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Abstract Labour regulation is often approached either by methodological nationalism
or methodological globalism. Main arguments are that labour and its regulation are
increasingly dis-embedded and commodified. As an alternative framing we propose a
(neo-)institutionalist multi-level and multi-actors approach. Based on literature review
and own studies we argue that there is empirical evidence of transnational labour
regulation combining different logics of action and institutional contexts. Taking the
example of the Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety, we demonstrate the
multi-level, multi-dimensional institutional settings and sketch out basic elements of
an integrative perspective on sewing transnational textures of labour regulation.
Key terms Labour regulation, globalization, transnationalization, Bangladesh
Accord, neo-institutionalism, multi-level multi-actor approach.

Introduction

In light of the actual degree of global and transnational social relations and interchanges
of goods, capital, information, cognitive maps, and persons, the mechanisms of collect-
ive cross-border labour regulation remain considerably weak and ‘underdeveloped.’
Either by global value chains or by Multinational Companies (MNC), either by cross-
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border labour mobility or by the simple threat of transferring production and employ-
ment—the local conditions of work, employment and participation of workers are
entangled worldwide. In contrast, labour regulation seems to be focused at the national
or even local level. A frequently repeated argument is that global capitalism could be
characterized by a singular trend towards marketization and economization. Many so-
cial scientists now predict a global overall tendency to increase ‘commodification’ of
labour and in general to extricate the economy from its societal entanglements.

Referring to Karl Polanyi’s notion of an institutional re-embedding of markets
after World War II, Burawoy (2010): 307 claimed that this transformation was only
short-lived and was followed by a new wave of market fundamentalism: “The re-
embedding of markets in the North, during the post-war period, was costly for cap-
ital, which responded with an offensive against labour, the environment and
money, all in the endless pursuit of profit.” He concludes, “We can call it the era
of globalization in which the commodification of labour, money and nature –
labour migration, finance capital as well as environmental degradation – for the
first time takes on a truly transnational character that is often outside the control of
the state” (Burawoy 2010: 311). Following this line of argument and concerning
labour regulation, a frequent lament could be summarized as follows: capital is in-
creasingly global; unions as workers’ representatives remain national; work and
employment are local—and the overall situation of labour regulation is fatal.

But is this great narrative scientifically solid? Are global marketization and
economization actually the only and universal trends? Doesn’t the Trump adminis-
tration in the USA demonstrate the power of state policy and politicization? Isn’t
the economy in China strongly embedded in political party and state structures that
control and define the market logics? Couldn’t we argue the same for Russia? Is
there a universal trend of global marketization, or could we observe contradictory
tendencies of globalization, regionalization, renationalization, and relocalization of
markets and economies (Bugra and Agartan 2007)? Doesn’t, for example, the
Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety from May 2013 reflect the possi-
bility of a certain re-embedding of global value chains in frameworks of negotiated
and controlled legally binding agreements and corporate social responsibility
(CSR) activities (Tighe 2014)?

The main argument strengthened in the following is that, referring to
labour regulation and looking through institutionalist glasses, we identify (1)
innovative and complex mechanisms of transnational, multi-sited collective
regulation of work, employment and participation and (2) social institutions
beyond the simple market-states-hierarchies logic. In spite of single-factor ap-
proaches such as global marketization and commodification or the universal
dis-embedding of national economies and markets, we need conceptual frame-
works that combine different institutional forces and tendencies. Market fun-
damentalism could be a one-sided ideology of economic actors, but it could
also be an inadequate platform for social scientists. One alternative approach
would be “varieties of capitalism” (Hall and Soskice 2001). Nevertheless, this
is not much different from opposing only two models of economies (market-
led vs. state-led), and it tends toward the fallacy of “methodological national-
ism” (Wimmer and Schiller 2002).
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Another option could be the neo-institutionalist approach of world polity. Accord-
ing to this, against the weaknesses of national institutions global regulations need to
be institutionalized in a regulative, normative, and cognitive manner (Scott 2001).
This requires “institutional work” (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). Nevertheless, this
must not lead to a homogeneous and coherent “world order” (Meyer et al. 1997) but
rather could take the form of different emerging and flexible entanglements of trans-
national labour regulation. As characterized by Besio and Meyer (2015): 237, “In-
stead of looking for an encompassing, stable order as an explanation for this stability,
we claim that modern society has developed ways of mediating heterogeneous logics
by generating fragmented and temporary orders.”

Taking and differentiating these approaches, and based on a secondary analysis of
studies and literature we argue that there is actually much empirical evidence of trans-
national labour regulation that combines quite different logics of action and institu-
tional contexts (section 1). Nevertheless, these transnational mechanisms do not tend
to an integrated world polity as institutionalized global governance. Taking the ex-
ample of the Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety, we will demonstrate
the multilevel and multidimensional institutional settings of transnational labour regu-
lation (section 2). Between the Scylla of methodological nationalism and the Charyb-
dis of methodological globalism, of economic determinism and activist voluntarism,
this opens opportunities for an integrative perspective on sewing transnational tex-
tures of labour regulation (section 3).

Results: towards a transnational approach to labour regulation

Although considerable mechanisms exist for the cross-border regulation of work,
employment, and participation relations, these aspects are traditionally analysed
separately and in the tradition of methodological nationalism. Nevertheless, their
actual functioning, effectiveness, and reach can be adequately assessed only when
analysed in terms of their transnational entanglements and multidimensional inter-
actions. Hassel (2008): 233 describes “the emergence of a new set of global labour
governance by establishing a global labour standards regime.” She reasons why
MNC with stronger labour standards could be interested in their proliferation, pre-
sents a multitude of different initiatives and states (ibid: 244): “Over the last 20
years, the debate of labour standards moved from regulation by ILO convention to
codes of conducts, from governments to multinational firms, from centralized ap-
proaches to decentralized settings.” Tsogas (2009) proposed a model of inter-
national labour regulation differentiating hard and soft law and four different types
of “trade relations” (unilateral, bilateral, regional, and multilateral). But this ap-
proach does not include the crucial dimension of actors involved. For instance,
Tsogas includes the mechanism of Framework Agreements (IFA) as “bilateral” and
puts it at the level of companies. But, as will be shown in this section, IFA are not
bilateral in the sense of bi-national trade treaties (ibid: 79). IFA could include na-
tional unions in different countries, but also other types of workers’ representative
bodies like works councils (Dehnen 2013). As Tsogas (2009): 79 underlines, his
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model “adopts an open-ended, global trade perspective, rather than a more restrict-
ive domestic labour law approach.”

Considering the dynamics and debates in the field of transnational labour regu-
lation at the beginning of the third decade of the twenty-first century, we will in-
clude relevant innovative mechanisms that go far beyond trade regulations and
core labour standards, such as including labour aspects in labels, monitoring, certi-
fications, as public campaigns and social movements. In what follows we will out-
line seven different types of international labour regulations that are relevant to the
context of the transnationalization of work. These types of labour regulation differ
with respect to their time of origin, the main subject of the regulation (thematic
scope), their spatiotemporal scope, their implementation and control mechanisms,
and the relevant groups of actors involved (see Table 1). In the light of trans-
national labour regulation, each of these mechanisms has strong limitations if ana-
lysed separately, but put in a broader transnational texture with other mechanisms
of labour regulation, they could prove to be effective.

Probably the oldest strategy of cross-border (in this case, even global) labour market
regulation is based on labour standards as defined and developed by the ILO1. Mean-
while, some 200 conventions have been adopted covering almost all aspects of labour
regulation. In addition to this wide range of regulatory content, another feature charac-
teristic of this strategy is that these conventions, negotiated with the participation of na-
tional employers’ and trade unions’ representatives, claim validity for all signatory
states. As mentioned in the scientific literature, the most important shortcoming of this
practice is the lack of effective monitoring and enforcement mechanisms.

A second type of regulation includes the provisions of other international orga-
nizations, such as the World Bank or the World Trade Organization (WTO). These
provisions relate to aspects of employment and often refer to the aforementioned
ILO conventions but are much more specific. Even though they have a far-
reaching effect in terms of space, such regulations are usually not supported by any
strong control resources. The main actors here are the states affiliated with the
United Nations and other international organizations.2

An example of the third type of transnational labour regulation is the European
Works Council (EWC). In the 1980s, the corresponding EU Directive was estab-
lished including negotiations with the social partners of employers’ and workers’
organizations. Although the EWC’s powers are less far-reaching than those of Ger-
man Works Councils, they do offer considerable information and consultation op-
portunities in multinational corporations (MNC) at the EU level. Another example
of this type of ‘supranational’ employment-related regulation is the social dialogue
between the European social partners and the complaint mechanisms under the

1For the first labour standard set by the International Labour Office (ILO) in 1906 see ILO 2001: 33 f.
For scientific research and debates see e.g. Alston 2004; Hassel 2008; ILO (International Labour Office)
2009; Reynaud 2018; the current state of ratifications is listed under https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/
en/.
2Due to stagnation or crisis of multilateralism in general, this mechanism is challenged in its
significance, see Bakvis and McCoy 2008; http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-and-wto/doha-
development-agenda/; https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd201407_e.htm.
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NAFTA Subsidiary Agreements (the North American Agreement on Labor Co-
operation [NAALC])3.

The fourth type of labour regulation, in contrast, is the voluntary declaration of
companies to adhere to certain work and employment standards and to the so-
called International Framework Agreements (IFA), which provides for significantly
smaller implementation mechanisms. Companies are the exclusive actors relevant
to this type of regulation, although in the case of the IFA, the corresponding sec-
toral International Trade Union Confederations (now reorganized as Global Union
Federations [GUF]) are involved as well. Here we see the lack of a legal or institu-
tional anchorage as a relevant problem, meaning that no mechanisms of enforce-
ment are included in these measures themselves4.

The fifth type of cross-border labour regulation comprises monitoring, certifica-
tion, and labelling systems. The ‘fair trade’ label, for example, protects the pro-
ducers of such products by monitoring certain fair trade relations and minimum
labour standards, and the producers correspondingly agree to regular audits to

Table 1 Types and characteristics of transnational labour regulation

Type of
Regulation

Crucial Characteristics

Time of
origin

Thematic
scope

Spatial
scope

Strength of
control

Main actor
groups

Example

Global
minimum
standards

1910s Broad Global Weak States, social
partners

ILO core
conventions

Other relevant
international
norms

1990s Narrow Global to
macro-
regional

Weak States Labour-related
norms of World
Bank

Supranational
labour
regulation

1980s Broad Macro-
regional

Strong States, social
partners, NGOs

European
Works Council
(EWC)

Company-
related
declarations

1990s Intermediate Global to
consortium-
related

Moderate Companies,
unions

International
Framework
Agreements

Labels,
monitoring,
certifications

1990s Broad Global to
local

Strong Experts, NGOs,
business
organizations

Fair trade

Public
campaigns,
social movements

1960s,
then
1990s

Broad Global to
local

Medium NGOs, the
media, the
public

Clean Clothes
Campaign

Supra/
transnational
governance

Twenty-
first
century

Broad Global to
macro-
regional

Strong States, social
partners, NGOs,
MNC

OECD
Multinational
Guidelines

Source: Author’s own elaboration

3For EWC, see e.g. Meardi 2004; Hertwig et al. 2010; Pulignano 2017; Hann et al. 2017; Hauser-Ditz
et al. 2016; for Social Dialogue see e.g. https://www.eceg.org/what-we-do/social-dialogue/; for NAALC
see e.g. Dombois et al. 2003.
4For IFA and GUF see e.g. Riisgaard 2005; Müller et al. 2008; Croucher and Cotton 2009; Dehnen and
Pries 2014; Hadwiger 2015.
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comply with these standards. This type of regulation is characterized by the co-
operation of a variety of different actors: producers, trading and selling companies,
and expert organizations involved in independent monitoring or certification. Rela-
tively strong control resources are combined here with variable topics to be regu-
lated and a range that is spatially oriented to worldwide supply chains5.

The sixth type of transnational labour regulation involves public campaigns and
social movements, in which international NGOs, the media, and the public play a
significant role as control resources. In the Bangladesh Accord mentioned earlier,
the years of preparation for the Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC), for example, were
very important for creating public pressure on textile manufacturers and retail
chains to make them at least partially responsible for compliance with minimum
conditions of work and employment.6

Finally, the last type of regulation relates to more complex (supranational and
transnational) governance structures in which international organizations such as
the OECD interact with MNC, states, social partners, and NGOs. The OECD
Multinational Guidelines regarding the behaviour of MNC, which have either a
global or a macro-regional effect depending on the company, are equipped with
comparatively strong control resources, providing for complaint procedures and test
procedures by the concerned states as well as public documentation of all proce-
dures. International NGOs also organize critical independent monitoring of all
complaints.7

These different types of transnational labour relations and aspects of the regula-
tion of work, employment, and participation are traditionally viewed and treated
separately, although they are all being discussed in the scientific discourse and also
by the relevant collective and corporate actors such as governmental and profes-
sional bodies, trade unions, companies, and NGOs. For example, the experts at the
National Contact Points for the OECD Guidelines deal with incoming complaints,
because this is their area of responsibility. The international trade union confedera-
tions, like the GUF, often focus their activities on the conclusions of the IFA,
which know and appreciate the collective bargaining instrument at the national
level. International companies tend to focus on developing policies for responsible
and sustainable management, sometimes also trying to implement appropriate mon-
itoring, verification, and certification procedures. In contrast, NGOs are usually
looking for especially serious cases of misconduct and specific issues in order to
direct attention to them and achieve resolution through combined activities. As a
result of such selective and isolated perceptions of cross-border labour regulation
activities, the social and political options and opportunities in transnational labour

5See e.g. Scherrer and Greven 2001; Schäfer et al. 2006; ITUC (International Trade Union
Confederation) 2008; Leipziger 2009; Kahn-Nisser 2014; Ramanan 2018; https://goodweave.org/;
https://www.fairtradecertified.org/; https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx.
6See e.g. Ost 2002; Seidman 2007; Zajak 2016 and 2017; for the CCC, see e.g. https://cleanclothes.org/;
for other campaigns see e.g. https://www.befair.be/en/content/business-social-compliance-initiative-bsci;
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Campaignandadvocacy/wdacl/lang%2D%2Den/index.htm.
7For the case of EWC and the governance of labour regulation in Europe in general see e.g. Marginson
and Sisson 2006; Dehnen 2013; De Spiegelaere and Jagodzinski 2015; Hauser-Ditz et al. 2016; Hann
et al. 2017; Pulignano 2017
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regulation have been underestimated. This obstacle might be akin to seeing many
different trees but not the forest.

The development of the OECD Guidelines shows the potential scope and conse-
quences of variations in their application and is not without irony. The initial attempt to
pass a corresponding agreement, especially by liberal market forces, without engaging
in a broader discussion ultimately (and unilaterally in the interests of large MNCs) had
the opposite effect: after massive protests by national and transnational NGO groups, a
new governance structure was created based on the participation of the four actor
groups: state, enterprise, trade union, and NGO. Similar effects, known in sociology as
the ‘unanticipated consequences of purposeful social action’ (Merton 1936), show up
in other examples. Companies that wrote voluntary statements under the Global Com-
pact, pursuing a strategy of nonbinding unilateral declarations and thus aiming to pre-
vent more binding international recruitment regulations, suddenly found themselves
confronted with their own stated claims of corporate responsibility (e.g. not applying
mass dismissals) when they intended to close plants. The OECD guidelines provided
trade unions and NGOs with the additional leverage of public pressure.

Precisely because the various types of transnational labour regulations are inter-
twined, one cannot properly analyse their functions and effects by looking at each
mechanism separately. At the same time, the specific groups of actors generally have
different emphases and approaches in international labour regulation. These differences
can lead to an interest-driven ‘tunnel vision,’ by which one tends to perceive one’s own
activities as more positive and those of other actors as more of a problem. For example,
trade unions and NGO groups criticize the voluntary corporate activities regarding
international labour market regulation as being oriented toward fostering a perception
of public legitimacy and risk management rather than toward truly sustainable corporate
social responsibility. Conversely, international corporations complain that their oppo-
nents and critics do not take into account the complicated conditions of action and inter-
est structures in the countries where such corporations operate production sites.

In view of the increasingly complex relations associated with globalization and the
transnationalization of labour, it is tempting to slip into simplistic national patterns of
thinking. And indeed, there are signs of a trend toward a renationalization of labour regu-
lation (Stöss 2017). Therefore, neither globalization nor renationalization of labour regula-
tion can be considered as clear and unambiguous trends. The transnationalization of
labour regulation should be understood as an emergent and multifaceted trend. It includes
multilevel and multidimensional mechanisms, action logics, and actor constellations. It is
fragile and highly dependent on economic factors but also on political structures and so-
cial networks of collective actors (Yeung and Tung 1996). The experience of the
Bangladesh Accord is an example of such complex intertwined logics of regulation.

Discussion of example: the Bangladesh accord as successful transnational
labour regulation

On April 24, 2013 the so-called Rana Plaza collapse destroyed an eight-story gar-
ment factory building in the Dhaka District in Bangladesh. More than 1100
workers died, and some 2500 people were injured. The building covered many
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textile and clothing factories, but also apartments and other shops. Obvious cracks
in the building had been observed in the days before the collapse, but the owners
and employers did not pay attention to any warnings. Part of the building was con-
structed without permit, but the owners belonged to the local political establish-
ment. Although several other severe accidents had occurred in the Bangladeshi
garment industry, and despite strong international critique, no remediation had been
undertaken so far. The Rana Plaza collapse could be taken as the tip of the iceberg
of structural challenges of work and employment conditions in the country.

The textile and garment industry, especially the Ready Made Garment (RMG)
sector, is one of the most important sectors of the Bangladeshi economy since the
Multi Fiber Agreement of 1974 opened corresponding trade between countries of
the North and the South. From that year on, the share of textiles out of all exports
increased from zero to some 75% in 2005, with export to the USA and Europe
comprising almost nine tenth of that trade (Haider 2007: 3f). The boom continued
even after the Multi Fiber Agreement in 2005 was replaced by the Agreement on
Textiles and Clothing. Bangladesh is the second biggest producer of textiles and
garment after China. This very quick expansion of the industry went hand in hand
with improvised buildings, precarious labour conditions, and lack of state control.
Several factories collapsed due to construction flaws. For instance, in 2005 the
Spectrum garment factory collapsed, killing seventy-three workers.8 Against the
traditional state and party controlled system of official unions, independent trade
union organizations have developed since the start of the new century (Rock
2005). Traditionally, so-called basic trade unions, such as plant or factory unions,
prevail; they are often directly connected with a political party. It was not until
2006 that the Bangladesh Labour Act allowed workers to unionize in independent
organizations.

Nevertheless, according to the ILO (International Labour Organization) 2017:
3), less than 5 % of the factories of the Bangladeshi RMG industry have a union
presence. In contrast, non-governmental organizations (NGO) are of crucial signifi-
cance in the country: “Bangladesh is reported to have more NGOs per capita than
any other developing country … with around 22,000 NGOs estimated to be in ex-
istence.” (Kabeer et al. 2010: 7). The NGO structure in Bangladesh is highly
dependent on international development aid, and it is highly centralized and homo-
geneous: “Of the 1250 NGOs that received international assistance in 1999–2000,
11 of the bigger NGOs received 85 per cent of all assistance to NGOs.” (ibid: 13).
As compared to trade unions, NGOs in Bangladesh seem to play a more significant
role when it comes to collective action. “The socially oriented development NGOs
(Samata, Nijera Kori, and BRAC) that were studied in rural areas were far more
likely to promote such action than the trade unions and minimalist microfinance or-
ganisations that made up the urban sample.” (ibid: 8). The exceptionally high sig-
nificance of NGOs dedicated to fighting poverty and improving democratic civil
participation is underlined and repeated in social movement and NGO literature on
Bangladesh. In contrast, in the literature related to unions and labour regulation in

8See https://cleanclothes.org/news/2013/04/11/spectrum-collapse-eight-years-on-and-still-little-action-on-
safety; for further collapses see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2005_Dhaka_garment_factory_collapse.
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Bangladesh, the NGO presence is nearly absent. Before discussing details of the re-
lation between unions and NGOs, we must first look at the history of the
Bangladesh Accord.

The 2014 Rana Plaza collapse was the most globally visible and the deadliest
accident to affect the international RMG industry. Nevertheless, it did not come by
surprise. In the context of the very fast growth of the sector, the near absence of
strong unions, a liberal and unconditional state policy of export industrialization, as
well as a lax health and safety regime, there had been many tragedies due to build-
ings collapsing or burning. Only considering the latter, “on the basis of conserva-
tive estimates, the statistics regarding factory fires show that at least 1,000 garment
workers have lost their lives and 3,000 workers have been injured in more than
275 incidents since 1990” (Fink 2014: 43). The Clean Cloth Campaign (CCC),
founded in the Netherlands in 1989 and developed in the 1990s, created a Europe-
wide network. “This Europe-wide network is in turn part of a larger international
network of trade unions and labour NGO’s, both in producing and consuming
countries, which strives to advance workers’ rights worldwide.” (CCC (Clean Cloth
Campaign) 2004: 3). The CCC reported regularly about work and employment
conditions as well as accidents and injuries on work in the Bangladeshi RMG in-
dustry.9 The CCC cooperated with GUFs that are active in the garment industry,
namely IndustriALL and UNI, the latter tried to negotiate and sign IFAs with the
Bangladeshi RMG sector.

Though some of the RMG companies in Bangladesh had declared their CSR
commitment and organized plant inspections – even in two of the factories that col-
lapsed in Rana Plaza in March 2014 (Fink 2014: 46), it took the tragedy of Rana
Plaza to prompt the signing of a substantial agreement. Prior to 2014, “( … ) in
2012 within the framework of a multi-stakeholder initiative, a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding on fire prevention and building safety was worked out for Bangladesh
( … ) This 2012 MOU served as the template for the negotiations on the accord
after the Rana Plaza catastrophe” (Zimmer 2016: 3). The Bangladesh Accord de-
fined as its goal the achievement of a safe and sustainable Bangladeshi RMG in-
dustry in which no worker needs to fear fires, building collapses, or other
accidents. It included the formation of a Steering Committee composed by three
representatives of trade unions and of companies each, plus one representative of
the ILO. Additionally, it approved creation of an Advisory Board with representa-
tives of international brands and retailers as customers of the Bangladeshi RMG in-
dustry, as well as suppliers, government institutions, trade unions, and NGOs. A
complex system of Safety Inspectors was defined, and inspections and reports were
scheduled for first, second, and third tier suppliers. The accord defined that from
the very beginning, all inspection reports and other relevant documents were to be
published electronically.10

Meanwhile, there exist many scientific studies and reports on the accord and its
practical working and effects. In general, the accord can be considered an example
of a multilevel and multidimensional institutionalized mechanism of transnational

9See e.g. https://cleanclothes.org/@@search?SearchableText=bangladesh.
10See https://bangladeshaccord.org/
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labour regulation. First, it includes a wider range of stakeholders, as it was signed
by producers and retailers, by trade unions, the ILO, and by NGOs as ‘attesters’ of
the agreement. Meanwhile, in 2019 it was signed by 194 companies from 22 coun-
tries, by the GUFs IndustriALL and UNI Global Union and by eight Bangladeshi
affiliates of IndustriALL. Four international NGOs (CCC, International Labor
Rights Forum, Maquila Solidarity Network, and Worker Rights Consortium) were
the ‘witness signatories.’ In addition, 1580 accords with factories in Bangladesh al-
ways include transparent documentation of inspections, observations, and action
plans with time schedules, etc. (see Table 2). Meanwhile, some 35,000 initial and
follow-up inspections have been documented. It is noteworthy that, by signing the
accord, important brand-name companies from almost all over the world accepted
responsibility for work and employment conditions in the factories of their
suppliers.

Second, besides the actors directly involved by the accord and its subsequent ac-
cords with supplier companies, the accord introduced the logic of transparency and
legitimation in an emerging and institutionalizing ‘organizational field’ of “Fire
and Building Safety in Bangladesh”.11 In a neo-institutionalist approach, there are
many elements of all three types of legitimation. Legal mechanisms of legitimation
are introduced for conflict resolution:

Conflicts between the signatory parties are to be mediated first and foremost
by the steering committee, which is supposed to make a decision within 21
days at the most by a simple majority (par. 5). If the dispute cannot be
resolved at this level the next step is to appoint a court of arbitration, that
functions in accordance with the UNCITRAL regulations for international
commercial arbitration and whose arbitration award is legally enforceable in
accordance with the New York Convention in the country of the headquarter
of the relevant signatory company (Zimmer 2016: 5).

Professional mechanisms were mainly installed by the system of factory inspectors
and their standardized tools. Finally, cognitive mechanisms of legitimation work
by the increasingly taken-for-granted scheme of inspections, transparency and
‘Corrective Action Plans.’ Scientific research on the effect of the accord underlines
the high degree of transparency and public documentation of all steps: “The high
degree of transparency is particularly noteworthy; for example, not only the sup-
plier firms, but also all inspection reports and remediation plans are accessible on-
line” (ibid: 4).

Third, the Bangladesh Accord had sustainable effects on the supply chain as
well as on the political system of the country. The large number of companies in-
volved, step by step, in the factory inspection system made the commitment to fire
and building safety trickle down from the national to the local level. At the same
time, based on the disaster at Rana Plaza and the following multi-stakeholder Ac-
cord, the Bangladeshi government passed a National Action Plan for safety at work

11For the neo-institutionalist approach of the regulative, normative and cognitive pillar of legitimation in
organizational fields see e.g. Scott 1995.
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and the reformed National Labour Act of July 2013, including legal provisions that
already were proposed by the ILO in 2012. These national legal provisions
strengthened the factory inspection system and workers’ rights of free union associ-
ation and of collective bargaining.

In sum, the Bangladesh Accord could be considered an innovative arrangement
of transnational labour regulation. A great part of this success can be explained by
combining and interweaving the different labour mechanisms outlined in section 1

Table 2 Example of “Corrective Action Plan” (CAP for ABM Fashions Limited)

Source: https://bangladeshaccord.org/factories.
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(Table 1). The ILO was an important actor for strengthening ideas of minimum
standards and core convention provisions like freedom of union association and col-
lective bargaining. By establishing a bipartite Steering Committee with an ILO repre-
sentative as neutral chair, a supranational labour regulation body was installed. The
strong role of two GUFs and of many strong global retail chain companies took up el-
ements of IFA regulation mechanisms and of CSR declarations, but the accord went
far beyond these types of regulations by setting up legally binding mechanisms of
conflict resolution. CCC and other NGOs signed the accord not as equal parts but as
witnesses of the treaty. Nevertheless, in combination with factory inspections and the
high level of transparency, strong elements of labelling, monitoring and certifying as
well as of public campaigning are in play. Finally, the accord set the ground for a
transnational governance regime in the arena of safety at work.12

Despite these elements of an emerging transnational labour regulation regime,
there remain many limitations and questions. Although the accord trickled down
through the RMG sector, strong limitations arose e.g. from the competition and
tensions between unions and NGOs as crucial actors to ground the accord in soci-
ety and economy:

In view of the absence of labour unions on the factory level, this vacuum has
been partially filled by internationally funded NGOs that offer training on vari-
ous issues and also provide basic services such as health care and childcare.
Although these services are much needed and are generally welcomed by
workers, NGOs’ increased activity in the RMG industry is also viewed scep-
tically. Trade unionists particularly criticize their lack of commitment, a sup-
posedly de-politicized stance and, most importantly, the additional barriers
against organizing that are seen to evolve due to NGOs’ involvement. Thus,
far from detecting a ‘social-movement unionism’ … with a few exceptions,
the relationship between the two actors tends to be competitive and adversarial
(Fink 2014: 46).

The still fragile arrangement of the accord is also reflected in the resistance of the
Bangladeshi government when it came to signing a follow up agreement in 2018.
Based on the accord inspection mechanisms the contracts for some 500 suppliers
were to be rejected given that they did not improve their fire and building safety.
Therefore, the government argued that such an intervention was too much and that
the country itself and its “Remediation and Coordination Cell” (RCC) were able to
control and regulate the problematic cases. Accord actors argued that about 100 in-
dependent inspectors were doing some 500 factory inspections each month, mean-
while RCC inspectors only worked on a third of that volume. The High Court
postponed a final decision in December 2018, and in April 2019 the accord seemed
to be finished. Finally, in May 2019 a Memorandum of Understanding, accepted
by the High Court, the government, and the accord actors, ruled that from spring

12By this, and contrary to the main arguments in Reinecke and Donaghey 2015, on the one hand, it
goes far beyond intersecting the production-consumption line, but, on the other hand, direct pressure of
involvement by consumer organizations was weak.
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2020 onwards a state governed “RMG Sustainability Council” should continue the
work of the accord. Unions and NGOs were sceptical and they criticized the
strengthening of employers’ associations under the new governance system.13 The
future will show if substantial elements of the transnational labour regulation logic
can be continued in the now ‘renationalized’ system.

Conclusion: towards an approach of transnational labour regulation

The example of the Bangladesh Accord underlines the need to broaden our con-
cepts of labour regulation. Against ‘methodological nationalism’ and concepts of
analysing labour regulation exclusively in the containers of national societies, the
accord reveals how big retail chains, trade unions, and NGOs could jointly work
across borders in order to improve the safety needs of workers in countries thou-
sands of kilometres away. Nevertheless, against ‘methodological globalism’ the ex-
ample also underlines that there is no easy and unilinear way towards a
cosmopolitan order and globalising institutions. Neither economic determinism nor
activist voluntarism will adequately explain the dynamics before, during and after
the Bangladesh Accord. The example suggests an integrative perspective on sewing
transnational textures of labour regulation in a multilevel and multi-stakeholder set-
ting. Neoinstitutionalism orients to focus on the emerging ‘organizational field’
where new regulative, normative and cognitive pillars could strengthen an institu-
tionalised regime of norms and practices of fire and building safety. As could be
seen in the National Labour Act of 2013, such a limited field of regulation could
be the nucleus of further arenas of labour regulation.

In the twenty-first century, class and nation are too narrow concepts for analys-
ing labour regulation. The spatial reach of regulation could be local, regional, na-
tional, supranational, transnational or global. For the case of the textile and
garment industry, global value chains require a global and transnational approach.
Customers are increasingly sensitive and aware of the ecological and working con-
ditions of the production of consumer goods. Corresponding civil society organisa-
tions and NGOs span channels of communication around the world. The
Bangladesh Accord reveals how the local (factories, unions and NGOs), the na-
tional (sector, associations, and government), the transnational (networks of re-
tailers, GUFs and NGOs), and the global level (ILO minimum standards of decent
work) are interacting (Tighe 2016).

We also recognize that the modes of regulation and type of conflicts have differ-
entiated since the growth of modern capitalism and dependent work. Thus, we ana-
lyse the formal and informal modes of conflict and conflict regulation. Also, we
differentiate between substantial and procedural logics of regulation. In the case of
the Bangladesh Accord, however, we also have to figure out the conflict and

13See e.g. https://cleanclothes.org/news/2019/04/02/government-of-bangladesh-not-ready-to-take-over-
accord2019s-safety-work; https://cleanclothes.org/news/2019/05/21/questions-raised-after-agreement-
reached-on-bangladesh-accord; more positively http://www.industriall-union.org/bangladesh-accord-
achievements-secured
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regulation between consumption and production interests. There exists also a wide
scope of needs negotiated in the conflict that ranges between the basic needs of se-
curity at work for production workers and the social and ecological consciousness
of consumers. If the latter cannot be mobilised, there will be little leverage for in-
fluencing the former. Also the mode of regulation is much more complicated than
the classic forms of negotiating collective bargaining agreements and creating new
laws. The accord set the ground for new ways of norm generation, norm interpret-
ation, and norm implementation by a system of inspections, inspection reports,
their transparent global availability and thus exerting the pressure of legitimation.

Furthermore, the dominant actor groups go far beyond unions, employer associ-
ations, companies, shop stewards, works councils, and officials of international or-
ganisations. Transnational NGOs of different value orientations and with different
agendas, as well as social issue networks, consumer groups, and transnational pro-
fessional groups (e.g. of CSR or sustainable development experts) have substan-
tially influenced the dynamics and outcome of the accord. Thereby, the prevailing
sources of power included social capital (as social relations of trust), cultural cap-
ital (as knowledge and skills), economic capital (as financial resources),
organizational capital (as membership and experts), and political capital (as degrees
of influence in political parties and governments).

All these aspects could be integrated in an institutionalist approach. According
to this, the world of economy and society, of labour and its regulation is structured
by social institutions. Institutions are understood as inherited action programs (laws/
rules, norms, cognitive maps) that structure certain areas of social life and extended
social groups, and that could extend at local, national, supranational, global or trans-
national levels that emerge and stabilize by habitualizing, making explicit, typifying,
and formalizing, and that give social identity, stability, integration and predictability.
For more than the last hundred years, the dominant paradigms in the social sciences
start by taking markets and states for granted, considering them the most important
institutions (Hyman 2008; Hall and Soskice 2001). But by the mid twentieth century,
dual labour-market theories and then organization theory underlined the impact of
companies as complex arrangements based on the division of labour and allowed for
the developing of specific internal rules of gratification, training, work place mobility
and culture (Kerr 1954; Acker 1990). For many European countries, especially
Germany, labour market research demonstrated the overarching role of professions,
of craftsmanship, and of technicians for structuring economy, work, and employment
relations (Maurice et al. 1980; Abbott 2005). Later on, social networks ‘between mar-
kets and hierarchies,’ as crucial institutions, were focused based on mutual trust and
unspecific reciprocity (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988).

Taking the examples presented in section 1 and the case of the Bangladesh Ac-
cord, all these general social institutions (states, markets, organisations, professional-
ism, and social networks) are in play. In a neo-institutionalist perspective, we analyse
the behaviour of organisations as collective actors in their institutionalised environ-
ments in more detail. For the case of the accord, we can demonstrate that all collect-
ive actors (companies, unions, NGOs, social movement groups, public and state
agencies, etc.) orient themselves to not only organisation-related rational goals but
also to perceived expectations of legitimacy in their institutional environment.

L. PriesPage 14 of 18



According to neo-institutionalism, these institutional environments are composed by
coercive, normative and mimetic mechanisms. We can prove the momentum of all
three “pillars of institutions” (Scott 2001: 35) in the Bangladesh Accord. Although
neo-institutionalism assumes long-term stability of institutions once they are settled
and embedded by their three pillars, it is not a deterministic approach. The example
of the accord underlines that institutionalising of fire and building safety in
Bangladesh is still an open and fragile process.
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