Gender equality in
supply chains
- A practical guide derived from
the garment industry

Executive Summary
Adding a gender perspective to your supply chain is important, and this report will show you
why and how. Commissioned by CARE and Virke and prepared by PwC, we here provide an
overview of how Norwegian companies currently address gender-related issues for workers in
their supply chains, and dive into the garment industry to illustrate some of the most apparent
challenges faced by women and how they can be solved.
For this purpose, we screened the publicly available governing documents of 50 Norwegian
companies and interviewed relevant organisations and textile companies. Our findings show
that certain gender-related clauses are mentioned by most companies. However, few have
fully considered how issues that are disproportionately affecting women can be properly
addressed in their supply chain. Fortunately, there are several examples of how this can be
done. Our analysis of the current regulatory environment also shows why increasing your
efforts is likely to become more important in the future.
Based on the OECD Due Diligence model, we have outlined four steps you can take
to put women on the agenda. Due to the nature of the garment industry, with a large
number of suppliers in high risk countries for women’s rights violations, our analyses and
recommendations are derived from this industry. Nevertheless, most of the key take-aways
can quite easily be transferred to other industries.
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CARE and Virke are different, but we share a strong
belief in the importance of gender equality and
diversity. CARE works for gender equality and
development, and women's access to work in vulnerable
areas. Virke represents some of the sectors that employ
a high share of female workers, such as the textile
industry. Gender equality is a question of fundamental
human rights, and a desirable goal in and of itself, but
also a driver of corporate performance.
The supply chain is often considered high risk when it comes to a company's
environmental, social and corporate governance risks, also called ESG. While there
has been much emphasis on environmental issues for good reasons, we should not
underestimate the social dimension as stakeholders' expectations of companies are
increasing. With new regulations and increased ESG requirements of investors and
customers, the consideration of women's rights and gender equality is likely to become
more important in the future.
Here, we present concrete steps for putting women on the agenda. The report shows
how a company can include gender equality within existing due diligence models and
offers available tools to ease these procedures.
Understanding local gender-related issues is critical to involve women in the supply
chain better. Ideally, companies should go beyond complying with national laws and
regulations and consider implementing other initiatives to empower women, such as
gender quotas for management and strengthen maternity leave benefits. Dialogue with
suppliers, local organizations, and working together on improvement initiatives are
essential.
We hope this report will inspire more companies to strengthen their efforts for UN
Sustainable Development Goal 5; Gender equality. The Global Goals are our shared
agenda, and collaborations between the business sector and organisations are key to
achieve them. Working for gender equality and women's rights is both the right thing
and the smart thing to do.
Oslo, December 8th, 2020
Kaj-Martin Georgsen, Secretary General, CARE Norway
Harald Jachwitz Andersen, Director of Commerce, Virke
Eli Moe-Helgesen, Partner, PwC Norway
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Women’s rights and
gender equality in Norway
and global supply chains
Norway tops the list
Norway is considered a frontrunner when it
comes to addressing gender inequality and
promoting women’s empowerment. With
a steadily increasing share of women in
Norwegian politics and different instruments
being introduced into the private sector
to accelerate equality developments, the
country is often regarded as a role model.
Most recently, the Norwegian Gender Equality
Act came into place in 2020, replacing and
extending efforts in fighting discrimination1.
Further, Norway was the first country in the
world to introduce a gender quota on company
boards in 20032. Although the quota has not
necessarily increased the proportion of female
managers at all levels in companies by the
same percentage, the overall message is clear:
Women are to be better represented. The
country's overall efforts are also reflected in
the World Economic Forum Gender Gap Report,
where Norway ranked second in 20203.
From 2020 Norwegian companies are required
to report on a range of gender-related issues,
including the gender pay gap, gender equality
in different levels of the company and who
takes parental leave and for how long. Such
requirements raise awareness on issues of
equality in the private sector and an increasing
number of Norwegian companies nowadays
also include gender equality as part of their
overall sustainability/ESG work. The United
Nations provides a global policy framework
through its Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) on how to address the most apparent
global issues, and SDG 5: Achieve gender
equality and empower all women and girls is
prioritised by many Norwegian companies in
their annual and sustainability reports.
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Women workers in global supply chains
Since most supply chains are global in nature
and characterised by complex structures
with numerous levels (Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier-n),
the gender-related risks prevailing in the
production countries can differ significantly
from those in the home market. The World
Economic Forum’s annual Gender Gap Report
has time and again shown that companies who
perform relatively well in terms of gender
equality in the developed world, often fail to
achieve the same results in their supply chains
in developing countries, even though the
relative importance of equal pay and lowering
the barriers to women’s participation in the
formal economy is much higher in poorer
countries.
In times of the COVID-19 pandemic, women
are particularly hard hit by the economic
and social consequences of the virus. As
outlined in WOW’s (Work and Opportunities
for Women) snapshot of women’s economic
empowerment during the COVID-19 pandemic,
women are overrepresented in many of the
sectors hardest hit by job losses, genderbased violence is on the rise and there is an
increasing risk of setbacks to women’s rights
and labor force participation4. The International
Labour Organization recently outlined the
short-, medium- and long-term gendered
impacts of COVID-19 on the garment sector,
which disproportionately affect women. This
poses a particular threat to pushing already
impoverished and marginalised children in
female-headed households into even deeper
poverty, with far reaching societal impact. A
strong recovery therefore requires genderresponsive measures5. More than before,
businesses need to consider women’s rights
and gender equality, especially in their supply
chains.

We know that Norwegian companies have focused on
improving their gender performance at a corporate level,
but the question is: Do these efforts go beyond their own
operations and apply to the supply chain?
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Analysis of governing
supplier documents
Are Norwegian companies setting the right supplier
requirements to take into account women's rights and
gender equality?
To find an answer to this question, we screened the publicly available governing
documents of 50 Norwegian companies to see whether they address genderrelated issues for workers in their supply chains. The dataset is composed of
Norway’s top 25 companies on Oslo Børs (based on market value 31/12-19) and
complemented by 25 other companies within selected industries. The industries
were chosen based on the complexity of their supply chains, prioritising those
with supply chains in countries with a high share of female workers and a
risk of human rights violations. Prior to conducting the analysis, we expected
that a large majority of companies would address broader issues relating to
discrimination, with less emphasis on specific clauses on gender-related issues.
Figure 1:
Review of gender-related supplier requirements from 50 Norwegian companies
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Figure 3: Textile companies with gender-related supplier requirements

Figure 2: Share of companies with gender-related supplier requirements
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Certain gender-related issues are seldomly covered in
supplier codes of conduct
38 companies out of the 50 companies screened had
at least one gender-related clause in their governing
documents. Since 8 of the companies assessed had no
public supplier-related documents, we cannot assess the
degree to which gender-related requirements are set
to their suppliers. The following analysis is therefore
based on the companies with available documentation
(42).
Our analysis shows that while some specific issues
are included in most of the companies’ governing
documents, other issues tend to be neglected. In
fact, rather few companies go beyond requiring their
suppliers not to discriminate based on gender (often
including compensation) and having a zero tolerance for
inhumane and harsh treatment.
Most of the companies analysed have included
such anti-discriminatory clauses in their governing
documents, often directly related to ILO Conventions
Nº 100 and Nº 111 and the UN Convention on
Discrimination against Women. The reasons are likely
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to be a high degree of institutionalisation of these ILO
Conventions. Sexual harassment and/or abuse clauses
are also described in many supplier codes of conduct,
often under harsh treatment and violence. When it
comes to equal pay, it should be noted that although
there are many companies that have anti-discrimination
clauses that also concern compensation (ILO Nº 100),
there are very few companies that have separate equal
pay clauses explicitly mentioning women or gender.
Few companies mention maternity leave benefits
and gender appropriate facilities. The companies that
include relevant clauses in their codes of conduct are
characterised by supply chains in high-risk countries
for violations of women's rights. One could therefore
conclude that many Norwegian companies do not see
these risks in their supply chains. Only one company
has explicitly included gender balance and diversity
in its supplier code of conduct and linked it also to
executive ranks. Given Norway’s focus on gender
equality in the private sector, it appears that companies
have not (yet) extended these efforts to their supply
chain.

0

1

Zooming into the garment industry
The risk picture and what constitutes necessary
precautions to safeguard female employees varies
between both sectors and geographies. In order to
explore the specific performance of an industry with a
high share of female workers in their supply chain, we
therefore took a closer look at the garment industry.
According to the Global Fund for Women, women
comprise approximately 75% of the global workforce
in the garment industry. These workers experience
a range of violations, from verbal abuse by their
superiors, to physical assault on the way to or from
work, and sexual assault. Many women in the garment
industry migrate to large cities from rural towns, have
little formal education, and work without contracts or
labor protections, making them especially vulnerable to
violence6.

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

gender discrimination, sexual harassement and/or
abuse and equal compensation. However, given the
nature of the industry, it is noticeable that less than
half of them specifically address maternity leave
benefits and protection and the issues linked to gender
appropriate facilities. Trusting adherence to national
legislation with such issues is evidently not enough:
A study from 2019 concludes that in Bangladesh, most
of the female workers surveyed did not know about
their legal rights regarding paid maternity leave and
that many factories did not adhere to the national
legal requirements for paid maternity leave or onsite
childcare facilities. The study further observed that
a significant number of day care centres located in
factories were used only during buyer visits to give
the illusion that the factories complied with the legal
obligations7. The consequence is that many women
leave their jobs after giving birth.

Compared to the overall rating of the companies we
analysed, the garment industry appears to have more
gender-specific clauses, but there are inconsistencies.
The eight textile companies evaluated all refer to
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Method
The screening criteria included an overall assessment
of the company’s governing documents and a thorough
analysis of their (supplier) code of conduct. Focusing
on women’s rights and gender equality, we expected
companies to have explicitly incorporated genderspecific requirements into their governing documents.
That is why the search terms used mainly concerned
“gender”, “female”, “women”, “equal pay”, “maternity”,
“pregnant”, “sexual harassment/abuse” and “singlesex”. Companies that mentioned relevant conventions
and guidelines, e.g. stating they adhere to the ILO
core conventions, but did not explicitly describe how
the guidelines of the convention were integrated into
company policies or operationalised, were not awarded
a score.
It should be noted that the analysis is based solely on
publicly available information, and does not include
an assessment of other internal work companies do
on these issues, e.g. considering the requirements
in supplier audits or the questions in suppliers’
self-assessment. Referring to the OECD guidelines
for MNEs, companies should integrate their key
responsible business principles into corporate policies
and governing documents, and listing international
conventions without demonstrating how the principles
they contain are overheld in practice has in this
analysis not been considered sufficient.

Figure 4: Sample information

Industry

# companies

Other consumer goods

10

Textile and clothing

9

Retail

8

Energy

5

Other services

5

Real estate/construction

5

Financial services

4

Manufacturing/industrial

4

The method chosen to assess companies’ efforts when
it comes to addressing women in their supply chains is
based on the OECD Due Diligence model on conducting
responsible business, where the first step relates to
embedding responsible business conduct into policies and
management systems.

Figure 5: OECD Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct

Hence, for women’s rights to be
appropriately included in a company’s
procurement practices, we would expect
gender-related requirements in governing
documents, e.g. supplier code of conduct.
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New Norwegian law for human rights due diligence in the supply chain
On the 28th of November 2019, the Ethics Information Committee submitted their proposal for a new Norwegian
law to the Ministry of Children and Families. The Ethics Information Committee was established to explore the
available scope for a new Norwegian law demanding transparency around production sites and other ethically relevant information about the production of goods and services. The Committee's proposal is now with the Ministry
for development into a legal text, and remains to be passed by Parliament.

3

Stakeholder expectations
and regulatory change
Changing stakeholder expectations makes it relevant
to consider the rights of women in supply chains
The supply chain is often considered high risk when it comes to a
company’s environmental, social and corporate governance risks, also
called ESG. While there has been a lot of emphasis on environmental
issues recently, the social dimension is not to be underestimated as
stakeholders' expectations of companies are increasing. Given the
regulatory changes described below and the increased ESG requirements
of investors and customers, the consideration of women's rights and
gender equality is likely to become more important in the future.

Customers
demand more transparency

Regulators
expect more
dimension

The law will soon be put up for voting in Parliament. If approved, the law will set a new standard for Norwegian
companies’ supply chain management. The law is based on the provisions of the UN Guiding Principles on Business
and Human Rights, the ILO core conventions and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, and will require companies to have a better understanding of their compliance with these standards than what is the reality
today.

In light of the findings of this report, we recommend that companies include the gender dimension
into their coming work to improve their supply chain management and control.
The EU Taxonomy for sustainable activities
In March 2020, the European Commission’s Technical Expert Group published its final report on the taxonomy for
classifying sustainable activities. The taxonomy is a cornerstone in the EU’s Action Plan for Sustainable Finance
and entered into force in July 2020. Whilst the focus in the taxonomy is on identifying activities that make a significant contribution towards environmental goals, it also requires activities to follow minimum social safeguards
in order to be classified as sustainable.
The minimum social safeguards are currently based on an activity being aligned with:
- The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises
- The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
- The International Labour Organisation’s (‘ILO’) declaration on Fundamental Rights and
Principles at Work and the eight ILO core conventions, and
- The International Bill of Human Rights

Inverstors
focus on all ESG risks

Social

If implemented, the new law will be applicable to all companies offering goods and services to the Norwegian
market, with some consideration given to the size of the company. The law aims to secure consumers, civil society,
unions and others access to information regarding companies’ respect of workers’ fundamental human rights and
the provision of decent working conditions, throughout their supply chains. The ambition is that a right to information on the side of consumers, and a duty to have knowledge regarding these conditions on the side of companies,
will encourage companies to strengthen their focus on respecting fundamental human rights and decent working
conditions throughout their operations. It will thereby create stronger incentives for companies to implement
proper human- and labour rights due diligence processes in their organisations.

The Technical Expert Group has recommended that companies use a risk-based due diligence process and centre
their compliance on (1) human rights, (2) labour rights, and (3) combating bribery, bribe solicitation and extortion.
As the taxonomy enters into force, financial market participants are expected to conduct due diligence checks to
ensure the social safeguards are respected in the economic activity or company they wish to invest in or offer
financing to, unless this information is reported already. All companies bound by the Non-Financial Reporting
Directive are expected to report on these topics annually. The Non-Financial Reporting Directive is implemented in
the Norwegian Accounting Act §3-3 c, and as such this applied to Norwegian companies as well.

Social considerations, including gender equality, will likely be expanded upon
as the taxonomy is further developed.
The European Commission will by the end of 2021 publish a report to extend the scope of the
taxonomy to social objectives in a more comprehensive manner, with input from the Platform on Sustainable
Finance.
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MADE BY WOMAN:
2016-19 SNAPSHOT

CARE’s advocacy
for ILO 190
Writing this report on the topic of women in supply chains came
naturally to CARE, as the organisation has already identified global
value chains, and in particular the garment sector, as an important area
for women's empowerment. Through their MADE BY WOMEN strategy,
women garment workers across Asia are protected and empowered. The
goal of the programme is to ensure economic empowerment through
dignified work for 8 million women garment workers by 2021.
Among several achievements, CARE’s advocacy contributed to how
representatives voted for the adoption of the ILO convention on Violence
and Harassment. As a result, 3.3 million women garment workers
across four countries could stand to benefit as a direct result of the
organisation’s advocacy in support of Convention 190. The convention
is a global law to prevent violence and harassment in the world of
work and was officially adopted at the International Labour Conference
in June 2019. So far, only two countries have signed the ILO C190 Violence and Harassment Convention, namely Fiji and Uruguay.

58,000 +
Women garment workers have
accessed rights which they were
previously being denied.

3.6 million
Women garment workers stand
to benefit from improved legal
protections as a result 3.6
million of CARE'S advocacy.

88,000+
Women garment workers were
directly reached by CARE'S work.

1/2 million
People were indirectly reached
by CARE's work under Made
by Women.
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The garment industry: Risks,
barriers, recommendations and
best practice
4

Risks
Gender-related risk factors
The most prominent gender issues in global textile
and garment supply chains often relate to sexual
harassment and gender-based violence. As outlined
in the OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible
Supply Chains in the Garment and Footwear Sector8,
several factors contribute to an increased risks for
women in the industry (selection):

- On-site housing often applies to young unmarried
women with male management overseeing the
dormitories.

- Women in low-income employment and with shortterm contracts are more vulnerable to sexual favours in
exchange for employment opportunities.

We can see that in order to appropriately
map the key risks of breaches of labour
rights in supply chains, it is necessary
to include gender-specific issues in your
supplier requirements. This will increase
your probability of capturing the specific
challenges many women experience in high
risk industries and country contexts.

- Women experience limited upward mobility
in workplaces with a high share of female workers
but no representation at decision-making level and
predominantly male supervisors.
- High turnover of workers can make it difficult for
workers, and especially young women, to build a
network of co-workers whom they trust.

- Location of the workplace in relation to homes
becomes an issue when workers have to commute long
distances with an increased risk of sexual harassment
on the return home from work.

To illustrate some everyday challenges for many female
workers, we spoke to the Indian NGO SAVE (see page
20).

Barriers
Why are companies not always able to adequately
address gender issues in their supply chains?
When performing desktop research and through
interviews, certain barriers to ensuring a gender
perspective in the supply chain were identified.
Smaller brands in particular may struggle to adequately
address gender issues in their supply chains. Potential
reasons include:

In writing this report, we applied a risk-based approach to identify the most pressing gender
issues and propose relevant recommendations. As a result, we have conducted a case study
on the garment industry - an industry characterised by high labour intensity with a large
proportion of female workers, often in high-risk countries when it comes to labour rights.
To better understand the nature of gender issues in this industry, in-depth interviews were
conducted with a number of relevant organisations and Norwegian companies in the textile
and clothing industry. Additional information was obtained from other public sources to get a
better understanding of the context and key challenges. Before going into the measures that
can be taken to ensure safe and fair working conditions for women, some of the main risks
female workers face in the garment industry are presented.

18

VIRKE

• Other social and environmental risks are prioritised:
There is a wide range of issues that require attention,
from living wages, child labour and excessive overtime
to climate change and chemicals management. As a
result, women's rights and gender equality might be
neglected.
• Cost-driven industry: Good control systems to
support all relevant social and environmental risks are
complex and costly. Not all companies are willing to
pay extra for suppliers with better working conditions
for women, especially in competitive and cost-driven

industries like apparel. Additionally, the overall level of
ambition on social issues might be low and some brands
are satisfied with suppliers who meet the absolute
minimum requirements.
• Scarce human resources: Not all companies are able
to conduct on-site audits. In this case, companies rely
on the documents provided by the supplier and/or
third parties and have less control over the quality of
the information these produce. It can be challenging
for a company to assess, based on a piece of paper, the
extent to which a factory's facilities are appropriate for
women.
• Small players: With low production volumes, smaller
companies have little influence on improving the
working conditions prevailing at their suppliers.
Without the support of other brands that manufacture
in the same factory, they have little bargaining power
to put women’s rights on the agenda.

19

Case: Insights into the daily struggles
of Indian women
The Tirupur-based NGO Social Awareness
and Voluntary Education (SAVE) has set
itself the task of tackling challenges arising
from the cultural norms that prevail in
Indian society. Due to the caste system and
traditional gender roles, Indian women are
often prevented from self-actualisation and
experience significant disadvantages in
their daily lives. SAVE describes the main
issues the women of Tirupur encounter as
relating to:
- Gender-based violence at the workplace:
As a result of a patriarchal mindset, many
women experience gender discrimination
and unequal treatment in the communities
that are also present in the workplace. The
main risks concern sexual harassment, with
the predators being other male co-workers
such as tailors or managers. Since men are
often seen as more critical to the company
and work in higher positions, many women
who are victims of sexual harassment find it
difficult to speak up, and resolve to quitting
their job instead.
- Discriminating hiring processes and
low wages: Women, and especially young
women, are mostly given low-income
positions, while the skilled and better-
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paying jobs are assigned to men. Because of
traditional gender roles, women are seldom
viewed as permanent employees and are
expected to end up taking on the traditional
caretaker role outside of the labour market.
- Underrepresentation of women in trade
unions and in management positions: A
large proportion of the factory workforce
is made up of young women, and they
often lack the knowledge and confidence
to join unions. There is also little female
representation in management positions
of the respective factories, which makes
it difficult for women to be heard and
understood, especially when it comes to
gender- specific health problems and needs.
- Lack of benefits linked to maternity and
social security: Many women workers do
not receive necessary maternity leave
benefits in addition to the challenge of
factory facilities not being suitable for
pregnant women. In many cases women
are also not on the receiving end of social
security benefits as they are expected to
leave the labour market once they marry or
become pregnant.

Training and awareness raising is key to
improving the situation of women. This is why
the Women Development Centre works with local
women on:
• Creating awareness on gender relations
• Economic development through
entrepreneurship
• Political empowerment
• Ensuring that their children receive proper
education and monitoring the regularity of their
children’s participation in school
• Encouraging women to adopt healthy lifestyles
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Recommendations
The below described steps take
origin in the OECD Due
Diligence model.

Step 1:
Embed gender issues into policies and
management systems
In order to adequately address women’s rights and
gender equality in the supply chain, a company needs
to set the right requirements for its suppliers and
ensure appropriate internal practices are in place. A
risk-based due diligence process should be applied
to identify the most material risk related to potential
women’s rights violations and gender inequality issues
in the company’s own operations and supply chain.
One of the findings in our analysis is that despite
stating relevant conventions, not all companies
explicitly outline the specific gender-related clauses
in their supplier codes of conduct. We recommend
thinking about all the potential risks women might
be exposed to along the supply chain and explicitly
including them in the relevant corporate documents as
well as including them in management systems.

Step 2:
Check your suppliers against the right criteria
Going beyond the importance of integrating a gender
perspective in corporate governance documents and
risk assessment processes, many companies, perhaps
especially SMEs lacking dedicated resources, struggle to
see which practical steps can be taken to create positive
change and prevent negative impact. Luckily, several
useful tools have been developed to assist companies in
improving the management of gender-related issues in
their supply chains.
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Tool: SheDil
With support from the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, FOKUS - Forum for Women and Development
have developed SheDil to support companies in
integrating women’s rights and gender equality in
their due diligence processes. SheDil is designed as an
online, interactive checklist to guide companies through
their due diligence process and integrate relevant
gender-related perspectives in each step of the process.
The recommendations in SheDil are based on the UN
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and
the OECDs guidance for human rights due diligence,
and so they represent best practice. Considerations
from other relevant frameworks, such as the ILO
core conventions and Transparency International’s
Corruption Perception Index are also included.
Based on the risk-based approach of the OECD Due
Diligence process, SheDil offers sector-specific guidance
to actors in the agriculture, garment and footwear
and extractive industries. The online tool is easily
updated and allows companies to continuously keep an
overview of their overall progress on the recommended
action items, which are directed towards employees,
suppliers, agents and recruiters, and external
stakeholders.

Step 3:
Monitor using relevant KPIs to ensure fair
and safe working conditions for women
Once a gender perspective is integrated into governing
documents and suppliers have been selected,
companies must ensure that business partners actually
adhere to the predefined conditions. Tracking progress

Now that we know the risks women face in
global supply chains and why they can be
difficult to adequately address, we present
concrete steps that can be taken to put
women on the agenda.

using relevant indicators is essential. When conducting
supplier audits, either on-site or through third-parties,
it is important to include the gender dimension. Audit
teams need to be trained for gender sensitive audits to
be able to appropriately assess the working conditions
for women. As an example, female auditors should be
the ones conducting the interviews with the female
workers.
Different gender-specific indicators can be used
to assess the working conditions for women of
the respective suppliers. A key element is gender
disaggregated company data. By looking at indicators
such as sick leave and turnover through a gender
perspective, a brand can better assess the wellbeing of
the women working in the factories. The representation
of women in management and trade unions is also a
critical indicator and should be monitored.
When working together with suppliers, employee
training is often a critical aspect of improving working
conditions. Workers need to be aware of their rights,
which in turn decreases the likelihood of violations. The
following case is an example of an easy-to-implement
training tool for workers.
Tool: Quizrr
After working in the global supply chain field for
the Swedish fashion giant H&M, Sofie Nordström
and Jens Helmersson noticed a problem - but also
came up with an idea for how to solve it. The result
is Quizrr. Quizrr provides digital, gamified content to
inform workers of their rights and increase essential
health and safety understanding among employees.
Through a combination of live-action videos and quiz
questions in local languages, Quizrr ensures the content

is communicated in a way that comes across to its
audience in a way that traditional sensitising work does
not.
Quizrr also provides the company headquarters with
a dashboard that gives the supply chain department,
sustainability team, management, or others in charge
of supply chain management, a live update on course
completion and quiz scoring. This brings a deeper
understanding of challenges in the supply chain closer
to where initiatives and strategic priorities are set, and
thereby increases the company’s ability to manage risks
in a meaningful way. First results of the application
show decreased employee turnover in the participating
factories, which also ensure a safer work environment
for women.

Step 4:
Engage at a local level through dialogue
and partnerships
Understanding the local gender-related issues is critical
to better involving women in the supply chain. Ideally,
an organisation will go beyond complying with national
laws and regulations, and consider implementing other
initiatives to empower women, such as gender quotas
for management. Striving for dialogue with suppliers
and working together on improvement initiatives are
essential.
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How it’s done
- Best practice in Norway: Varner
Varner is a Norwegian textile company and one
of the largest fashion retailers in Scandinavia
with 1.400 stores across six countries.
The company’s Responsible Manufacturing Manual applies
to all suppliers of the Group’s own brands and covers all
operations. Compared to the other companies assessed in
our analysis, Varner publicly discloses the most complete
list of requirements to ensure women’s rights and gender
equality in their supply chain:
• Non-discrimination against women and equal
opportunities and benefits
• Sexual harassment and gender-based violence
• Maternity protection, working conditions and
maternity leave compensation
• Accommodation requirements with accessible, safe
and hygienic single-sex dormitories and toilets and
showers
Beyond defining relevant gender-specific requirements
to suppliers, Varner also engages with their supply chain
through local partnerships and by supporting relevant
initiatives. As part of their Ethical Trade reporting, Varner
identified discrimination in the supply chain as a material
issue that the company aims to mitigate with the following
initiatives:
• Young women in South India’s spinning mills:
Together with Shop Direct and NEXT, Varner and the
aforementioned NGO SAVE have engaged almost 9,500
people in the first phase of a project to improve 		
employment conditions for young women, mainly
through capacity building and social dialogue.

Case: Social Dialogue Project in Bangladesh
The textile and clothing industry is a major
contributor to the country's GDP. In fact, Bangladesh
is the 2nd largest ready-made garments (RMG)
exporter in the world, with nearly 20 million people
directly associated with the industry9. Despite rising
wages at the national level, the overall wage level
in the garment industry is still well below the living
wage. The average wages paid in the Bangladeshi
garment industry are almost five times lower than
the amount a worker and her family need to live
with dignity10. In addition, working conditions in
factories are also often characterised by overtime
and harassment. Most notably, Bangladesh received
worldwide media attention in 2013 after the collapse
of a garment factory in Dhaka, killing 1,134 people.
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Partly as a result of this tragedy, the United Kingdom,
Denmark and Norway came together under the
Ethical Trading Initiative and launched the Social
Dialogue project in Bangladesh. The purpose of the
project is to improve the dialogue between workers
and management in order to enhance workplace
rights in the RMG industry, especially for women.
The project is supported by several international
businesses, NGOs and trading organisations.
Since its inception, the programme has had a
significant impact on the lives of the workers in
the participating factories. Workers have increased
their knowledge of their basic rights, including rights
for pregnant women, and women are now better

represented in participatory committees as a
result of awareness-raising and motivational
training. In particular, gender sensitive training
for managers and supervisors, improves certain
behaviours in factories for women.

• Female refugees in Turkey:
Varner works with several organisations that focus on
vulnerable groups such as migrant workers, e.g. refugees,
and women. The company is currently in the
development phase with a programme for gender
equality in collaboration with ILO, which is to be piloted
with 4 suppliers in Turkey.
In particular, through local CSR teams in production
countries, Varner is able to assess and support their tier
1 and tier 2 suppliers and is therefore less dependent on
reviews by third parties. In this way, the company ensures
continuity in its supply chain management and has better
control over the tracking of its suppliers.
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Success factors
- What factors contribute
to better control?

Building strong and long-term relationships

By working with existing suppliers and building long-term relationships, a company can have greater influence
on the supplier's working conditions. Building trust is key here. In dialogue with suppliers, women's rights and
gender equality should play just as important a role as other ESG topics.

As outlined in this report, there is still a way to go to adapt a gender perspective in supply
chains. Luckily, various measures can be taken. In addition to the four steps presented above,
experience shows that certain factors contribute to improving the status quo for women in
global supply chains. As the focus on the social dimension of ESG increases, you can consider
the following success factors when including women in your work:

5

Expecting similar practices from your suppliers
- Embedded gender issues into policies and management systems
Ideally, a supplier has well integrated gender policies and suitable management systems for top-down enforcement. The supplier’s managers should receive customised training to become aware of expected business conduct on gender-related issues, while especially the female workers need to be informed about their rights. In
addition, gender disaggregated data is a good indicator of a supplier’s ability to address gender-specific issues
at the workplace and enables better performance assessment.

Understanding the cultural context
The gender-specific issues of the different production countries can be inherently different. Knowing your
local risks allows for better risk reduction. A woman working in a factory in China, for example, faces different
challenges than a woman working in a factory in India. The first could be a rural-urban migrant worker whose
children were left behind, while the latter cannot commute to work without the risk of being sexually harassed
or abused. Different measures are therefore required.

Working together towards a common goal - Cross-industry corporation
Collaboration within the industry is essential. Joining forces can solve the most common problems in the textile
and clothing industry. By working together and sharing best practices, companies can set more ambitious
supplier requirements, especially in a competitive and price-driven industry. Fair Wear is such an example - a
multi-stakeholder organisation that works with brands and industry influencers to improve labour conditions in
garment factories.

Using shared platforms and resource-efficient tools
Also linked to increased cooperation and transparency within the industry, sharing supplier audits can allow
both brands and suppliers to allocate resources more efficiently. Third-party audits, for example, make it easier
for companies to monitor their suppliers, especially for smaller companies with limited capacity for on-site
audits. By sharing audits, more efforts can in return go towards assessing gender-related issues that go beyond
minimum compliance. This concerns both the brand and their procurement departments and the suppliers, who
often struggle with audit duplication. Relevant tools include the Higg Facility Social & Labor Module, Amfori
BSCI and SMETA for Sedex members Ethical Trade Audit.

Aligning cross-departmental efforts
CSR/Sustainability departments and procurement functions do not always share the same goals. Integrating
the company’s overall ESG strategy into sourcing decisions is critical. Ultimately, it is usually the merchandisers who choose the suppliers and often a cost-driven decision. Best practice examples include companies that
included the empowerment of women as part of their screening requirements with a weight of x percent in the
overall evaluation of the quality award.
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Disclaimer
This report has been prepared by PricewaterhouseCoopers AS for Care Norway and Hovedorganisasjonen
Virke (Virke).
Our work has been conducted strictly in accordance with the scope specified in the mandate provided by
Care Norway and Virke. The review team has been chaired by PwC and has included resources from
Care Norway and Virke. Our assessment is based on interviews and document studies as well as external
publicly available analyses and information. PricewaterhouseCoopers AS (PwC) has not independently verified
this information, and we therefore do not provide any assurance as to its completeness or accuracy. PwC has not
performed any quality control, auditing, or other assurance and related services of Care Norway nor Virke’s
business, and the report does not contain a verification or assurance statement of such.
Care Norway and Virke are entitled to use information from this report in accordance with the engagement letter.
PwC does not accept any responsibility for losses suffered by Care Norway, Virke or other parties as a result of the
distribution, reproduction or use of our final or draft report. PwC holds the property right to pre-existing intellectual
property used and modified in connection with this review.

