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Abstract

7KLV� SDSHU� GLVFXVVHV�ZRUNHU�FHQWUHG� DSSURDFKHV� WR� WKH� LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI � DQG�
response to labour violations in the supply chains of  multinational enterprises 
(MNEs). Drawing on examples from Southeast Asia, it highlights how meaningful 
HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�ZRUNHUV�DQG�FROODERUDWLYH�SDUWQHUVKLSV�EHQHÀW�ERWK�EXVLQHVV�
and workers by fostering learning and systemic improvements. The paper 
concludes that MNEs should move beyond traditional audit-based models and 
adopt strategies that prioritise worker involvement, transparency, and long-term 
accountability.
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Introduction

Global supply chains are receiving growing attention from researchers and 
policymakers because of  their substantial involvement in enabling forced labour 
DQG�KXPDQ� WUDIÀFNLQJ�� ,Q� UHVSRQVH�� JRYHUQPHQWV� LQ� WKH�*OREDO�1RUWK� KDYH�
LQWURGXFHG�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�GXH�GLOLJHQFH��+5''��VWDQGDUGV�DQG� ODZV�DLPHG�DW�
holding multinational enterprises (MNEs) accountable for abuses within their 
supply chains, such as the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Due 
Diligence Directive (CSDDD).1 However, the effectiveness of  these frameworks 
LV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�OLPLWHG��5HFHQW�GHYHORSPHQWV³VXFK�DV�WKH�UROOEDFN�RI �*HUPDQ\·V�
SXSSO\�&KDLQ�$FW and the delayed and diluted implementation of  the CSDDD—do 
not just raise questions about long-term impact, they are actively weakening the 

1 The EU CSDDD requires large European Union companies to conduct due diligence 
to prevent adverse human rights and environmental impacts in their value chains. 
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obligations companies must meet, reducing accountability in the present and 
undermining the intended purpose of  these laws.2 

Forced labour persists in global supply chains because businesses often prioritise 
cost and speed over workers’ rights. Legal requirements alone are not enough; 
their impact depends on how MNEs apply them in practice. This commentary 
piece argues that meaningful action must begin with reliable abuse detection using 
trusted, worker-centred methods developed in collaboration with civil society. 
This requires ongoing engagement and continuous monitoring to capture real 
conditions and worker experiences.

The Limits of Traditional Approaches

Traditional monitoring tools such as social audits and corporate feedback 
mechanisms have proven largely ineffective in detecting labour abuses within 
global supply chains. Social audits are the main tool for monitoring labour 
conditions in global supply chains. However, research shows audits often miss 
serious violations, especially when controlled by businesses3 and in informal or 
migrant-heavy supply chains, where risks like debt bondage and illegal fees are 
common. Audits are usually announced in advance, allowing suppliers to hide 
abuses. Workers may fear retaliation and audits often lack transparency and 
LQGHSHQGHQFH��06,�,QWHJULW\�IRXQG�PRVW�DXGLW�EDVHG�LQLWLDWLYHV�DUH�¶QRW�ÀW�IRU�
purpose’,4�ZKLOH�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�:DWFK�UHSRUWV�DXGLWV�IUHTXHQWO\�RYHUORRN�IRUFHG�
labour in high-risk sectors like seafood, garments, and electronics.5

Other business-commissioned tools, such as hotlines and grievance mechanisms, 
DOVR�VXIIHU�IURP�VLJQLÀFDQW�OLPLWDWLRQV��5HVHDUFK�VKRZV�WKDW�ZRUNHUV³SDUWLFXODUO\�
migrants—often avoid using company-managed hotlines or other tools due to 
IHDU�RI �UHSULVDOV�DQG�D�ODFN�RI �WUXVW�LQ�WKH�FRQÀGHQWLDOLW\�RI �WKHVH�V\VWHPV�6 As a 

2 A Fillmann, ‘Germany’s Supply Chain Law at a Crossroads: The Implications of  the 
Proposed Shift to the CSDDD’, 1DWLRQDO� /DZ�5HYLHZ, 17 April 2025, https://
natlawreview.com/article/germanys-supply-chain-law-crossroads-implications-
proposed-shift-csddd.

3 MSI Integrity, 1RW�)LW�IRU�3XUSRVH��7KH�*UDQG�([SHULPHQW�RI �0XOWL�6WDNHKROGHU�,QLWLDWLYHV�LQ�
&RUSRUDWH�$FFRXQWDELOLW\��+XPDQ�5LJKWV��DQG�*OREDO�*RYHUQDQFH, 2020.

4 ,ELG�
5 +XPDQ�5LJKWV�:DWFK��+LGGHQ�&KDLQV��)RUFHG�/DERU�LQ�*OREDO�6XSSO\�&KDLQV, 2021.
6 /�5HQGH�7D\ORU�DQG�(�6KLK��¶:RUNHU�IHHGEDFN�WHFKQRORJLHV�DQG�FRPEDWWLQJ�PRGHUQ�
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result, genuine grievances remain unreported and unresolved. These limitations 
highlight the need for worker-centred, collaborative approaches to due diligence.

The Case for Worker-Centred Approaches

A more effective approach shifts from compliance to ongoing collaboration with 
workers toiling in global supply chains. In Southeast Asia, some companies work 
with NGOs, trade unions, and local groups to identify risks, address abuses, and 
improve labour conditions.7 Guidance by the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development emphasises meaningful stakeholder engagement and 
continuous improvement, requiring active participation from affected workers 
and communities.8

The Inclusive Labor Monitoring Action Network (ILMAN), initiated by the 
Issara Institute in 2023, is a worker-centred collaboration connecting civil society 
organisations (CSOs) and trade unions in both origin and destination countries 
to protect migrant workers throughout their migration journey. 9 At the core of 
the network is the secure, cloud-based Inclusive Labor Monitoring (ILM) system, 
ZKLFK�PHPEHU�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�XVH�WR�ORJ�DQG�PDQDJH�FDVHV�FRQÀGHQWLDOO\�DQG�LQ�
real time. Worker-validated data on recruitment and working conditions guide 
remediation efforts and drive continuous improvement among network partners. 
Access to the ILM system is free for all members.

The ILM system operates across multiple origin and destination countries in 
Asia, such as Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Nepal, bringing together civil 
society organisations, trade unions, recruitment agencies, employers, and brands 
to address labour exploitation in global supply chains, including forced labour 
DQG�KXPDQ� WUDIÀFNLQJ��&HQWUDO� WR� WKH� ,/0�DSSURDFK� LV� WKH�HPSRZHUPHQW�RI�
workers through safe, trusted grievance mechanisms—such as hotlines, Facebook 
Messenger, and WhatsApp—operated by CSOs and trade unions in workers’ own 
ODQJXDJHV��HQVXULQJ�FRQÀGHQWLDOLW\�DQG�DFFHVVLELOLW\�

‘Addressing Exploitation in Supply Chains: Is Technology a Game Changer for Worker 
Voice?’, $QWL�7UDIÀFNLQJ�5HYLHZ, issue 14, 2020, pp. 47–66, https://doi.org/10.14197/
atr.201220144.

7 Issara Institute, &ROODERUDWLYH�6XSSO\�&KDLQ�0RGHOV�LQ�6RXWKHDVW�$VLD, 2024.
8 OECD, 2(&'�'XH�'LOLJHQFH�*XLGDQFH�IRU�5HVSRQVLEOH�6XSSO\�&KDLQV, OECD, Paris, 2018.
9 Founded in 2014, the Issara Institute is an independent NGO based in Asia, Europe, 

DQG�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WKDW�WDFNOHV�LVVXHV�RI �KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�DQG�H[SORLWDWLRQ��6HH�
Issara Institute, ,VVDUD� 0HDQV� )UHHGRP, 2024, retrieved 10 December 2025, 
KWWSV�������������D�D��I���E�����GDGHFE�FG�I�ÀOHVXVU�FRP�XJG���D���B 
5682e2051cc84220bf37277f22b76eff.pdf. 
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Through a secure, cloud-based case management system, ILM enables 
stakeholders to collaboratively refer, track, and resolve cases while monitoring 
recruitment and working conditions in near real time. Employers and recruitment 
agencies engage with the ILM Action Network by working with CSOs and trade 
unions on worker orientations and remediation efforts, promoting ethical labour 
migration, accountability, and continuous improvement across supply chains.10

In 2024 alone, over 165,000 workers accessed remedies through ILMAN, reporting 
issues such as wage theft, recruitment fees, unsafe working conditions, and 
KDUDVVPHQW��6SHFLÀFDOO\��ZRUNHUV�KDYH�UDLVHG�FRQFHUQV�LQ�ÀYH�NH\�DUHDV��ZRUNLQJ�
conditions (36%), employer-employee relations (21%), labour recruitment 
practices (21%), payment systems (13%), and living conditions (8%). 

Workers are not only identifying labour violations, but they are also actively using 
mechanisms that connect them with real remedies. For instance, according to 
,/0$1·V� GDVKERDUG� �GDWD� FXUUHQW� DV� RI � ������� UHPHGLDWLRQ�UHODWHG�ÀQDQFLDO�
transfers to workers amount to approximately USD 1,988,760 since 2021, with 
DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�86'���������LQ�LOOHJDO�EURNHU�IHHV�LGHQWLÀHG�DQG�KDOWHG�VLQFH������11 
7KHVH�ÀJXUHV� LQGLFDWH� WKDW�ZRUNHU�GULYHQ� JULHYDQFH� DQG�PRQLWRULQJ� FKDQQHOV�
are not merely registering complaints but are functioning as effective remedial 
PHFKDQLVPV�GHOLYHULQJ�PHDVXUDEOH�PDWHULDO�EHQHÀWV�WR�DIIHFWHG�ZRUNHUV��

In one case, several workers reported sexual harassment by a manager—including 
sexual pressure and verbal abuse—that previous audits had missed. The issue 
surfaced through the worker voice channels of  an ILMAN member organisation, 
showing how independent reporting tools can uncover hidden abuses. In another 
example, during a training session for migrant workers on empowerment and their 
rights, two participants disclosed paying recruitment fees of  USD 110–330. With 
employer support, the Issara Institute conducted a recruitment fee survey that 
LGHQWLÀHG�QHDUO\�����DIIHFWHG�ZRUNHUV��5HPHGLDWLRQ�DQG�UHLPEXUVHPHQW�IROORZHG��
and the Issara Institute provided ethical recruitment training to company staff 
and recruitment agencies in the country of  origin. Workers who were already 
working for this company were also clearly informed that they should never be 
charged any fees during their recruitment journey.

10 Issara Institute, 2024
11 See ‘Inclusive Labor Monitoring Community Dashboard’, retrieved 7 December 2025. 

https://www.workervoices.org/responsible-recruitment.
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Conclusion

Ending forced labour in global supply chains requires more than compliance 
with legal frameworks. MNEs cannot effectively address forced labour if  they 
rely solely on audits and top-down tools that are not transparent and that workers 
GR�QRW�WUXVW���5HDO�SURJUHVV�KDSSHQV�ZKHQ�01(V�SULRULWLVH�FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�
workers over formal compliance—listening to workers, supporting grassroots 
monitoring, and building long-term partnerships with civil society organisations 
and local groups.

Worker-centred mechanisms, like the Inclusive Labor Monitoring system, are 
more effective at surfacing abuses, as well as building systems of  learning and 
accountability that improve over time. Suppliers who engage in remediation 
KDYH�WROG�,VVDUD�,QVWLWXWH�WKDW�WKH\�EHQHÀW�IURP�UHGXFHG�VWDII �WXUQRYHU��VWURQJHU�
relationships, and more stable production. Brands gain real-time, actionable 
intelligence that traditional audits rarely provide.  

Sustainable progress depends on amplifying worker voice, strengthening 
local accountability, and demonstrating measurable improvements in workers’ 
conditions. By centring worker perspectives in due diligence and supply chain 
management, MNEs can help make human rights a consistent global standard 
rather than an exception.
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