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Abstract
This paper contributes to the debates on the effectiveness and legitimacy of global labour standards. Theoretically, the paper 
integrates literature on labour standards in global production networks with cognitive framing and sensemaking literature to 
capture decent work understandings of suppliers and to theoretically underpin their relevance for the debates on the legiti-
macy and effectiveness of global labour standards. Empirically, the study explores cognitive decent work frames of garment 
suppliers and discusses them in reference to global decent work frames. A thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews 
with thirty owners and managers in Egypt and Jordan served to identify suppliers’ decent work frames. Owners and manag-
ers dominantly framed decent work as a (paternalistic) family responsibility and as a business responsibility. Further notions 
that recurred across interviews were the framing of decent work as a human responsibility, religious (Islamic) responsibility, 
philanthropic responsibility, and regulatory responsibility. The findings show that supplier frames partly go beyond, partly 
undermine, and partly accord with global conceptualisations of decent work. They imply the need to strengthen and bet-
ter communicate the human rights orientation of global labour standards and to give local social partners the autonomy to 
supplement and specify standards according to their context-specific needs. Global regulations otherwise risk crowding out 
informal, locally specific decent work practices that benefit workers in GPNs.

Keywords  Decent work · Global garment supply chain · Supplier agency · Corporate social responsibility · Framing and 
sensemaking · Middle East and Northern Africa

Introduction

According to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8, 
“decent work for all” shall be a reality for workers world-
wide by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). In the case of global 
garment supply chains, meeting this goal presents considera-
ble challenges. Competitive pressures by global buyers make 
decent working conditions in supplier firms barely afford-
able (Khan et al., 2019; Perry et al., 2015), and local regula-
tions are generally insufficient to protect workers (Mayer & 
Gereffi, 2010). Global labour governance is needed to ensure 

decent working conditions across the complex networks of 
contemporary garment supply chains (Colle et al., 2014; 
Hendrickx et al., 2016). Global labour standards codify the 
international understanding of what constitutes a decent 
workplace. Even before the SDGs were defined, public and 
private actors began introducing global labour standards to 
guide business operations within companies’ own organisa-
tions and work realities in their global production networks 
(GPNs). The standards are intended to ensure that suppliers, 
often situated in the Global South, establish decent working 
conditions in their production facilities.

Despite their importance, global regulatory efforts to 
ensure compliance with global labour standards in GPNs 
remain subject to critical discussions about their real ben-
efits. Research questions whether the imposition of con-
temporary global labour standards is (1) effective and (2) 
legitimate. Concerning effectiveness, as demonstrated by the 
persistence of labour scandals in the garment supply chain 
(Anner, 2019; Reinecke et al., 2019), global regulatory 

 *	 Britta Holzberg 
	 britta.holzberg@rub.de

1	 International Institute of Social Studies, Erasmus University 
Rotterdam, The Hague, The Netherlands

2	 Institute of Development Research and Development Policy, 
Ruhr University Bochum, Bochum, Germany

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10551-023-05490-1&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2648-3680


690	 B. Holzberg 

1 3

efforts have not yet reached their full potential. The rea-
sons for this are complex (Holzberg, 2019). Explanations 
include various factors that complicate the enforcement 
of global regulations, such as the complexity of contem-
porary GPNs (Berliner et al., 2015), intensive competitive 
pressures (Reinecke et al., 2019), the limitations of pub-
lic labour institutions (Meardi & Marginson, 2014), and 
restrictions on collective bargaining processes (Anner, 
2011). Because of these challenges, scholars and practition-
ers have focused on how to improve the effectiveness of 
global labour standards (Berliner et al., 2015). Concerning 
the legitimacy of global labour standards, scholars such as 
Bae et al. (2021), Fontana and Egels-Zandén (2019), and 
Soundararajan et al. (2018) find that garment suppliers do 
not necessarily agree with the moral righteousness or supe-
riority of global standards. Similarly, Hoogesteger and Mas-
sink (2021), Flanigan (2018), and de Neve (2014) highlight 
misalignments between worker interests and global labour 
standards. Disagreements between local and global under-
standings of decent work lead in some cases even to the 
characterisation of global standards as post-colonial tools 
that are being used to impose Western ethics on Southern 
suppliers (Blowfield & Dolan, 2008; de Neve, 2009, 2014; 
Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011). For instance, in Pakistan, 
a study found the widespread sentiment that global stand-
ards embody Western values and norms (rather than local 
ones), and private regulatory demands represent imperialis-
tic efforts to replace Southern standards with Western ones 
(Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011).

While research on the effectiveness and the legitimacy of 
global labour standards seem to represent different directions 
in the literature, this paper argues that they are intercon-
nected and should be theoretically linked. Normative disa-
greements over global labour standards not only call into 
question the universal legitimacy of those standards but also 
impair their effectiveness as regulatory tools. Individual 
actors in global production networks often find themselves 
in paradoxical situations (Brix‐Asala et al., 2021). They are 
subject to interrelated but often contradictory pressures from 
different stakeholders, and they must respond not only to 
their assessments of external expectations (Holzberg, 2019) 
but also to their own moral compasses. Regarding suppliers, 
it has been found that cultural or institutional disagreements 
over the moral legitimacy of global standards discourage 
suppliers from implementing global labour standards (Bae 
et al., 2021).

This paper therefore explores normative understandings 
of what is meant by decent work and the normative impact of 
these understandings on the legitimacy and effectiveness of 
global labour standards. To capture understandings of what 
constitutes decent work, the paper introduces a cognitive 
framing approach. Cognitive frames are mental representa-
tions of concepts that people encounter in their lives (Dewulf 

et al., 2009). Identifying cognitive frames enables a discus-
sion on a meta level about which logics determine whether 
a particular work practice is decent and how these logics 
differ between contexts. This paper follows a dynamic view 
of cognitive frames (Zimmermann et al., 2021) as socially 
constructed means within a given context of navigating com-
plexity and making ethical judgments and decisions (Dewulf 
et al., 2009; Walsh, 1995).

Previous research has provided insight into ethical issue 
frames and decision-making frames of GPN actors in the 
Global North (e.g. Preuss & Fearne, 2021; Gutierrez-Huerter 
et al., 2021; Benkert, 2021). For the Global South, however, 
little in the way of framing and sensemaking research could 
be found that focuses on GPN actors (for notable exceptions, 
see Brix‐Asala et al., 2021; Soundararajan & Brammer, 
2018), and none of it identifies cognitive decent work issue 
frames. This paper contributes to filling this gap by focus-
ing on one core actor in the Global South, the suppliers, 
specifically the owners and managers in supplier firms who 
decide on labour issues in their factories. Suppliers are (1) 
responsible for implementing standards on the ground (Perry 
et al., 2015), (2) situated at the point in GPNs where (con-
tradictory) stakeholder pressures meet (Holzberg, 2019), (3) 
underrepresented in setting global labour standards (Khan 
& Lund-Thomsen, 2011), and (4) under-researched (Bae 
et al., 2021). Previous supplier-centred research captured 
decent work understandings using primarily anecdotal evi-
dence (e.g. Bae et al., 2021; Fontana & Egels-Zandén, 2019; 
Soundararajan et al., 2018). Decent work issue frames of 
suppliers remain essentially unknown, and their impact on 
decent work decision-making in supplier firms remains to 
be theoretically elaborated.

The theoretical part of this paper embeds the research 
on suppliers’ decent work frames into the debates on the 
legitimacy and the effectiveness of global labour standards. 
It extends existing literature by combining cognitive fram-
ing with cognitive and discursive sensemaking approaches1 
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) to theorise about how decent 
work frames impact decent work decision-making and how 
they emerge and undergo transformation. The paper shows 
how decent work frames shape suppliers’ decent work inten-
tions and thus indirectly influence compliance with global 
labour standards. This paper’s understanding of the term 

1  The term “sensemaking” can refer to social and discursive pro-
cesses through which meaning is constructed and also to cognitive 
processes through which individuals develop their own cognitive 
frameworks (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). This paper connects 
these two views. While the emergence and transformation of frames 
are understood as a social and discursive process (“discursive sense-
making”), the processing of external influences that shape decent 
work decision-making in supplier firms is depicted as a cognitive pro-
cess (“cognitive sensemaking”).
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legitimacy follows Breakey’s (2021, p. 361) suggestion to 
focus “on the presence of factors that provide good ethi-
cal reasons for subjects to respect and implement an instru-
ment’s obligation and values, and to being held account-
able for doing so”. If suppliers question the substance of 
global labour standards and do not find them in alignment 
with their decent work frames, the standards’ legitimacy is 
impaired.

The empirical part of this paper identifies suppliers’ 
decent work frames and discusses them in comparison to 
global understandings of decent work and global labour 
standards. Communalities and discrepancies are analysed, 
and implications for the legitimacy and effectiveness of 
global labour standards are deducted. The empirical research 
focuses on the garment export industry in Egypt and Jor-
dan. Garment production is highly globalised and notori-
ous for its labour scandals (Anner et al., 2014). Increasing 
the legitimacy and effectiveness of global labour standards 
is therefore important for the industry. Egypt and Jordan, 
which have similar cultural backgrounds but very different 
industry environments (Azmeh, 2014), were chosen for the 
analysis to determine in how far cognitive frames extend 
across different contexts within one region. The transferabil-
ity of research findings to other garment production contexts 
is examined in the discussion section of this paper.

The study identifies aspects of suppliers’ decent work 
frames that undermine global rationales guiding the defini-
tion of labour standards and also aspects that extend the 
understanding of what constitutes decent work. The findings 
underline the need to listen to voices from the Global South 
when setting global labour standards and to strengthen and 
more effectively communicate the human rights basis for 
these standards. The study’s findings furthermore lead to 
the proposal that global labour standard setters acknowledge 
context-specific decent work practices and allow for more 
discretion within local arenas in determining how to respect 
the core moral principles of decent work.

In summary, the aim of this paper is (1) to theoretically 
underpin how suppliers’ decent work frames influence the 
legitimacy and effectiveness of global labour standards, 
(2) to empirically capture suppliers’ decent work frames in 
two garment production contexts, (3) to discuss how these 
frames compare with global notions of decent work, and 
(4) to derive proposals to reduce the discrepancies between 
suppliers’ decent work frames and global ones.

Theoretical Framework

This section theoretically embeds research on suppli-
ers’ understandings of what constitutes decent work into 
the debates on the effectiveness and the legitimacy of 
global labour standards. For this purpose, it specifies the 

concepts used in this article (2.1. Decent Work and Global 
Labour Standards, 2.2. Cognitive Frames) and subse-
quently addresses the two debates (2.3. Legitimacy, 2.4. 
Effectiveness).

Decent Work and Labour Standards in Global 
Production

Various global research and practice communities, encom-
passing business-oriented (Arora et al., 2020), labour-ori-
ented (de Neve, 2014), policy-oriented (Fransen & Burgoon, 
2017), and society-oriented (Zajak et al., 2017) researchers 
and actors, discuss the challenge of indecent working condi-
tions in global production. Multiple concepts and measures 
exist to characterise desired outcomes (Berliner et al., 2015). 
Terms such as decent work, labour rights, social upgrading, 
and social sustainability overlap (Barrientos et al., 2011; 
Berliner et al., 2015; Soundararajan et al., 2021) and are 
sometimes used interchangeably. This paper uses decent 
work to capture the desired outcome and thus connects to the 
terminology used in the UN’s SDGs. This choice underlines 
that this paper focuses solely on labour-related concerns and 
not on other social issues in supply chains. The decent work 
concept was coined by the International Labour Organiza-
tion (1999). It summarises a predefined set of work-related 
aspirations such as social protection, fair remuneration, and 
the right to equal opportunities (International Labour Organ-
ization, 2023). The listed aspirations are operationalised on a 
macroeconomic level with a comprehensive set of indicators 
(International Labour Organization, 2013). However, this 
paper uses the term on an organisational level to describe 
work realities in a given supplier firm without a predefined 
operationalisation. Following the cognitive perspective and 
findings from global supply chain research (Berliner et al., 
2015), different decent work understandings are expected 
to coexist. Therefore, decent work is only loosely circum-
scribed to capture all work-related aspirations that affect 
workers’ health and well-being.

On a global level, organisational understandings of 
what constitutes decent work are increasingly codified in 
global labour standards, which are defined in practice and 
regularly used to empirically measure decent work out-
comes (Murmura et al., 2017). Global public standards are 
defined by international bodies such as the International 
Labour Organization or are included in trade agreements. 
Private standards are defined by international buyers and 
standard-setting (multi-stakeholder) organisations. Cur-
rently, multiple different public and private labour stand-
ards coexist (Fransen et al., 2019). In the context of global 
production, the ITC standards map (International Trade 
Center, 2021) includes 196 different sets of labour stand-
ards that differ in terms of the issues they address and their 
monitoring mechanisms and governance structures (Colle 
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et al., 2014). Suppliers are affected by public and private 
global labour standards. International organisations lobby 
for the inclusion of global public standards in local leg-
islation and suppliers’ employment practices (Robertson, 
2019; International Labour Organization, 2019). Global 
buyers can furthermore request that their suppliers com-
ply with their preferred set of private standards (Fransen 
et al., 2019).

One aim of this paper is to compare local with global 
decent work issue frames. It is therefore important to note 
that different decent work narratives already coexist in 
the global debate. Particularly, rights-based approaches 
to defining decent work are differentiated from CSR-based 
approaches (Giuliani, 2016; Ramasastry, 2015). Rights-
based approaches link decent work to universally defined 
human and labour rights (e.g. Lebaron, 2021; Mena et al., 
2010; Nolan, 2017). Human rights are fundamental indi-
vidual entitlements as defined in national and international 
laws and treaties (Mantouvalou, 2012). A rights-based 
framing of decent work implies that working conditions 
are decent when they respect workers’ human rights as 
codified in international treaties. CSR-based approaches 
present decent work as a corporate social responsibility 
or a matter of social sustainability (e.g. Fontana & Egels-
Zandén, 2019; Lund-Thomsen et al., 2016; Yawar & Seur-
ing, 2017). This framing suggests that decent work can go 
beyond legal obligations and encompass voluntary busi-
ness decisions (van Marrewijk, 2003) that are subject to 
other business decisions (Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2020). 
While both narratives continue to coexist, a consensus is 
emerging that global labour standards should be derived 
from human rights (Giuliani, 2016; United Nations, 2011; 
OECD, 2011). Human rights are universally recognised 
and rooted in international legal agreements and therefore 
preferable to business-specific definitions of social respon-
sibilities (Giuliani, 2016). Accordingly, the developing and 
existing European supply chain laws are explicitly framed 
to serve the protection of human rights (IOE-KAS, 2021). 
In practice, however, regulatory negotiations and corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR) considerations continue 
to shape decent work understandings. Public, private, 
and social stakeholders negotiate global labour standards 
(Gereffi & Lee, 2016). This participation is an important 
source of legitimacy for global standards (Breakey, 2021), 
but negotiation processes can also water down the human 
rights orientation of decent work (Blustein et al., 2016). 
In addition, most global regulations either are not legally 
binding (Blustein et al., 2016) or are enforced ineffectively 
(Berliner et al., 2015). Thus, in practice, it often remains a 
CSR-related question whether an organisation chooses to 
implement global labour standards and which standards it 
considers suitable for its purposes.

Cognitive Frames, Their Emergence, and Their 
Impact on Decision‑Making

The cognitive perspective in the fields of management and 
organisation studies guides this study theoretically. It focuses 
on mental processes and how they affect decision-making 
and behaviour (Walsh, 1995). This theoretical framework 
is especially suited to further understanding of managerial 
and organisational thinking and behaviour in highly com-
plex situations or ethically ambiguous situations (Hahn 
et al., 2014), such as suppliers’ reasoning and actions around 
decent work in global production. The cognitive perspec-
tive proposes that people construct ‘cognitive frames’ (also 
referred to as cognitive structures, schemata, mental images, 
or representations) of different concepts, which help them 
to “make sense” of ambiguous situations related to these 
concepts and to ultimately guide their behaviour (Fassin 
et al., 2011; Walsh, 1995). Cognitive issue frames capture 
the meaning a person attaches to a specific concept, event, 
or problem (Dewulf et al., 2009). They are not necessarily 
conscious but can remain subconscious and thus implicitly 
influence decision-making and behaviour (Dewulf et al., 
2009; Zeni et al., 2016). Issue frames can be analysed on 
multiple levels (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014). While inter-
views reveal information about individual frames, analysing 
serial interviews in a specific group provides information 
about cognitive frames on a group level.

The paper employs a dynamic view of cognitive frames 
in which issue frames are understood as socially constructed 
and changeable through social experiences and interactions 
(Zimmermann et al., 2021). The emergence and transforma-
tion of frames can be theorised as a discursive sensemaking 
process (Zimmermann et al., 2021) or an interactive framing 
process (Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2021). The two approaches 
are ontologically similar in that they both emphasise the 
importance of social interaction for the construction of 
meaning (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Gutierrez-Huerter 
et  al., 2021). Sensemaking literature, however, extends 
framing theories by illuminating how and when processes 
of meaning construction or transformation emerge (Fiss 
& Hirsch, 2005). Particular focal points of this literature 
are events that trigger and actions that shape sensemak-
ing (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1995). Insights 
on discursive sensemaking therefore guide this paper’s 
theoretical understanding of how issue frames emerge and 
transform.

Cognitive frames impact actor decision-making and 
behaviour. Combining cognitive frames with ethical deci-
sion-making models (Hunt & Vitell, 2006; Zeni et  al., 
2016) yields the following relationship: Cognitive frames 
influence the deontological evaluation of an ethical prob-
lem and thereby a manager’s ethical judgement, intention, 
and behaviour. Taking a more dynamic view on ethical 



693Local Understandings of Decent Work and the Legitimacy of Global Labour Standards: Insights…

1 3

decision-making, cognitive frames or mental models have 
been highlighted to moderate cognitive sensemaking pro-
cesses (Hahn et al., 2014; Zeni et al., 2016). Accordingly, 
decision-makers (unconsciously) possess cognitive frames 
which help them decide what is ethical, and these mental 
representations influence their ethical decision-making and 
behaviour. Thus, insights on cognitive sensemaking guide 
this paper’s theoretical understanding of how decent work 
frames impact decent work decision-making.

Cognitive Decent Work Frames and the Legitimacy 
of Global Labour Standards

Questions around the legitimacy of global labour standards 
have received significant scholarly attention. Research shows 
that global standards do not necessarily mirror local work-
ers’ understandings of a decent workplace (de Neve, 2014; 
Flanigan, 2018; Hoogesteger & Massink, 2021), can misrep-
resent certain labour groups (Alamgir & Alakavuklar, 2020), 
can clash with suppliers’ value systems (Bae et al., 2021; de 
Neve, 2009; Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011; Soundararajan 
& Brown, 2016; Soundararajan et al., 2018), are not suited 
to all suppliers’ business realities (Fontana & Egels-Zandén, 
2019; Knudsen, 2013; Simpson et al., 2012), and may even 
erode individual responsibility by motivating rule-following 
behaviour (Colle et al., 2014). The degree to which sup-
pliers do take up global labour rationales has been shown 
to depend on global and local characteristics of the supply 
chain (Bae et al., 2021). While the clash between suppliers’ 
decent work understandings and global labour standards has 
been well established, garment suppliers’ own decent work 
understandings are commonly described solely in terms of 
anecdotal evidence.

This paper’s cognitive framing approach allows for a 
more nuanced understanding of suppliers’ decent work 
understandings and their (mis)alignment with global labour 
standards. The approach makes it possible to capture the 
meaning suppliers attach to the notion of decent work and 
the norms and values that they connect with it (Dewulf et al., 
2009). It also allows for meta-level discussion of decent 
work understandings, circumventing the problem that the 
concept of decent work and its operationalisations in global 
labour standards encompass multiple dimensions and norms. 
Identifying suppliers’ decent work frames particularly ena-
bles an evaluation of the substantive legitimacy of global 
labour standards, which is a core source of legitimacy for 
ethical codes and global governance schemes (Bexell, 2014; 
Breakey, 2021). The substantive legitimacy of ethical codes 
depends on the degree to which the codes align with the 
norms and values of its duty-bearers (Breakey, 2021).

An additional benefit of the cognitive framing approach 
is its theoretical linkage with discursive sensemaking pro-
cesses, which provide insight into how cognitive frames 

emerge and how they can change (Maitlis & Christianson, 
2014). If GPNs are assumed to be the context in which 
meanings are constructed, decent work frames of decision-
makers are likely to be shaped by their interaction with 
global and local stakeholders. Global and local decent work 
understandings thus simultaneously influence suppliers’ 
decent work issue frames. The relative impact of these com-
peting understandings depends on the degree of suppliers’ 
interaction with global or local stakeholders. The sensemak-
ing perspective thereby explains Bae et al.’s (2021) finding 
that suppliers who closely interact with their international 
buyers are more receptive to global labour standards than 
other suppliers.

Cognitive Decent Work Frames and the Effectiveness 
of Global Labour Standards

This study also addresses the effectiveness of contemporary 
global standards regimes. Scholars point out that indecent 
work realities persist, particularly in garment production 
(Anner, 2019; Reinecke et al., 2019). Regulatory efforts to 
enforce global labour standards are generally characterised 
as insufficient to protect workers (Berliner et al., 2015). 
Their effectiveness is limited by their interaction with 
global competitive pressures, local institutions, local socio-
cultural realities, and local industry dynamics (Holzberg, 
2019). Local suppliers, the actor that implements standards 
on the ground, often find themselves in a paradoxical situ-
ation (Brix-Asala et al., 2021). They face many, partially 
contradictory, claims from different stakeholders and have 
limited resources to fulfil them (Holzberg, 2019, 2022). How 
suppliers prioritise stakeholder claims and which strategies 
they use to respond to them (e.g. standard evasion, mock 
compliance, genuine compliance) depends on the agency 
and the capabilities of suppliers (Fontana et al., 2021; Simp-
son et al., 2012; Soundararajan et al., 2018).

Supplier agency and decision-making processes in sup-
plier firms require further research (Bae et al., 2021; Fontana 
& Egels-Zandén, 2019; Fontana et al., 2021). Researchers 
who have taken on this task have described micro-processes 
among suppliers as cognitive sensemaking processes (Fon-
tana, 2018; Soundararajan, 2014). Decision-makers make 
sense of global and local stakeholder claims, and the cogni-
tive sensemaking process shapes their response (Soundara-
rajan, 2014). Cognitive frames that moderate this process 
remain largely unknown. The only framing that has been 
theoretically and empirically discussed in this context is 
that of labour standard requirements and their cognitive and 
emotional reception in supplier firms (Fontana et al., 2021; 
Soundararajan & Brammer, 2018). This paper addresses this 
gap in the literature.

Ethical considerations, particularly normative disagree-
ments with the legitimacy of global labour standards, have 
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been highlighted to discourage suppliers from implement-
ing global labour standards (Bae et al., 2021; Fontana et al., 
2021; Soundararajan et  al., 2018). A cognitive framing 
approach connects this finding to the nascent discourse on 
supplier agency. Normative decent work frames of decision-
makers moderate organisational sensemaking processes that 
shape their decent work decisions. Other frames that addi-
tionally moderate sensemaking processes in supplier firms 
should not be neglected. Literature on sustainable and ethi-
cal decision-making particularly highlights the relevance of 
economic or business frames2 (e.g. Tenbrunsel and Smith-
Crowe, 2008; Hahn et al., 2014), which capture suppliers’ 
notions of business success and which can counteract or 
reinforce their decent work intentions. Without attempt-
ing to capture all aspects that influence and shape decent 
work sensemaking in supplier firms, Fig. 1 illustrates the 
relevance of decent work frames for the debate on the effec-
tiveness of global labour standards.

Research Methodology

Research Context

This study focuses on the garment supply chain. Trade in 
the industry is organised within a highly globalised net-
work of production (Fernandez-Stark et al., 2011). The lead 
firm or global buyer, commonly a multinational enterprise 
located in Europe or North America, often exerts significant 

control over its network and commonly defines product and 
production requirements, lead times, production volumes, 
and prices (Jamali et al., 2017). Suppliers, commonly situ-
ated in the Global South (Perry et al., 2015), export directly 
to global buyers, sell their products via agents, or produce 
as subcontractors of direct exporters. Garment producers 
therefore face powerful competitive pressures (Anner, 2019). 
Labour scandals occur frequently, and the garment supply 
chain features prominently in the debate on decent work in 
global production (Anner et al., 2014). While most studies 
focus on the main exporting economies in Southeast Asia, 
public debate and scientific research seldom address Africa 
or Middle Eastern countries such as Egypt and Jordan. The 
current study addresses this gap.

The Jordanian garment export industry is deeply embed-
ded in the global garment production network (Azmeh & 
Nadvi, 2013). A favourable trade agreement between Jordan 
and the United States motivated South and Southeast Asian 
companies in the early 2000s to establish garment factories 
in Jordan. They focus on the cut, make, and trim stages of 
production and employ predominantly South and Southeast 
Asian migrants (Azmeh, 2014). As of today, most owners, 
managers, and workers in Jordan are migrants (Better Work 
Jordan, 2019). Jordanian law only mandates a 25% share 
of local workers. The volume of garment exports is small 
on a global scale but important for the Jordanian economy: 
25% of total Jordanian exports are connected to the gar-
ment industry (Better Work Jordan, 2019). A distinguishing 
feature of the Jordanian garment industry is its intense work 
with global actors on decent work-related issues (Holzberg, 
2023). After the revelation of incidents involving serious 
labour abuse in 2006 (National Labor Committee, 2006), the 
global community and especially the United States began to 
scrutinise working conditions in Jordan. The international 
multi-stakeholder initiative Better Work Jordan came to Jor-
dan in 2009 and collaborates with almost all garment export-
ers to improve working conditions (Better Work Jordan, 
2019). International observers report significant improve-
ments (Aissi et al., 2018; Robertson, 2019).

Fig. 1   Decent work frames and 
their impact on labour standard 
effectiveness

Global influences

• Labour standard demands
• Procurement demands

• Institutional demands
• Socio-cultural demands

Local influences

Supplier resources

Decent work 
frames

Business frames

Decent work sensemaking

Decent 
work-
related 

decisions

Labour standard 
effectiveness

Supplier agency
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2  The term “business frames” (“Cognitive Decent Work Frames and 
the Effectiveness of Global Labour Standards” section) refers in this 
paper to frames that characterise a decision-maker’s understanding 
of business success. “Decent work frames”, on the other hand, char-
acterise a decision-maker’s understanding of decent work success. 
The term “business responsibility frame” (“Cognitive Decent Work 
Frames of Suppliers in the Garment Industry” section) characterises 
one “decent work frame” detected in the empirical analysis: the idea 
that decent work success is achieved if business and worker interests 
are balanced or reconciled.
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The Egyptian garment export industry is deeply embed-
ded in the local context (Azmeh, 2014). Exporting garment 
manufacturers belong to a vertically integrated industrial 
community with strong historical ties (El-Haddad, 2012). 
A private export industry focusing on the United States 
and Europe developed in the 1990s (Grumiller et al., 2020) 
and was boosted in 2004 by a favourable trade agreement 
supporting exports to the United States (Azmeh, 2014). 
While the volume of garment exports is small on a global 
basis, the industry is essential for the local labour market 
as it employs 21% of Egypt’s manufacturing labour force 
(CAPMAS, 2018, data: 2017). Family-owned firms domi-
nate the industry and employ predominantly local Egyp-
tian workers (Azmeh, 2014). Thus, the factory landscape is 
rather heterogeneous. Garments are manufactured in small, 
medium, and large factories that are located in residential 
areas or distinct industrial zones.

A comparison of Egypt and Jordan demonstrates insti-
tutional and cultural similarities and industrial differences 
between the two countries. Both countries are members of 
the League of Arab States and have signed the Arab Char-
ter on Human Rights. The charter reflects the coexistence 
of universalistic and particularistic conceptions of human 
rights in the region. It largely endorses international 
human rights standards (Almutawa & Almanea, 2022; 
Porras-Gómez, 2020) but also allows for local specifici-
ties—for example, regarding particular gender, migrant, 
child, and religious rights (Rishmawi, 2020; Sadri, 2019). 
Most particularistic aspects of the charter have been criti-
cised at the international level as being in violation of 
international human rights law (Rishmawi, 2005, 2020; 
Vitkauskaite-Meurice, 2010). The cultures of Egypt and 
Jordan are significantly influenced by Islamic traditions 
(Sidani & Thornberry, 2010). Local culture suggests that 
employers should respect their workers and treat them 
like family members (Possumah et al., 2013). Workers, in 
turn, owe them loyalty and respect (Metwally & Punnett, 
2017). Good relationships within the company are fre-
quently considered to be more important than compliance 
with rules and regulations (Cullina, 2016). According to 
Islam, decision-making should be a participative process 
following principles of consultation, fairness, teamwork, 
and cooperation (Mellahi & Budhwar, 2010). This ideal 
procedure is, however, often not followed in practice (Patel 
et al., 2019). Looking at the garment industry, it can be 
noted that Egyptian and Jordanian suppliers operate in 
very different industry contexts. While Egyptian suppli-
ers are locally embedded and struggle with political unrest 
and a poorly developed social system, Jordanian suppliers 
are closely interwoven with the global production network 
and separate from the remainder of the economy. Only 
satellite unions that predominantly employ local workers 
are connected to local communities in Jordan.

Research Design

A qualitative multiple case study was conducted in Egypt 
and Jordan to study cognitive decent work frames of suppli-
ers in the garment export industry. The qualitative approach 
allowed generating new context-sensitive insights on an 
under-researched topic of business ethics (Reinecke et al., 
2016). Semi-structured interviews with owners and man-
agers that are involved in decent work decision-making 
served as the main data source. The interviews allowed 
for establishing the confidential and friendly environment 
necessary for discussing the sensitive topic of decent work 
(Gaskell, 2000). The sampling of interview respondents fol-
lowed a maximum variation logic whereby common themes 
are likely to reflect the perceptions of the entire case (Pat-
ton, 2002). The analysis was conducted on a group level so 
that the variety of frames present in the research contexts 
could be identified and the joint experience of each group 
as a whole could be captured (Fontana & Egels-Zandén, 
2019). Interview transcripts were analysed with a thematic 
analysis that helped to unearth implicit ideas or “patterns 
of meaning” from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86). 
Data collection was triangulated to enhance the credibility 
of the analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Expert and worker 
interviews, factory visits, and industry documents were used 
to provide a better understanding of the research context and 
the validity of interview responses.

Data Collection: Interviews with Decision‑Makers 
and Experts

Thirty owners and managers from twenty-three factories 
were interviewed (see Tables 1, 2 and Annex I for further 
details). The sample includes small, medium, and large gar-
ment factories from different industrial zones in Egypt and 
Jordan, and respondents differed in age, gender, national-
ity, and job title. Jordanian suppliers almost exclusively 
produced for North American markets, while suppliers in 
Egypt exported to Europe and North America. The interview 
process started in May 2017, when the author conducted 
several pre-interviews with industry and labour experts. The 
experts helped select English and Arabic terminology for the 

Table 1   Overview of participating suppliers

Factory location Factory size (workers) Egypt Jordan

Industrial zone 0–499 2 3
500–1499 3 2
1500–5500 2 3

Residential area 0–499 5 1
500–1499 1 1
1500–5500 0 0
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interviews that was easily understandable in the local indus-
try. For instance, the experts recommended talking about a 
good quality of work for workers in Egypt instead of decent 
work. The ILO’s Arabic term for decent work was not com-
monly used in the research contexts. It literally translates 
into ‘proper’, ‘suitable’, or ‘appropriate’ work (Cowan & 
Wehr, 1994, p. 1040). The methodological and theoreti-
cal implications of this finding are further addressed in the 
discussion section of this paper. The final terminology and 
main interview questions were subsequently piloted with the 
English-Arabic translators who accompanied the interviewer 
to the interviews. The main interviews were conducted from 
September to October 2017 in Egypt and from April to May 
2018 in Jordan. Respondents described what they considered 
to be a good quality of work for their employees, elaborated 
selected work practices and why they implemented them, 
and described what they envisioned as their “dream” work 
environment. Interview durations ranged from 35 to 93 min 
in Jordan and 27 to 135 min in Egypt. The average interview 
was longer in Egypt than in Jordan because of translation 
requirements. Most interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed. When participants declined to be recorded, the 
interviews were documented thoroughly. During the tran-
scription, Arabic interview answers were translated again 
so that they could be compared with the translation during 
the interviews. Transcription and translation were done by 
native speakers who additionally explained local figures of 
speech and other local specifics. The author double-checked 
all transcriptions and discussed unclear content with native 
speakers from the research contexts. The data were docu-
mented and organised using the research software MAX-
QDA, which also aided data analysis.

Data Analysis: Thematic Network Analysis

A thematic analysis to unearth cognitive frames of deci-
sion-makers from the collected data was carried out accord-
ing to the six steps proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
These steps guide the analyst to discover latent themes that 
recur within and across the data. Following the proposition 
of Attride-Stirling (2001), the themes were hierarchically 

structured into basic, organising, and global themes. Basic 
themes represent singular claims from the textual data and 
remain close to the interview text (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 
Basic themes that address similar issues are clustered into 
organising themes, and groups of organising themes consti-
tute each global theme. This process helps to reveal implicit 
ideas grounded within the data (Attride-Stirling, 2001). Sev-
eral rounds of coding and research discussions were needed 
to establish and define the global themes of the analysis, 
the decent work frames of suppliers, and the organising and 
basic themes. Naming the themes was especially challeng-
ing as the understanding of the theme concepts (e.g. family, 
philanthropic, human) differs across contexts. Global themes 
have to be considered in combination with the basic themes 
that define them (see Tables 3, 4) to ensure a joint under-
standing. Please refer to Annex II for an overview of coded 
themes and Annex III for an excerpt of the coding frame.

In total, six decent work frames were discovered among 
suppliers, two of which dominated in the interviews (see 
findings “Cognitive Decent Work Frames of Suppliers in the 
Garment Industry” section). Four organising themes served 
to describe the discovered frames further. The organising 
theme “Image” comprises basic themes about images that 
were used to describe a person’s decent work understand-
ing (e.g. the image of a family). The images capture meta-
phors, slogans, or stories which decision-makers repeated to 
describe a frame and which served to influence the sense-
making of others (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014). Under the 
organising theme “Objective”, basic themes were subsumed 
that provide information on why the respondent consid-
ered decent work to be important. The organising theme 
“Employer-worker relationship” provides information on 
how the relationship between workers and their employers 
was characterised in a certain decent work frame. Finally, 
claims about work practices that were typical for a specific 
decent work frame were subsumed under the organising 
theme “Typical practices”. Not all global themes included 
enough information to correspond with all organising 
themes. For the four global themes that only occurred spo-
radically, only the objective and the typical practices could 
be identified.

Table 2   Overview of interview 
respondents

Management role Local/migrant Egypt Jordan

Owner Local 2 female, 6 male 1 male
Migrant 2 male

General manager Local 6 male 1 male
Migrant 1 male

HR and/or compliance Local 1 female, 2 male 1 female, 1 male
Migrant 2 male

Other (exports, production etc.) Local 1 female, 1 male 1 female, 1 male
Migrant
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Table 3̄   Specification of suppliers’ decent work frames 1

(Paternalistic) family responsibility Business responsibility

Image Image
Family Win–Win
Home away from home Balance
Collective Battle
Objective Objective
Ensure well-being of workers in all areas of life Worker benefit
Educate and discipline workers Provide work opportunities/income

Ensure worker satisfaction
Business benefit
Ensure business survival/profit
Build and keep committed, productive workforce

Employer-worker relationship Employer-worker relationship
Employers and workers as one unity Constructive: Balancing employer and worker needs and demands
Employers as parents; workers as children or
Relationship values: honesty, respect, loyalty Destructive: Clash between employer and worker needs and demands
Typical practices (selection) Typical practices (selection)
Helping workers with personal (especially financial) problems Providing decent earning opportunities, including opportunities to work 

overtime
Offering direct communication with top management/owner Treating workers fairly and respectfully
Supporting work-life balance of workers Providing transportation to work
Embedding factory in local community, ensuring a short commute Offering (tasty) food at work
Offering leisure time activities Providing good facilities, including accommodation

Table 4   Specification of suppliers’ decent work frames 2

Regulatory responsibility (local 
laws, global standards)

Philanthropic responsibility Human responsibility Religious responsibility (Islam)

Objective Objective Objective Objective
Comply with local laws and 

regulations
Support development of workers Honour human rights Honour local religious (Islamic) 

traditions
Comply with global standards Support development of local 

community
Honour basic human needs Honour religious (Islamic) duties 

of workers
Support development of industry 

and country
Typical practices (selection) Typical practices (selection) Typical practices (selection) Typical practices (selection)
Paying salary according to legal 

requirements
Developing workers’ work and 

life skills
Providing financial support in case 

of need
Celebrating local Islamic holidays 

in factory
Organising overtime according to 

legal requirements
Providing job opportunities to 

poor/marginalised community 
members

Allowing overtime to provide 
decent salary

Celebrating religious holidays of 
migrant workers

Providing food and accommoda-
tion according to Collective 
Bargaining Agreement (Jordan)

Offering in-house technical educa-
tion opportunities

Limiting overtime to protect work-
ers’ health and work-life balance

Shortening working hours during 
Ramadan

Ensuring non-discrimination 
according to law

Ensuring non-discrimination Giving out (Islamic) holiday gifts 
and bonuses

Protecting physical integrity Helping with personal (financial) 
problems



698	 B. Holzberg 

1 3

After the thematic network was developed, it was evalu-
ated for consistency and country differences. The MAXQDA 
document portrait was used to check whether basic themes 
belonging to the same cognitive frame were made in direct 
combination. A re-evaluation was conducted for outliers to 
determine the extent to which they could be attributed to the 
cognitive frame in question. With the help of the MAXQDA 
Code-Matrix browser, one or two dominant cognitive frames 
were singled out for each interview. All basic themes in an 
interview that did not belong to these dominant frames were 
also treated as outliers and re-evaluated. To detect country 
differences, codes were subsequently visualised separately 
for Egypt and for Jordan. The thematic networks were then 
compared between countries to see whether certain frames 
dominated in either country. As findings were similar across 
country contexts, they are presented jointly for both coun-
tries in this paper.

The interviews included some claims about decent work 
by respondents that could not be attributed to a specific cog-
nitive frame. These claims were collected separately in the 
analysis. Even though their inclusion in the findings was 
not foreseen as part of the research purpose, they provided 
fundamental information on suppliers’ decent work under-
standings and are therefore presented with the findings (see 
“General Claims About Decent Work” section).

Research Findings

Cognitive Decent Work Frames of Suppliers 
in the Garment Industry

Six cognitive frames around the concept of decent work 
emerged in the interviews with owners and managers in gar-
ment factories. These frames characterised decent work in 
terms of (1) (paternalistic) family responsibility; (2) business 
responsibility (See fn. 2); (3) regulatory or legal responsi-
bility; (4) philanthropic responsibility; (5) religious, espe-
cially Islamic, responsibility; and (6) human responsibility. 
Figure 2 depicts the discovered frames, and Tables 3 and 4 
detail each responsibility.

(Paternalistic) Family Responsibility

Decent work was recurrently framed as a paternalistic family 
responsibility across interviews. Factories were described 
as “families” for local workers [E16F12, E26F21, J07F04, 
J09F06]3 or “homes away from home” for migrant workers 

Fig. 2   Overview of suppliers’ 
decent work frames in Egypt 
and Jordan

Business 
responsibility

(Paternalistic) family 
responsibility

Regulatory/ legal
Responsibility

Religious (Islamic) 
responsibility

Human responsibility Philanthropic 
responsibility

We respect human to the maximum 
[R1, J07F04]

We are with the labor standards, we pay them on 
time and [...] we provide free food [R2, J18F12]

Decent work 
frames of 
suppliers

We have a motto that if we take 
care of our employees, they take 

care of our customers. 
[R1, J07F04]

All the factory is one family [R3, E27F22] 

We have to try and help 
[communities], be of use to 

them[R1, E17F12]

This is our manner, this is related to our 
religion: We are here to help and we will 
take the benefit from God [R1, E25F20]

Overarching claims

1. Decent work is multi-dimensional

2. Not everything can be achieved equally – limited resources

3. Not everything can be achieved equally – normative contradictions

4. Decent work has universalistic and particularistic aspects

Thematic network

3  Each interview was assigned an interview code to protect respond-
ents’ anonymity. The code specifies the context (Jordan or Egypt) and 
interview type (Factory, Worker, or Expert). The seventh interview 
in Egypt, which was the fourth interview in a factory, was therefore 
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[J07F04, J08F05, J18F12]. Decision-makers considered 
themselves responsible for taking care of their workers and 
frequently referred to them as if they were children or “kids” 
[E01F01, R1], despite them being adults. Respondents not 
only cared for work-related issues but also helped if workers 
had personal problems, especially financial ones. Further-
more, they offered food at work, provided accommodations 
for migrant workers, celebrated life events and birthdays, 
and organised leisure time activities.

There was a very, let’s say, synchronization between 
the people, and we were working as a family. [J09F06, 
R1]
We, as [factory 01], are a safe environment for the 
outside community. We do not have harassments, we 
do not allow with wrong relationships, no degrading 
treatment, everyone takes their rights. Everyone sends 
their kids safely to work at our factory. [E01F01, R1]
We are responsible for our employees 24/7, 365 days 
a year. Although they only work for us for 10 hours a 
day, but we are responsible for them even after work-
ing hours. [J07F04, R1]

Notably, respondents had a paternalistic family image in 
mind. They not only aimed to ensure the well-being of 
workers in all areas of life but also to discipline and edu-
cate them. E25F20-R1 stressed the importance of rules to 
educate workers, and J07F04-R1 related that their migrant 
workers are taught how to make their beds and keep their 
living area clean. Honesty, respect, and loyalty were valued 
and expected from workers.

Business Responsibility

Across interviews, decision-makers recurrently framed 
decent work as a business responsibility. Thereby, they 
commonly referred to the image of a ‘win–win’ situation 
or a ‘give-and-take’ situation, as shown in the respective 
quotations:

I believe that we are just monitoring all the parameters 
around us to make the workers’ lives better because it 
is a win-win situation. [E07F04-R1]
If you need more quality, more good target, more 
discipline, you have to give the worker everything. 
[J19F13-R1]

If employers provided workers with working conditions that 
they liked, good workers could be recruited, retained, and 
motivated to work productively. A decent workplace was 
considered to be a workplace that made workers happy. As 
one Jordanian manager highlighted: “our aim is one, make 
the worker happy” [J19F13-R1]. Worker satisfaction was 
repeatedly tied to a decent income, fair and respectful treat-
ment, and work amenities (especially transportation, food, 
and accommodation).

However, not all respondents saw the employer-worker 
relationship as a constructive one. The business rationale 
also included responses that described the relationship 
between employers and workers as a battle. One manager 
[J18F12-R1], for instance, said, “This is [an] army […]. 
Keep them […] happy. You don’t have a choice today, 
really, if you ask me.” Some respondents described work-
ers as disrespectful, disloyal, or dishonest and opined that 
these workers needed to learn that employers could only 
offer them work opportunities if they helped to make the 
business profitable.

Regulatory Responsibility

Some decision-makers framed decent work as a regulatory 
responsibility. They either expressed the view that compli-
ance with local laws and global standards as requested by 
buyers made a workplace decent or they recognised the 
role of local and global regulations in setting benchmarks 
for decent work practices. Local labour laws tended to be 
referenced more frequently than global labour standards. 
J05F02-R1, for instance, proudly exclaimed that “everything 
is by law. Whatever we are practising [is] based on labour 
law.” This interviewee equated legal compliance with decent 
work. Most of the other respondents also referred to global 
standards and local laws during the interviews; however, 
they distinguished between regulations and their personal 
understandings of decent work. These discrepancies between 
decision-makers’ personal understandings of what consti-
tutes decent work on one hand and local and global labour 
regulations on the other are further outlined in “General 
Claims About Decent Work” section.

Philanthropic Responsibility

In some interviews, respondents expanded their decent work 
understandings to also include the well-being of the local 
community, society, and industry. This frame resembled the 
framing of decent work as a (paternalistic) family respon-
sibility, but the scope included social provisions that went 
well beyond the direct business sphere.

Our aim really is to help the society as well and the 
industry. [E30F24, R1]

labelled E07F04. For interview quotes, further specification is added 
to anonymously identify respondents (R1, R2, etc.). Especially in 
Egypt, it was frequently the case that more than one respondent par-
ticipated in the interviews.

Footnote 3 (continued)
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[…] so that we can all live a good life, whether in our 
Egypt or elsewhere. All people must rise. [E17F12, 
R1]

Respondents felt responsible for such things as providing 
basic education to their workers [J07F04], participating in 
technical training initiatives [E30F24], hiring local labour 
[J09F06], or offering trainings [E17F12] and part-time 
work opportunities to rural women [E01F01]. This enlarged 
understanding of employer responsibility was frequently 
attributed to the failure of the state to provide for people’s 
basic needs, such as education, health care, or poverty sup-
port, especially in Egypt.

Human Responsibility

Several interview respondents saw respecting human rights 
and basic human needs as their human duty. The words 
“human” and “humanity” were repeatedly used in reference 
to decent work; for example, “We respect human to the max-
imum” [J07F04, R1] and “We are all humans” [J18F12, R1]. 
Workers were said to have human rights, such as the right to 
a decent income [J09F06] and respectful treatment [J18F12]. 
One Jordanian manager stressed, “We believe in [human 
rights]. It’s not only saying it, we believe [in it]” [J07F04, 
R1]. Respondents thereby acknowledged that respect for 
human rights is not always self-evident in garment produc-
tion. Workers were furthermore said to be entitled to have 
basic human needs honoured; for example, working hours 
needed to be capped so that workers could rest [E22F17, 
E26F21, J08F05, J06F03]. However, understandings of 
what constituted human rights and needs were subjective. 
One owner considered eleven working hours per day to be 
humane [J06F03-R1], while another one found 8 h to be an 
appropriate daily maximum [E26F21-R2].

Religious (Islamic) Responsibility

In several interviews, respondents linked decent work to 
their personal religious beliefs, which were predominantly 
Islamic. An owner justified her company’s decent work 
efforts as follows: “This is our manner, this is related to 
our religion: We are here to help, and we will take the ben-
efit from God” [E25F20, R2]. Others added that they con-
sidered it decent to honour Zakat, the Islamic duty to give 
alms to poor people, or to adjust working conditions during 
Ramadan:

So, we provide the factory’s zakat to [their] employees. 
If one of our workers’ dads is in the hospital, I stand by 
them. At the end of the day, it’s my obligation. Those 
closest to me are important to tend to. [E28F23-R1]
In Ramadan, the working hours differ. [E12F09-R1]

Furthermore, decision-makers highlighted the importance 
of honouring their workers’ religious duties and occasions. 
J07F04-R2 explained, “We celebrate with Hindus, with 
Muslims, with Christians, with any religion that we have, 
we would celebrate with [the workers].”

General Claims About Decent Work

Four general claims about decent work were made across 
interviews (see Fig. 2).

First, decent work was characterised as a multi-dimen-
sional concept that covers a plurality of work-related issues: 
“What makes out a good quality for workers […]? Not 
only one thing, many things” [E07F04-R1]. Consequently, 
respondents did not see workplaces binarily, as decent or 
indecent; instead, they considered them as having high qual-
ity in certain dimensions while lagging behind in others. 
Decent work frames and corporate resources (see the follow-
ing assumption) influenced how decision-makers prioritised 
different aspects of decent work.

Second, making a workplace decent requires resources. 
The amount and type of resources needed can vary, depend-
ing on the decent work dimension concerned. Among others, 
E28F23-R1 stressed the requirement of financial resources 
to improve working conditions: “In order for me to give 
them more money, I need to make more money, or else 
I’ll close up shop.” E01F01-R2 added that an increase in 
remuneration is more costly than treating workers fairly and 
respectfully. Human and physical resources were also con-
sidered necessary: shorter working hours require additional 
staff [E22F17], supervisors need to be trained to treat work-
ers respectfully [E28F23], and escape routes require space 
[E01F01]. Continuous improvement is, therefore, neces-
sary to eventually achieve decent work: “We are focusing 
on much better issues today because the bar is rising in the 
[Jordanian] industry” [J18F12-R1].

Third, several respondents highlighted contradictions 
between different understandings of decent work that can 
act to impede compliance with laws or standards.

Local laws can contradict global laws: “Sometimes 
Jordan law is not matching with labour international 
law.” [J08F05-R1]
Local and global regulations can contradict suppliers’ 
decent work understanding: “We [are] responsible, we 
[find] things [in global labour standards] that we can-
not approve of.” [E12F09-R1]
Workers’ wishes can contradict suppliers’ understand-
ings of decent work: “[Workers] do not really think 
about that [safety in the workplace]. But I struggle 
with them for their own sake.” [E28F23-R1]

Fourth, while respondents considered some aspects of decent 
work universalistic, they saw other aspects as particularistic. 



701Local Understandings of Decent Work and the Legitimacy of Global Labour Standards: Insights…

1 3

Decent work issues framed as a matter of human responsi-
bility were commonly considered universalistic. Most other 
issues were characterised in terms of the different priorities 
for different groups of workers, locations, and industries. 
Especially noteworthy differentiations involved the needs 
of women versus men and, in the case of Jordan, the needs 
of local workers versus migrant workers.

[Migrants] come here to earn a living. They don’t have 
families. […] Jordanians have obligations, have fami-
lies. [J07F04-R1]
We have Nepali, Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi, Indian, 
Jordanian, and Syrian [workers]. Each nationality has 
different thoughts, different minds, different traditions, 
different habits. [J08F05-R1]
It is not a single issue, it is about the culture, about 
the system, the laws, many things, and it is different 
between the capital and the small cities and the vil-
lages. [E30F24-R1]

Discussion

This study empirically identified the cognitive frames of 
owners and managers around notions of decent work as it 
relates to export-oriented garment factories in Egypt and 
Jordan. The findings show that suppliers particularly framed 
decent work as a (paternalistic) family responsibility and 
as a business responsibility. Some respondents also consid-
ered themselves responsible for philanthropic contributions. 
Suppliers acknowledged the existence of private and public 
labour regulations but drew on them for their understandings 
of decent work in only a few cases. Decent work was repeat-
edly characterised as a human and religious obligation. This 
section reflects on these frames in relation to the theoretical 
background presented at the beginning of this paper.

First, the finding that six different decent work frames 
coexist in Egypt and Jordan shows that a joint under-
standing of decent work has not yet been constructed in 
the research contexts. Already the design of the research 
study revealed that neither the English nor the Arabic term 
for decent work was widely known in Egypt and Jordan. 
Hence, the potential to use language for joint sensemak-
ing (Whittle et al., 2023), in this case a joint global–local 
understanding of decent work, remains untapped. Follow-
ing the advice of local experts, decent work understand-
ings were discussed in the study under the notion of a 
good quality of work for workers. From a sensemaking 
perspective, language discrepancies not only result from a 
decoupling of global and local decent work frames but also 
potentially reinforce the decoupling process (Cuffari et al., 
2015; Whittle et al., 2023). The need to adapt the termi-
nology used in the study to the chosen research context, 

therefore, not only reflects global and local differences 
in the understanding of decent work but also partially 
explains the detected expansion of the concept of decent 
work in Egypt and Jordan.

Second, according to the discursive sensemaking perspec-
tive, cognitive frames are socially constructed in stakeholder 
interactions (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Zimmermann 
et al., 2021). In GPNs, local suppliers interact with actors at 
the local level as well as actors at the global level. Accord-
ingly, the identified frames of suppliers in Egypt and Jordan 
contain local, global, and hybrid ideas. The family respon-
sibility frame, the philanthropic responsibility frame, and 
the religious responsibility frame can be linked to Arabic 
and Islamic ideas (Jamali & Sidani, 2012; Kabasakal et al., 
2012; Metwally & Punnett, 2017; Possumah et al., 2013). 
The regulatory responsibility frame, with which few of the 
owners and managers agreed, corresponds to the global 
idea that labour standards codify decent work. The human 
responsibility frame encompasses local and global ideas. 
Local culture postulates human dignity and justice as val-
ues to honour (Khan et al., 2015), and global discourses 
advocate a human rights basis for global labour standards 
(Giuliani, 2016; United Nations 2011). Differences between 
local, regional, and international conceptualisations of 
human rights (Almutawa & Almanea, 2022; Rishmawi, 
2020) might thereby have contributed to the finding that 
respondents’ understandings of which rights a worker has 
differed across the interviews. The terminology owners and 
managers used in reference to the business responsibility 
frame also contains hybrid elements. While the global CSR 
and sustainability debate uses the image of a “win–win” 
situation (Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2020), Arab management 
culture and Islamic work ethics centre on a “give and take” 
situation (Qasim et al., 2020). Overall, local ideas dominated 
in the cognitive frames of the owners and managers who 
participated in the study, indicating that global notions of 
decent work were not determinative within their GPNs. This 
finding is particularly surprising in the case of Jordan, where 
the garment industry is closely interwoven within its global 
production network (Azmeh, 2014).

Third, suppliers voiced decent work intentions that exceed 
global notions of decent work. The identified frames suggest 
an employer’s responsibility extends beyond the sphere of 
work to cover the personal needs of workers (family respon-
sibility frame), religious needs of workers (religious respon-
sibility frame), and the development of the larger society 
(philanthropic responsibility frame). Decent work practices 
that can be linked to this enlarged understanding of respon-
sibility were described in previous studies as “informal” or 
“silent” CSR practices (Fontana & Egels-Zandén, 2019; 
Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011). These practices are not 
acknowledged in the global debate. Still, they are crucial to 
suppliers and their workers, particularly in countries of the 
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Global South, where public welfare systems fail to address 
these concerns.

Fourth, respondents explicitly differentiated between 
women’s and men’s needs, confirming that there is a “female 
uniqueness” (Koburtay et al., 2023) that needs to be rec-
ognised in the economy. Some critiques of global labour 
standards point out that they do not make this differentiation 
(Alamgir & Alakavuklar, 2020). The differentiation between 
women and men allows suppliers to tailor their decent work 
practices to gender-specific needs. This differentiation, 
however, also contributes to reinforcing traditional gender 
roles and undermines the goal of promoting gender equal-
ity, which is an inherent component of many global labour 
standards (Mückenberger, 2022). Better recognition of wom-
en’s needs in global labour standards is called for, without 
confining women into their traditional caretaking roles.

Fifth, suppliers’ decent work frames included assump-
tions that undermine global understandings of decent work. 
The interviewees’ paternalistic views on the employer-
worker relationship, particularly in relation to the family 
responsibility frame, are considered highly problematic 
from a global perspective, which is focused on bargaining 
processes in which employers and employees are on an equal 
footing (Barrientos & Smith, 2007; Zajak et al., 2017). A 
paternalistic perspective is at odds with an understanding 
of decent work whose goal is emancipating workers (Choi-
Fitzpatrick, 2017). Another frame that put the interviewees 
at odds with global understandings of decent work is the 
business responsibility frame. In the context of the study’s 
setting, this frame incentivises suppliers to prioritise decent 
work practices that align with their business objectives. 
While this idea is not foreign to business actors in the Global 
North, it contradicts the idea of global labour standards as 
a means of protecting workers’ human and labour rights 
(Giuliani, 2016).

Sixth, suppliers’ decent work frames matched global 
frames with respect to the idea that employers should 
acknowledge and accommodate workers’ human rights and 
basic human needs. However, the respondents rarely linked 
these rights and needs to global labour standards and did not 
perceive existing labour regulations as legitimate representa-
tions of those rights and needs. Additionally, despite agree-
ment among the suppliers as to the universalistic nature of 
human rights and needs, their understandings of what these 
rights and basic needs are differed across interviews. Rights-
based approaches to labour standards therefore may have the 
potential to foster a mutual understanding of decent work, 
but as yet that potential has not been realised in practice.

Seventh, the findings show that suppliers perceive the 
concept of decent work as an ideal that cannot (yet) be fully 
realised in garment supply chains. Owners and manag-
ers in supplier firms decide which decent work practices 
they prioritise and implement. Resource limitations and 

contradictory regulatory demands have previously been 
shown to hinder the enforcement of global standards (Holz-
berg, 2022; Nadvi & Raj-Reichert, 2015). The findings of 
this paper add a local dimension to this dilemma. Unless 
resources are expanded, pressuring suppliers to focus on 
implementing global labour standards is likely to crowd out 
other, context-specific decent work practices. Therefore, this 
paper argues that standard setters need to consider carefully 
which practices global standards intend to crowd out and 
which they intend to preserve. The previous discussion 
of clashes between supplier frames and global frames can 
inform this consideration.

The decent work frames of suppliers presented in this 
paper arose in a very specific research context and have not 
yet been explicitly analysed in other developing country 
production contexts. Therefore, their transferability to other 
contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) needs to be discussed. Two 
observations support the idea that the research results are 
transferable: (1) The frames resonate with other supplier-
centred research findings in global (garment) production. 
Images used to illustrate the (paternalistic) family responsi-
bility frame were also observed in other countries. Tran and 
Jeppesen (2016, p. 603), for instance, quote a respondent 
from Vietnam who proposed that “the working environment 
has family-like elements.” The link between business ben-
efits and decent work, characteristic of the detected business 
responsibility frame, is also noted by Huq et al. (2014). They 
find that advantages in worker recruitment and retention 
motivate suppliers’ decent work practices in Bangladesh. 
The religious responsibility frame seems likewise not to 
be specific to Egypt and Jordan. In a study by Perry et al., 
(2015, p. 742) in Sri Lanka, managers linked their work-
related actions to religion as “the Buddhist culture demands 
fairness and social justice and equity between all the peo-
ple.” Fontana and Egels-Zandén (2019, p. 1059) “observed 
a strong human dimension” in suppliers’ perceptions of 
labour-related CSR in Bangladesh, which corresponds 
to ideas incorporated in the human responsibility frame 
detected in this study. Accord with global standards and a 
regulatory framing of decent work was expressed in India: 
“They [the buyers] demand for these standards. These things 
are good for workers and common people” (Soundararajan & 
Brown, 2016, p. 93). However, most decision-makers quoted 
in other studies questioned the moral legitimacy of global 
and local regulatory demands (de Neve, 2009), as was the 
case in this study. (2) The six detected decent work frames 
recurred across respondents with different Arab backgrounds 
and from two countries. This finding was surprising as the 
local industry contexts in Egypt and Jordan differ signifi-
cantly (see “Research Context” section). This may be an 
indication that the detected frames are likely to exist in simi-
lar forms in other developing country production contexts, 
particularly Arab or Islamic ones.
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Implications for Theory and Practice

Theoretical Contributions

First, this paper introduces a cognitive framing approach 
into the debate on global labour standards to capture 
actor-specific decent work understandings. The empirical 
analysis of suppliers’ decent work frames shows how this 
approach can foster insight into (mis-)alignments between 
the mental models of global regulators and suppliers. It 
allowed for the identification of common ground in the 
form of human-centred decent work approaches, but it also 
pointed out where cognitive frames are misaligned and 
need to be addressed in the processes of setting and imple-
menting standards. The empirical analysis unearthed four 
organising themes to describe decent work issue frames: 
Image, objective, employer-worker relationship, and typi-
cal practices. These organising themes can be built upon 
in future research on decent work frames.

Second, this paper contributes to the debate on the 
legitimacy of global labour standards. The findings show, 
in accordance with previous research (Bae et al., 2021; 
Flanigan, 2018; Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011), that the 
substantive legitimacy (Breakey, 2021) of global labour 
standards is impaired. Extending existing literature, this 
empirical study highlights which assumptions of decision-
makers clash with global frames (e.g. paternalism, gen-
der inequality) and which ones agree (e.g. assumptions of 
universalistic human rights and needs). Additionally, the 
research points out that multiple decent work frames coex-
ist among suppliers and in the global debate. This lack of 
joint agreement hinders cooperation in multi-stakeholder 
initiatives (Fougère & Solitander, 2020) and therefore also 
holds back progress in promoting decent work. The theo-
retical link between cognitive frames and discursive sense-
making points the way forward. Joint meaning construc-
tion through stakeholder interaction is needed to enhance 
the legitimacy and effectiveness of global labour stand-
ards. Joint language construction should thereby also play 
a role in discussions of these standards. Previous research 
has illustrated that decent work-related frames can change 
(Reinecke & Ansari, 2015; Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2021). 
The following section will outline practical suggestions for 
improving global labour standards.

Third, the theory section of this paper advances the 
analysis of normative frames for understanding decent 
work as a way of providing insight into the effectiveness 
of global labour standards. Bridging existing theoretical 
knowledge on cognitive framing, cognitive sensemak-
ing, and labour standard effectiveness, the theory sec-
tion conceptually underpins the relationship between 
decent work issue frames and standard effectiveness (see 

Fig. 1). The empirical findings support the assumptions 
included in the framework. The highlighted contradic-
tions between global, local, and workers’ decent work 
expectations show that suppliers often find themselves in 
paradoxical situations (Brix-Asala et al., 2021) and need 
to make sense of the differing demands (Holzberg, 2019; 
Soundararajan, 2014). Resource constraints limit their 
decision-making space and lead to the need to prioritise. 
The different decent work frames suggest different decent 
work priorities, and this study’s findings provide insights 
into which practices are morally motivated by each frame 
(see Tables 3, 4). The impact of decent work frames on 
actual work practices must thereby be considered in the 
context of suppliers’ business considerations. Discrepan-
cies between ideal working conditions and actual working 
conditions in supplier firms were repeatedly attributed to 
suppliers’ business responsibilities.

Implications for Practice

This study’s theoretical and empirical findings support 
existing efforts to enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness 
of global labour standards and lead to a new proposal for 
further supporting this goal. Multi-stakeholder perspec-
tives are increasingly considered in the definition of private 
and public global labour standards (Baumann-Pauly et al., 
2017; International Labour Organization, 2019). While the 
findings of this study show that supplier perspectives are 
not yet adequately covered in this process, the objective of 
multi-stakeholder integration is nevertheless worthwhile as 
it stimulates discursive sensemaking and the construction of 
a joint terminology. Further research on decent work under-
standings of suppliers and workers in the Global South is 
recommended to increase their voices in standard-setting 
procedures. A distinction should be made between female 
and male, local and migrant workers. This study’s find-
ings additionally strengthen demands to link global labour 
standards to universally defined human and labour rights 
(Giuliani, 2016; United Nations, 2011). Standard setters 
should not dilute this rights orientation as it significantly 
increases the legitimacy of global standards. The consistent 
alignment of global standards with universal human rights 
would furthermore enhance both the harmony and effective-
ness of existing standards (Kuruvilla et al., 2020). Those 
who might adopt the standards in turn need to be convinced 
that rights-oriented global labour standards add value to 
their business operations. This study found that suppliers 
did not perceive global labour standards to be morally or 
economically valuable. In particular, suppliers did not see 
the link between global labour standards and the protection 
of human rights. More global–local interaction is needed 
to stimulate discursive sensemaking between actors. The 
interaction should demonstrate the human rights relevance 
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of global public and private standards and the need to align 
labour standards in global supply chains with global (rather 
than regional or local) conceptualisations of human rights. 
Regional or local conceptualisations of human rights that are 
misaligned with global ones impede joint global sensemak-
ing. International initiatives operating at the local level can 
help to promote global standards and their positive impacts 
on human rights among suppliers. Auditors should also be 
trained to elaborate on the standards’ human rights orienta-
tion and business benefits.

Going beyond previous recommendations, the findings 
of this study lead to a proposal to widen decent work under-
standings and the substance of global labour standards to 
include context-specific aspects that do not violate univer-
sal human rights. The proposal refers to local decent work 
practices that are not covered by global labour standards 
but are important to workers in the local context. The rec-
ognition of context-specific decent work practices within 
the framework of global labour standards is advocated to 
prevent the displacement of such practices and to strengthen 
the substantive and autonomy legitimacy (Breakey, 2021) of 
global standards.

The proposal distinguishes between (1) context-specific 
responsibility standards and (2) the context-specific applica-
tion of standards. (1) Responsibility standards include issues 
relevant to the well-being of workers in a specific context and 
the responsibility to ensure business survival. They cover the 
contents of supplier frames that were shown to exceed global 
frames of decent work and that were labelled “hidden” or 
“silent” decent work practices in previous research (Fontana 
& Egels-Zandén, 2019; Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011). (2) 
The context-specific application of standards addresses the 
need to specify rights-oriented requirements locally. For 
instance, while global standards can request the payment 
of living wages, the amount of money constituting a liv-
ing wage depends on the local context. Existing standards 
commonly refer to local laws and industry regulations if a 
context-specific specification is required. The proposal rec-
ommends the continuation and extension of this practice. 
Current global standards tend to micro-manage how human 
rights are protected – for instance, by prescribing that a cer-
tain type of fire extinguisher or toilet be installed (Khan & 
Lund-Thomsen, 2011). Giving local actors more autonomy 
in specifying how labour rights are best respected in local 
contexts can enhance the legitimacy of global standards 
(autonomy legitimacy, Breakey, 2021).

The proposal also calls for locally defining context-spe-
cific regulations and involving business and social stake-
holders in the process. If collective bargaining processes 
exist, they could be used to define context-specific stand-
ards. Involving international actors to facilitate the definition 
of standards is recommended as this stimulates discursive 
sensemaking across global and local actors. In Jordan, the 

International Labour Organization or Better Work Jordan 
could, for instance, facilitate the process. Global buyers 
should subsequently formally acknowledge and reward com-
pliance with these standards. Suppliers should be obliged to 
comply with universalistic and context-specific rights-ori-
ented regulations. Compliance with responsibility standards 
that go beyond international human rights could be rewarded 
with bonus points in suppliers’ compliance ratings or by 
permitting exceptional scores in worker well-being surveys 
to enhance suppliers’ compliance ratings.

Limitations and Future Research

This paper introduces a cognitive framing approach to cap-
ture suppliers’ understandings of decent work and links 
this approach to sensemaking scholarship to theorise the 
relevance of frames for the legitimacy and effectiveness 
of global labour standards. The empirical analysis focused 
on decent work frames of suppliers in the garment export 
industry in Egypt and Jordan. The findings highlight discon-
nects between decent work understandings among global 
standard setters and industry suppliers but also find com-
mon ground for defining and implementing global labour 
standards and therefore also achieving SDG 8. To address 
the limitations of this study, future research is needed which 
further develops understandings of decent work frames in 
the global debate.

First, this paper focused on suppliers’ cognitive frames 
for understanding what constitutes decent work in Egypt 
and Jordan and only briefly addressed the coexistence of 
different decent work understandings on the global level. 
Meanwhile, a plurality of decent work concepts exists across 
scientific disciplines and languages. Further theoretical 
analysis is recommended to dissect and discuss coexist-
ing decent work frames in the international arena for the 
purpose of stimulating joint sensemaking. Second, the 
relationship between decent work frames and decent work 
practices, which was theoretically elaborated in this paper, 
awaits empirical study. Similarly, the social construction of 
suppliers’ decent work frames must be further researched. 
Future research could trace discursive sensemaking between 
global and local stakeholders. Third, this study focused on 
one local stakeholder group in global production. Research 
illuminating decent work frames of other supply chain 
stakeholders in the Global South (buying agents, auditors, 
workers, etc.) is recommended to make their decent work 
understandings visible in the global debate. Particularly, 
workers’ decent work frames ought to be compared to those 
of owners and managers to evaluate the extent to which the 
detected frames represent a local consensus or a business-
specific viewpoint. Fourth, this paper employed a social 
constructivist view on cognitive frames, which implies that 
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frames are time- and context-specific (Zimmermann et al., 
2021). The cognitive frames identified in the empirical part 
of this paper therefore need to be considered as snapshots 
of decent work understandings at the time of the analysis. 
Future research might evaluate how much decent work 
frames of decision-makers change over time; in particular, 
the Covid-19 pandemic might have changed views on decent 

work in global production. Fifth, the study would need to be 
replicated in other production contexts and GPNs to validate 
the presented findings across the Global South. While this 
study focused on identifying the range of frames present in 
the research context, quantitative studies could be used to 
analyse their frequency.

Annex

Annex I: Profiles of Interviewed Factory Owners‑Managers

Factory code Factory 
location

Factory 
type

Approx. no. of 
workers

Respon-dent Role Local/migrant Gender

1 E01F01 Residential tier-1 500 R1 General Manager Egyptian Male
R2 IT Manager Egyptian Male

2 E07F04 Industrial tier-1 600 R1 General Manager Egyptian Male
3 E08F05 Industrial tier-2 150 R1 General Manager Egyptian Male
4 E11F08 Industrial tier-1 1500 R1 HR Manager Egyptian Male
5 E12F09 Industrial tier-1 2500 R1 General Manager Egyptian Male
6 E17F12 Industrial tier-1 900 R1 General Manager Egyptian Male

R2 Compliance Egyptian Female
R3 HR Manager Egyptian Male

7 E21F16 Industrial tier-1 350 R1 General Manager Egyptian Male
8 E22F17 Residential tier-2 25 R1 Owner 1 Egyptian Female

R2 Owner 2 Egyptian Male
9 E24F19 Residential tier-1 70 R1 Export Manager Egyptian Female
10 E25F20 Residential tier-1 80 R1 Owner 1 Egyptian Female

R2 Owner 2 Egyptian Male
11 E26F21 Residential tier-2 155 R1 Owner Egyptian Male
12 E28F23 Residential tier-1 130 R1 Owner 1 Egyptian Male

R2 Owner 2 Egyptian Male
13 E30F24 Industrial tier-1 500 R1 Owner Egyptian Male
14 J05F02 Industrial tier-1 600 R1 HR & Compliance Migrant Male
15 J06F03 Industrial tier-2 150 R1 Owner Jordanian Male
16 J07F04 Industrial tier-1 2000 R1 General Manager Jordanian Male
17 J08F05 Industrial tier-1 3000 R1 HR Manager Jordanian Female
18 J09F06 Residential tier-1 800 R1 COO Jordanian Male
19 J12F08 Industrial tier-2 200 R1 Owner Migrant Male
20 J13F09 Industrial tier-2 150 R1 Owner Migrant Male
21 J16F11 Residential tier-1 450 R1 Factory Manager Jordanian Female
22 J18F12 Industrial tier-1 1800 R1 General Manager Migrant Male

R2 HR & Compliance Migrant Male
23 J19F13 Industrial tier-1 950 R1 HR & Compliance Jordanian Male
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Annex II: Global, Organising, and Basic Themes

Global theme Organising theme Basic theme

1. (Paternalistic) 
family responsi-
bility

1.1 Image 1.1.1 (Paternalistic) 
family

1.1.2 Home away from 
home

1.1.3 Collective
1.2 Objective 1.2.1 Ensure well-

being of worker in 
all areas of life

1.2.2 Educate and 
discipline workers

1.3 Employer-worker 
relationship

1.3.1 Employer-
workers are close/
one unity

1.3.2 Employer as par-
ent/caretaker; worker 
as child

1.3.3 Relationship val-
ues: honesty, respect, 
loyalty

1.4 Typical practices
(top 9)

1.4.1 Support of 
personal (especially 
financial) problems

1.4.2 Direct com-
munication with top 
management (open 
door)

1.4.3 Work-life 
balance support 
(nursery, shortened 
working hours)

1.4.4 Decent salaries
1.4.5 Factory in resi-

dential area (short 
commute)

1.4.6 Offer of leisure 
time activities

1.4.7 Homely work 
environment

1.4.8 Fair and respect-
ful treatment

1.4.9 Safe work envi-
ronment

2. Business respon-
sibility

2.1 Image 2.1.1 Win–Win
2.1.2 Give and take/

Balance
2.1.3 Battle

2.2 Objective 2.2.1 Worker benefit: 
Provide work oppor-
tunities/income

2.2.2 Business benefit: 
Ensure business 
survival/profit

Global theme Organising theme Basic theme

2.2.3 Worker benefit: 
Ensure worker satis-
faction

2.2.4 Business benefit: 
Keep and build com-
mitted, productive 
workforce

2.3 Employer-worker 
relationship

2.3.1 Construc-
tive: Balancing of 
employer-worker 
needs and demands

2.3.2 Destructive: 
Clash between 
employer-worker 
needs and demands

2.4 Typical practices
(top 9)

2.4.1 Decent salaries 
and overtime oppor-
tunities

2.4.2 Social and medi-
cal insurance, indoor 
clinic

2.4.3 Transportation 
to work

2.4.4 (Tasty) daily 
meals at work

2.4.5 Comfortable 
facilities, including 
accommodation for 
migrants

2.4.6 Offer of leisure 
time activities

2.4.7 Fair and respect-
ful treatment

2.4.8 Communication 
channels for workers 
to communicate their 
needs

2.4.9 Work-life 
balance support 
(nursery, shortened 
working hours)

3. Regulatory 
responsibility

2.1 Objective 3.1.1 Comply with 
local laws and regu-
lations

3.1.2 Comply with 
global standards

2.2 Typical practices 3.2.1 Food and accom-
modation according 
to Collective Bar-
gaining Agreement

3.2.2 Overtime regula-
tions according to 
global standards

3.2.3 Salary accord-
ing to national legal 
regulations
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Global theme Organising theme Basic theme

3.2.4 Non-discrim-
ination according 
to national legal 
regulations

Global theme Organising theme Basic theme
4. Philanthropic 

responsibility
4.1 Objective 4.1.1 Support develop-

ment of workers 
(human/social/eco-
nomic)

4.1.2 Support devel-
opment of local 
community (human/
social/economic)

4.1.3 Support develop-
ment of country 
(human/social/eco-
nomic)

4.2 Typical practices 4.2.1 Decent salaries
4.2.2 Support of 

personal (especially 
financial) problems

4.2.3 In-house training 
or technical educa-
tion opportunities

4.2.4 Temporary jobs 
for students during 
holidays

4.2.5 Job opportunities 
for poor/margin-
alised community 
members

4.2.6 Reading and 
writing classes, 
English language 
classes

4.2.7 Secure work-
spaces for women

5. Human responsi-
bility

5.1 Objective 5.1.1 Honouring 
human rights

5.1.2 Supporting basic 
human needs

5.2 Typical practices 5.2.1 Financial support 
in case of need

5.2.2 Rest periods/
limited overtime

5.2.3 Additional earn-
ing opportunities/
extended overtime

5.2.4 Punctual, correct 
payment of salaries

5.2.5 Physical integrity
5.2.6 Non-discrimi-

nation

Global theme Organising theme Basic theme

6. Religious 
(Islamic) respon-
sibility

6.1 Objective 6.1.1 Honouring local 
religious (Islamic) 
work ethics and 
traditions

6.1.2 Honouring 
religious (Islamic) 
duties of workers

6.2 Typical practices 6.2.1 Zakat (alms)
6.2.2 Ramadan provi-

sions (shortened 
hours, food pack-
ages, money)

6.2.3 In-house 
celebration of local 
religious holidays

6.2.4 In-house cel-
ebration of workers’ 
religious holidays

6.2.5 Respectful com-
munications

7. Overarching 
claims about 
decent work

7.1 DW is multi-
dimensional

7.1.1 Decent work 
includes a plurality 
of work issues

7.2 DW is not fully 
feasible—limited 
resources

7.2.1 Limited financial 
resources

7.2.2 Limited temporal 
resources

7.2.3 Limited human 
resources (hard and 
soft skills)

7.2.4 Limited physical 
resources (especially 
space)

7.2.5 Respectful com-
munications

7.3 DW is not fully 
feasible—norma-
tive contradictions

7.3.1 Local laws con-
tradict global labour 
standards

7.3.2 Worker interests 
contradict local/
global regulations

7.3.3 Own normative 
judgements con-
tradict local/global 
regulations

7.3 DW has uni-
versalistic and 
particularistic 
aspects

7.4.1 Different groups 
of workers have dif-
ferent needs

7.4.2 Different cultures 
have different needs/
priorities

7.4.3 Different organi-
sations and jobs have 
different needs

7.4.4 All humans have 
rights and basic 
needs
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Annex III: Excerpt of the Coding Frame

Type of theme Theme Description Sample Quote

Global 1. (Paternal-
istic) family 
responsibility

Owners-managers frame decent 
work as a (paternalistic) family 
responsibility. They talk about 
decent work and their workers 
as if they are a (paternalistic) 
parent who takes care of their 
children

Organising 1.1 Image Theme includes all basic themes 
that describe the image that 
an owner-manager has of the 
work environment or the work 
relationships within the factory

Basic 1.1.1 (Paternal-
istic) family

Statements 
describing 
the work 
environment 
or the work 
relationships 
as family-like

In [factory J06], 
we are trying 
to have the 
family concept 
system. 
[J09F06, R1]

Basic 1.1.2 Home 
away from 
home

Statements 
describing 
the work 
environment 
or the work 
relationships 
as home away 
from home 
(for migrant 
workers)

We create a 
home away 
from home 
for all our 
employees 
wherever they 
are [J07F04, 
R1]

Basic 1.1.3 Collec-
tive

Statements 
describing 
the work 
environment 
or the work 
relationships 
as a col-
lective or a 
community

The factory is a 
small commu-
nity [E08F05, 
R1]

Organising 1.2. Objective Theme includes all basic themes 
that provide information on 
the intention that an owner-
manager associates with 
decent work

Basic 1.2.1 Ensure 
well-being of 
worker in all 
areas of life

Statements 
implying the 
intention to 
ensure the 
workers’ 
well-being 
during work-
ing hours and 
after work

They [workers] 
live better, 
they should 
learn better. 
They should 
have a better 
authority of 
life. […] There 
are many more 
things we can 
do, […] we can 
have libraries. 
[…] [J18F12, 
R1]

Type of theme Theme Description Sample Quote

Basic 1.2.2 Educate 
and disci-
pline workers

Statements 
implying the 
intention to 
educate and 
discipline 
workers (like 
children)

I: What are the 
most crucial 
issues you 
teach them 
[…]?

R1: How to live 
in a dormitory 
with others, 
on the soft 
skills. They've 
been with their 
parents or 
most of them 
are young, 
between the 
age of 20 and 
30. […] This 
is your cover, 
this is your 
bed. You have 
to take care 
of your bed, 
organise eve-
rything. You 
are not living 
alone. [J07F04, 
R1]

Organising 1.3 Employer-
worker 
relationship

Theme includes all basic themes 
that provide information on the 
owners-managers’ perception 
of employer-worker relation-
ship

Basic 1.3.1 
Employer-
workers are 
close/one 
unity

Statements 
describing 
employers 
and workers 
to have a 
very close 
relationship, 
including 
a personal 
relationship

A week doesn’t 
go by without 
an engage-
ment, birthday, 
or wedding 
celebration 
going on. 
A birthday 
or wedding, 
everyone has 
to attend. So, 
our relation-
ship with each 
other [is close]. 
[E08F05, R1]

…
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