endured. Despite well-intentioned efforts to reduce, ameliorate, or eliminate these 
problems, even in 2014 unacceptable working conditions are far more common 

than the average consumer suspects.
The April 24, 2013, collapse of the 

Rana Plaza factory complex in Ban-
gladesh, which resulted in the death 
of more than 1,100 people, provides a 
vivid example. It became clear to inves-
tigators that the building had not been 
designed to bear the weight and vibra-
tion of the heavy machinery the manu-
facturers had housed in the complex. 
Although warnings had been issued to 
avoid using the building when cracks 
appeared the day before the accident, 
they apparently were ignored by factory 
owners anxious to keep up with cloth-
ing orders.

Rana Plaza is not an isolated incident. Labor abuse ranges from outright slavery 
to the use of child labor to unsafe working conditions. Examples abound:

•	 As consumers, products we rely on every day often have links to question-
able labor practices—a shirt made from cotton picked by child laborers in 
Uzbekistan, a smartphone using coltan sourced from the Congo with child 
labor, and coffee made from beans harvested by slaves in the Ivory Coast.1   

•	 According to Tainted carpets: Slavery and child labor in India’s hand-made 
carpet sector, a report published by the FXB Center for Health and Human 
Rights at Harvard University, as many as 45 percent of workers in this sector 
are victims of forced labor, and 20 percent are under 18 years old.2 

•	 The US Department of Labor’s 2012 list of goods produced by children or 
forced labor includes 134 different types of goods from 74 countries.3  

•	 Despite a zero-tolerance policy on using overseas manufacturers that flout 
local laws, federal agencies often have limited knowledge about which  

Apparel manufacturers 
and reta i le rs ,  as  wel l  
as  th i rd  part ies ,  are  
increas ing ly  d i sc los ing 
informat ion about  c loth-
ing or ig ins ,  much l ike 
fa i r- t rade coffee and  
organic fruit producers. 
Consumers  can now 
scan QR codes  to  learn 
an i tem’s  provenance 
and watch v ideos  of  the 
people  who made i t .



factories make the clothing used by federal workers. Hence, they have inad-
vertently used suppliers that show a pattern of harsh working conditions.4 

WHY THIS MATTERS

The current situation is the not-so-surprising result of a number of intertwined 
factors, ranging from the increased use of offshore suppliers in an effort to re-

duce costs to differences in legal standards and cultural norms between developed 
and emerging economies. The real question is what can be done to improve the 
current situation.

In May 2012, MIT published The socially conscious consumer? Field experimen-
tal tests of consumer support for fair labor standards, based on a field experiment 
conducted with Gap Inc. in 111 Banana Republic factory outlet stores.5 Labels with 
information about fair labor standards—including brands found at outlet stores—
saw positive effects on sales among female consumers shopping for high-priced 
items, namely an increase in such sales by as much as 14 percent. This study also 
noted, however, that there was no such corresponding sales increase for lower-
priced items. These results are especially interesting because many will say that 
“ethical” purchasing isn’t a luxury many people have. Yet, this study was done with 
factory outlet store shoppers, who are typically more price conscious.  

In line with these findings, apparel manufacturers and retailers, as well as third 
parties, are increasingly disclosing information about clothing origins, much like 
fair-trade coffee and organic fruit producers.6 Consumers can now scan QR codes 
to learn an item’s provenance and watch videos of the people who made it. Ever-
lane, an online-only apparel company launched in 2011, practices what its CEO 
calls “radical transparency” to disrupt the retail ecosystem. The company’s vision is 
to reduce markups along the distribution and selling channels to bring consumers 
closer to the people who make their goods—all at a fraction of the cost of tradition-
al retailers.7 Anvil Knitwear’s customers can follow its products through the supply 
chain via Track My T.8 Smartphone apps such as Free2Work and Slavery Footprint 
grade companies on their forced-labor risk factor and allow consumers to learn 
how many slaves may be working for them.  

In The effective supply chain accountability report, the Christian Brothers Invest-
ment Services, the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, and Calvert In-
vestments state, “Investors will be evaluating how companies are addressing the 
challenges facing workers in complex global supply chains, seeking evidence that 
companies are considering the long-term impact of these issues. Non-compliance 
with SB 657 (the California Supply Chain Transparency Act) may lead to certain 
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legal and reputational risks.”9 According to former Ambassador-at-Large Mark 
Lagon, this movement is gaining ground. Lagon believes that businesses under-
stand that they need to monitor their supply chains for labor abuse—beyond just 
avoiding negative press—because they understand that it is an imperative for their 
customers, shareholders, and talent strategies.10 

Investors may not be the only ones looking for a change. Millennials are push-
ing their employers to take on fair labor issues, and some corporations appear to be 
responding to their pleas. For example, companies have started touting the B Corp 
logo, a third-party seal of environmental and social credentials, to lure Millennial 
talent.11 ManpowerGroup attributes cutting employee attrition by 42 percent and 
saving approximately $1.7 million worth of credits in its Swedish branch to its in-
ternal and external human rights policies and practices, including anti–human-
trafficking initiatives.12   

PROGRESS, NOT PERFECTION

The persistence of labor abuse indicates the complexity of the problem and  
its resistance to many of the solutions currently in place. There is no  

simple solution to address problems of labor abuse. Consequently, organizations 
should avoid the search for silver bullets and focus on taking incremental steps that 
consistently improve the status quo without losing sight of the longer-term goal of 
making workplaces safe, fair, and humane.

Andrew Wallis, CEO of Unseen, a charity dedicated to ending human traffick-
ing, talks about an extreme manifestation of labor abuse, slavery, and the impor-
tance of taking the first step.

“There needs to be an acknowledgment that, yes, slavery exists in supply chains, 
so let’s find it, eradicate it, and then share the learning,” he said. “It is vital to ac-
knowledge that while businesses have and will make mistakes, if they are genuinely 
trying to engage and improve their practices, then this is positive.”13   

SOLUTIONS TO DATE 

International institutions and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have of-
fered guidelines to companies. In 2011, the United Nations issued its “Guiding 

principles on business and human rights,” proposed by UN Special Representative 
John Ruggie. This document looks to businesses to remedy adverse human rights 
impacts, even if they may not have contributed directly to the violations of these 
rights.14 This guidance is voluntary. Other organizations that discuss how to re-
port labor abuses and problems—although these principles are also voluntary and 
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nonbinding—include the United Nations, through the UN Code of Conduct for 
Multinational Corporations;15 the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development (OECD), through the Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises;16 and 
the International Labor Organization (ILO), through the Tripartite Declaration on 
Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy.17 

As with the related situation of conflict minerals, governments are attempting to 
manage labor abuse through regulation.  

The UK Parliament recently considered (but failed to pass) legislative compli-
ance in the form of the Transparency in the UK Companies Supply Chains Bill, 
requiring companies to disclose what measures they are taking to eradicate slav-
ery, human trafficking, forced labor, and the worst forms of child labor.18 Given 
the strong support from the home secretary, Theresa May, debate has continued 
on the Modern Day Slavery Bill’s progress in Parliament.19 Already enacted into 
law, SB 657, the California Supply Chain Transparency Act, requires retail sellers 
and manufacturers to post a disclosure on their websites concerning their efforts to 
combat human trafficking and forced labor in their supply chains. Further, efforts 
to add more teeth to SB 657 and to take similar legislation to the nation’s capital are 
underway. The Business Transparency on Trafficking and Slavery Act, a bipartisan 
bill considered in the 112th Congress, would require companies to disclose to the 
Securities and Exchange Commission any measures taken to identify and address 
episodes of human trafficking, slavery, and child labor.20

Companies should be prepared for increased disclosure requirements and 
regulations relating to labor conditions. However, the laws will only work if the 
businesses in question can actually detect the existence of labor abuse in their  
supply chains.

Companies have stepped up the frequency and intensity of physical inspections 
of factories. Unfortunately, inspections in and of themselves do not always solve 
this multifaceted issue. Although physical audits can certainly help, in many cases 
it may be hard to know when a subcontractor produces products at a nonapproved 
site and then surreptitiously transfers them to an approved facility.21 In other cases, 
audits are perceived as a “check the box” exercise where workers are coached to give 
the correct answers in a modern-day version of Potemkin villages. A 2013 article 
in the Indian newspaper Economic Times argues that “most such audits, conducted 
mechanically and mindlessly, have lost credibility.. . . If they were indeed watertight, 
the violations that often blow out into the open, endangering lives and livelihoods, 
damaging brands and reputations, wouldn’t have happened.”22

After disasters in factories that had successfully passed inspections, efforts are 
now underway to improve the effectiveness of physical audits. Many of the mea-
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sures involve finding more effective ways to engage workers. These include inter-
viewing workers outside the factory where they are less likely to face retribution, 
providing greater opportunities for workers to provide feedback anonymously 
through mobile devices, creating a system of elected workers charged with speaking 
up about potential abuses and problems, and training factory managers and work-
ers in workplace safety. Other measures include focusing on the quality of building 
construction as well as working conditions (for example, requiring building cer-
tificates to determine whether the construction was legal or mandating indepen-

dent inspections by trained fire and building safety experts), allowing more time to 
complete audits, and sharing information on findings among factory customers.23 

WHAT ELSE CAN BUSINESSES DO?

While tougher regulations, more comprehensive factory audits, and redou-
bled public commitments are a start, considerable opportunities exist for 

businesses to accelerate progress through collective action aimed at gathering, shar-
ing, and acting on data-derived insights. 

These opportunities revolve around a common set of principles:

•	 Transparency: Setting aggressive goals and expectations, but focusing on 
measuring progress; sharing, rather than hoarding, information

•	 Collaboration: Engaging a broad set of value chain participants in the solu-
tion development process, including workers, competitors, and consumers

•	 Technology enablement: Using mobile technologies to gather information 
and data visualization technologies to communicate it.

In the Phi l ippines,  as 
part  of  The L i t t le  Red 
Schoolhouse project ,  
Coca-Cola provided  
a grant to bui ld a high 
school  in Bukidnon,  
a province that  
exper iences the highest  
inc idence of chi ld labor. 
S ince 1997, this  project 
has helped over 51,000 
schoolchi ldren.
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Five specific opportunities are particularly promising:

1.  Set out clear expectations for your suppliers, and measure what you expect
W. Edwards Deming, the father of total quality management, was known for his 
aphorism, “You can expect what you inspect.” Although codes of conduct will not 
guarantee compliant behavior, they will set expectations and standards against 
which to measure outcomes.

Corporate codes of conduct have a long historical precedent. Robert Wood 
Johnson, a member of the family that founded health care giant Johnson & Johnson 
(J&J), crafted J&J’s “Our credo” in 1943, just before J&J became a publicly traded 
company—and, as J&J’s website reports, “long before anyone ever heard the term 
‘corporate social responsibility.’”24 

While corporate codes of conduct are not new, what is new is an increasingly 
sharper focus for codes of conduct that establish expectations with suppliers—par-
ticularly when it comes to labor issues—and that set requirements for increased 
transparency and disclosures. Increasingly, these expectations include an active role 
for all parties in creating structures and institutions that support the local commu-
nities in which suppliers operate.

Coca-Cola’s Supplier Guiding Principles and Workplace Rights Policy clearly 
prohibits use of child labor. In fact, Coca-Cola has gone beyond preventing child 
labor in its supply chain to now supporting capacity-building efforts in its source 
communities. It is collaborating with the ILO’s International Programme on the 
Elimination of Child Labour to reduce child labor in sugarcane farms.25 In the 
Philippines, as part of The Little Red Schoolhouse project, Coca-Cola provided a 
grant to build a high school in Bukidnon, a province that experiences the highest 
incidence of child labor. Since 1997, this project has helped over 51,000 school-
children.26 In another example, each year Coca-Cola sponsors high-profile soccer 
events where several thousands of hand-stitched soccer balls are used. In support of 
these events, the company uses a comprehensive supplier audit system to reduce the 
risk of suppliers employing child labor to manufacture the soccer balls.27 

Based on a 2008 local government survey, it is estimated that 89 percent of Ivory 
Coast children are involved in growing cocoa. Nestlé purchases almost 10 percent 
of the world’s cocoa production, and more than one-third is sourced from the Ivory 
Coast.28 In February 2012, Nestlé became the first food company to join the Fair 
Labor Association (FLA). As part of the FLA, Nestlé assessed its supply chain to un-
derstand labor conditions and compliance risks.29 An independent study by the FLA 
identified numerous violations of the Nestlé labor code within the supply chain, es-
pecially with regard to child labor. FLA provided Nestlé with 11 recommendations 
to address these issues. In response, Nestlé developed a four-year action plan out-
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lining a set of activities to improve working conditions by 2016. In January 2013, 
Nestlé provided an update on the steps the firm has taken, which include training 
11,600 farmers, increasing the procurement of beans sourced through Nestlé Co-
coa Plan from 5,000 tons in 2010 to 30,000 tons in 2012, and conducting eight child 
labor trainings for staff and tier 1 suppliers.30 

Like Coca-Cola, Nestlé is also collaborating with local communities to improve 
working conditions. The firm has partnered with the International Cocoa Initiative, 
a foundation that works with the cocoa industry, civil society, and trade unions, to 
set up new mechanisms to monitor and prevent child labor. The scheme will be 
piloted in two cooperatives of cocoa farms in 2013 and is expected to scale up to 
include 30 more cooperatives by 2016, involving around 600 communities.31

2.   Tap into the experience and knowledge of workers on the ground using  
ubiquitous mobile technology 
In a world where more people have access to mobile phones than working toilets, 
the potential to use mobile phones to gather data directly from workers based on 
actual labor experiences is ripe with opportunity.32 

Ushahidi (which means “testimony” in Swahili) pioneered the concept of 
crowdsourcing data for social purposes in 2008 when it launched a website to map 
reports of violence in Kenya after the post-election fallout. Although the platform 
now uses multiple channels, including Twitter and other online resources, most of 
the information initially gathered by Ushahidi relied on SMS feeds.33

Since then, solutions specifically designed to monitor working conditions have 
emerged. Although barely beyond the prototype phase, these tools demonstrate 
what can be done by linking crowdsourcing with mobile technology to help address 
the challenges of safe and humane working conditions.

Engaging the local community is a key tenet of most of these efforts. According 
to Free the Slaves, a nonprofit organization dedicated to ending slavery worldwide, 
going directly to laborer communities is one of the most important elements of 
any audit activity.34 Several collaborative practices can connect corporations with 
local communities. First, data gathering and analysis can be undertaken in tandem 
with educational and outreach programs. Both initiatives must be intentional, and 
they require a commitment to understanding the extent of unfair labor issues and a 
willingness to train staff on the issue. Direct outreach efforts, with the help of orga-
nizations like Free the Slaves, can build bonds between people while preemptively 
combating misinformation. Finally, social audits that are inclusive of the commu-
nity can give a voice to those most directly impacted by a company’s policies. 

Good World Solutions builds transparency across global supply chains by  
implementing affordable, scalable Web and mobile technologies. Its solutions  
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monitor working conditions, track so-
cial impact, promote fair wages, and 
communicate directly with workers at 
the base of the pyramid.35 Good World 
Solutions’ primary service offering is La-
bor Link, a mobile platform to connect 
directly with workers and farmers. Par-
ticipants call a local number for free and 
answer recorded questions using their 
telephone keypad. Labor Link’s goal is 
to “positively impact” more than 1 mil-
lion workers by 2020 (up from its cur-
rent base of around 50,000 workers and 
farmers in nine countries).

Kohl Gill, who worked briefly for 
the US government on international 
labor rights and corporate social re-
sponsibility, launched a similar concept, 
LaborVoices, in 2010 with pilot activi-
ties in India. Its premise is simple: “Two 
global problems, one elegant solution. 
Transparent supply chains for corporate 

brands. A voice for global workers.”36 Unlike Labor Link, LaborVoices is a for-profit 
enterprise that helps companies obtain strong safety standards and decent working 
conditions by empowering workers through real-time intelligence.

To reach out to workers who may worry about repercussions for disclosing labor 
conditions, LaborVoices works with local trade unions and nonprofits to publicize its 
mission. Gill believes that workers need to be convinced that LaborVoices is not just 
a tool for management. LaborVoices monitors companies in India and the United 
States, and expects to add Bangladesh and China this year. To date, Gill says, the 
company has only “a few” paying clients. Nonetheless, the company is expected to 
record revenue of more than $500,000 this year, up from less than $100,000 in 2012.37 

3.   Draw a picture of your supply chain that you can share with others
In 1914, Louis Brandeis, who later became a US Supreme Court justice, published 
a collection of essays called Other People’s Money and How the Bankers Use It. The 
opening of the book’s fifth chapter, “What publicity can do,” contains two sentences 
that are frequently cited to support greater disclosure and transparency: “Publicity 
is justly commended as a remedy for social and industrial diseases. Sunlight is said 

“We’ve created a  
socia l  network for the  
extended supply chain.  
I t  i s  a Web-based plat-
form organizat ions  
deploy to v isual ize their 
internal  data.  I t  a lso  
a l lows them to inv i te 
vendors to contribute  
information on the  
second, third,  and  
fourth t iers .  Think of  
i t  as L inkedIn for  
supply chains.”

—Leonardo Bonanni, CEO, Sourcemap
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to be the best of disinfectants; electric 
light the most efficient policeman.”38

Visualization has increasingly 
become the platform of choice for  
corporate disclosures and transparency, 
allowing consumers, NGOs, and gov-
ernments to hold corporations account-
able for their decisions, including their 
selection of supply chain partners.

By making their supply chains  
visible to the public, companies in-
vite others to share information on the 
suppliers that they use, as well as allow 
others to learn and benefit from infor-
mation collected from a network of 
suppliers. According to Unseen CEO 
Wallis, as supply chains become further 
extended and increasingly complex, the 
greater the opportunity for criminality 
to enter it.39 Data visualizations and en-
gaging the local community for infor-
mation are becoming important tools in 
the fight to end unfair labor conditions.

Nike’s corporate website includes 
an interactive map of current Nike Inc. 
contract factories.40 Users can highlight 
a country to view all local factories, and 
click on a particular factory to see the 
number of employees, the number of 
line workers, the gender breakdown of 
workers, the brands and product types 
produced, and the factory’s address. 
Online apparel company Everlane re-
cently introduced a similar mapping of 
its factories on its website.41 

Sourcemap (“where things come 
from”) is an example of a tool that sup-
ports collaborative supply chain visual-
ization.42 As a graduate student at MIT 
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Media Lab, Sourcemap founder and CEO Leonardo Bonanni became intrigued with 
the idea of crowdsourcing data from suppliers around the globe and presenting it vi-
sually. For companies to develop greater visibility into their supply chains, it helps to 
actually see those extended supply networks in the form of a map that presents data in 
real time. “We’ve created a social network for the extended supply chain,” says Bonan-
ni. “It is a Web-based platform organizations deploy to visualize their internal data. 
It also allows them to invite vendors to contribute information on the second, third, 
and fourth tiers. Think of it as LinkedIn for supply chains.”43 Although Sourcemap is  
designed to keep a company’s supply chain information confidential, that infor-
mation could easily be made publicly available, with the ability to accommodate 
multiple information providers (including employees) and multiple data sources 
(including feeds from tablets and mobile phones).44   

4.   Partner broadly, even with your competitors
Due to the innately hidden nature of unfair labor conditions, challenges will surely 
arise in detecting labor abuses, determining root causes, and remedying policies 
and practices. 

Working with peers can evoke big changes. In the wake of the Rana Plaza fac-
tory fire in Bangladesh, over 100 companies signed the Bangladesh Safety Accord in 
an effort to make garment factories safer. This effort shows impressive collaboration 
among companies, civil society, and the Bangladeshi government. Signatory com-
panies have committed not to vacate Bangladesh, and they could face legal action 
if they do. As such, there is a large incentive to stay on course and participate in the 
improvement of the local situation.45

In this same spirit of collaboration, the Global Business Coalition Against  
Human Trafficking (gBCAT) recognizes the role of the business community in 
advancing the progress toward ending trafficking in persons and forced labor.  
This global coalition of corporations develops and shares leading practices that ad-
dress vulnerabilities businesses may face within their operations specific to human 
trafficking.46 Better Work, another partnership, aims to improve both compliance 
with labor standards and competitiveness in global supply chains. It leverages its 
two founding members, the ILO and the International Financial Corporation, to 
pursue these goals.47

In Brazil, the Ministry of Labor publishes a list of employers that have hired ex-
ploited labor. As a result, 130 Brazilian companies, collectively responsible for more 
than 20 percent of Brazil’s gross national product, have signed the National Pact for 
the Eradication of Slave Labor, committing them to cutting commercial ties with 
companies on the slave labor list.48 
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Nike’s corporate responsibility report includes a section on “Lessons we have 
learned,” which addresses the importance of collaboration. Nike’s lessons learned 
included its recognition that, despite its size, it still did not have the scale or in-
fluence required to drive meaningful impact without actively collaborating with 
others, including NGOs, activists, and long-time competitors. Nike goes on to say 
that it has realized that “transparency and collaboration are competitive advantages 
… [and that as a result] today we operate with a great deal more insight into what 
consumers expect of us and what will be required for us to thrive in a world of in-
creasingly constrained resources.”49 

Nike’s website also states that, after trying a wide variety of tactics, its approach 
now emphasizes shared responsibility: “We’ve run the course—from establishing 
Codes of Conduct that cover worker protections as well as environmental im-
pacts—to pulling together an internal team to enforce it, to working with external 
bodies to monitor factories, and engaging with stakeholders.. . . Our focus now is 
on getting to the root of the problems, evaluating our supplier and manufacturing 
relationships, and finding new ways to define and share responsibility.”50

5.   Harness the creativity of the crowd
Competitions have been used to surface innovative ideas for at least 300 years, 
when the British Parliament passed the Longitude Act in 1714 in response to the 
problem of determining longitude at sea and reducing the number of fatal marine 
accidents. More recently, competitions have come back into focus when the X Prize 
Foundation offered the Ansari prize, valued at $10 million, for the first privately 
built spacecraft to reach orbit twice in two weeks. Twenty-six teams spent over $100 
million on their projects and provided a nice stimulus for the private spacecraft 
industry.51

Although the notion of applying competitions to solve complex social prob-
lems may sound far-fetched, properly designed competitions that focus on discrete  
elements of a large problem can yield beneficial results.52

Innovation competitions typically yield the best results when they are estab-
lished to address specific problems with a wide range of potential solutions that 
have not been resolved via current expertise in the field. Competitions tend to ben-
efit from three types of diversity:

•	 Diversity in motivation—By carefully designing the competition structure 
and prizes, organizers should be able to attract participants whose motiva-
tion aligns best with the competition’s goals.

•	 Diversity in organizations—In competitions, groups can design custom 
organizations that best fit the problem at hand. These include collaborations 
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between rivals that are incentivized to work together and pool resources to 
solve a common problem.

•	 Diversity in participants—Some challenges attract solvers from different 
fields who bring a wide range of expertise to the table. For challenges that 
do not require a narrow set of solvers, a diversity of participants will result 
in an exchange of ideas that can generate innovative solutions.

As result, the range of ideas is broader than when only traditional experts are 
involved. The resources spent by all participants on developing solutions often ex-
ceed the amount of the prize. Competitions maximize variance and allow efficient 
resource allocation by rewarding only the best ideas after they have been developed. 
For problems where traditional solutions have already been considered, the diverse 
range of ideas produced by the competition can bring in new perspectives.53 

Partly in response to successful business innovation competitions, new com-
petitions to drive social innovation have also proliferated, with sponsors ranging 
from government agencies to leading foundations. USAID, for example, recently 
ran the “Challenge Slavery” competition to identify new and innovative ways to 
end modern slavery. Aimed at university students, the competition’s first prize went 
to Abolishop, a prototype browser extension that informs consumers of the impact 
of their purchases while shopping online.54 “Reimagine: Opportunity” was the first 
of three innovation challenges presented by the Partnership for Freedom, which 
includes sponsors such as Humanity United and the White House. This challenge 
was a competition to improve the support infrastructure for survivors of modern-
day slavery.55

MOVING FORWARD

No company wants to be in the uncomfortable position of standing still while 
the veil is lifted on labor abuse within their supply chains. While the perfect 

solution may not exist, one can increasingly find examples of steps that can be taken 
to improve the status quo and set the stage for additional progress. To solve the 
problem of labor abuse in their supply chains, companies will have to commit to 
incremental progress. This approach shifts the paradigm from looking for a single 
response to looking for a holistic approach that can drive scalable and effective 
change against human rights violations while protecting a corporation’s brand. 

New approaches that help mitigate unsavory labor practices will continue to 
emerge as major game changers. Organizations that can harness these innovative 
solutions will be able to engage in a more responsive, detailed, and insightful con-
versation with empowered consumers. They will also be less likely to face supply 
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chain disruptions, and they will be emboldened to manage clean supply chains, 
armed with the information they obtain through engaging suppliers, workers,  
and consumers. 

The Triangle Shirtwaist factory fire occurred more than 100 years ago; the Rana 
Plaza factory complex collapse occurred little more than a year ago. While such 
workplace tragedies may never be entirely eliminated, considerable opportuni-
ties exist for businesses to accelerate progress through collective action aimed at 
gathering, sharing, and acting on data-derived insights. It will take businesses, gov-
ernments, NGOs, private investors, civil society groups, and consumers working  
together to eradicate practices that continue to challenge best intentions to promote 
fair and equitable treatment of labor. DR
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