A Service of

[ ) [ J
(] [ )
J ﬂ Leibniz-Informationszentrum
° Wirtschaft
o Leibniz Information Centre
h for Economics

Make Your Publications Visible.

Rapior, Myriam C.; Oberhauser, Marc

Article — Published Version

Human Rights Violations in Global Value Chains: A Locally
Grounded Governance Framework

Journal of Business Ethics

Provided in Cooperation with:
Springer Nature

Suggested Citation: Rapior, Myriam C.; Oberhauser, Marc (2025) : Human Rights Violations in
Global Value Chains: A Locally Grounded Governance Framework, Journal of Business Ethics, ISSN
1573-0697, Springer Netherlands, Dordrecht, Vol. 203, Iss. 1, pp. 27-54,

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-025-06025-6

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/335051

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor durfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dirfen die Dokumente nicht fiir 6ffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielféltigen, 6ffentlich ausstellen, 6ffentlich zugénglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfiigung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewahrten Nutzungsrechte.

.: BY https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

WWW.ECONSTOR.EU

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

Mitglied der

Leibniz-Gemeinschaft ;


https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-025-06025-6%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/335051
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/

Journal of Business Ethics (2026) 203:27-54
https://doi.org/10.1007/510551-025-06025-6

ORIGINAL PAPER q

Check for
updates

Human Rights Violations in Global Value Chains: A Locally Grounded
Governance Framework

Myriam C. Rapior' @ - Marc Oberhauser?

Received: 17 April 2024 / Accepted: 5 May 2025 / Published online: 24 May 2025
© The Author(s) 2025, corrected publication 2025

Abstract

Social governance models of global value chains (GVCs) are criticized as being dominated by advanced economy mul-
tinational corporations (MNCs) and primarily focusing on civil society organizations (CSOs) from developed countries,
marginalizing the local agency, knowledge, and needs of rightsholders at the producing end of the GVC. These traditional
governance frameworks often reinforce corporate power by framing compliance as a linear, top-down mandate. We address
these shortcomings in the literature by proposing a locally grounded governance framework that accounts for vulnerable
rightsholders who are often sidelined or underrepresented. The study is based on an inductive qualitative analysis of 54
interviews with CSOs operating in rightsholders’ home countries, MNCs’ home countries, and globally. Our study contributes
in two major ways. First, we develop a theoretical model that conceptualizes a shift from a static, meeting-minimum-legal-
standards, compliance-driven model to an adaptive, locally grounded GVC governance framework that is genuinely col-
laborative and can evolve with local insights. Second, we theorize a shift from a linear top-down framework that reinforces
corporate power to an iterative process in which the dynamics of conflict and collaboration interact and shape the outcomes
of the governance model.

Keywords Human rights - Global value chains - Civil society organization - Local CSO action - Transnational collective

action

Introduction

According to international law, states are the primary duty
bearers for providing remedies to human rights violations
(Shivji, 2024; United Nations, 2011). However, many
instances of human rights violations in global value chains
(GVCs) occur in states that “lack the capacity or will to hold
companies to account, and judicial recourse in a corpora-
tion’s home state or a third state is sometimes impossible,
always legally and logistically difficult, and infrequently
successful” (Knuckey & Jenkin, 2015, p. 801). There-
fore, effective non-state remedy measures are required to
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fill this void (Schormair & Gerlach, 2020; Shivji, 2023),
complementing the ‘bouquet of remedies’ called for by the
United Nations Guiding Principles (United Nations, 2011).
In consequence, there is a “near-universal recognition by
all stakeholders” (Ruggie, 2009, p. 284) that multinational
corporations (MNCs) are to be held accountable for human
rights compliance, even for issues that initially occurred out-
side the traditional firm boundaries, namely in their GVCs
(Egels-Zandén, 2017; Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). Moreover,
contemporary supply chain laws, the most recent and com-
prehensive of which is the EU’s Corporate Sustainability
Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD), are increasingly oblig-
ing MNC:s to take responsibility for human rights standards
(Wilhelm, 2024; Yawar & Seuring, 2017).

Challenged by this so-called full-chain responsibility
approach, and due to the complexity and opaqueness of
GVCs (Kim & Davis, 2016), even well-intentioned MNCs
struggle to prevent and remedy human rights violations
directly or indirectly linked to their operations (Marano
et al., 2024; Narula, 2019). Scholars from a variety of dis-
ciplines have proposed the involvement of civil society and
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other non-traditional GVC actors to mitigate human rights
violations and to support the transition to more socially sus-
tainable GVCs (Bruijn et al., 2023; Castaldi et al., 2023; Ger-
effi & Lee, 2016; Marano et al., 2024; Wilhelm, 2024; Wil-
helm et al., 2024). Wettstein (2021, p. 325) emphasizes that
“the real force behind the shifting BHR [business and human
rights] landscape today are the civil society movements,
which increasingly organize and mobilize across national
borders in transnational ways.” Civil society can be defined
as “an area of organization, separate from both the state and
the market, where individuals coalesce to take sustained
action in pursuit of common interests” (Bruijn et al., 2023,
p- 1). Civil society organizations (CSOs) comprise a variety
of different actors, such as non-governmental organizations
(NGO s), trade unions, grassroots organizations, community,
charitable, and faith-based groups, as well as looser net-
works like social movements (World Bank, 2000, 2007). In
line with scholarly suggestions, MNCs have begun to initiate
dialogue with civil society (Liu et al., 2020; Shivji, 2023).
For example, the German companies BMW, Mercedes, and
ZF collaborated with civil society actors from Germany
and Mexico to conceptualize and implement a complaints
mechanism for Mexican automotive supply chains (Dohmen,
2023). BMW’s head of Human Rights Management, Oliver
Winter, emphasized that civil society is involved not only for
ethical and moral reasons but also because its capabilities
and local knowledge are needed to complement corporate
efforts (Bundesministerium fiir Arbeit & Soziales, 2023).
The theoretical framing of a collaborative GVC govern-
ance model between MNCs and CSOs was introduced by
Gereffi and Lee (2016) and called social governance. How-
ever, current approaches that have accepted this framing
have faced criticism. Soundararajan and colleagues argue
that most collaborative GVC governance models, includ-
ing social governance, are dominated by advanced economy
MNC:s and focus primarily on CSOs from developed coun-
tries (Soundararajan et al., 2021a, 2021b; Soundararajan
et al., 2021a, 2021b). This leads to marginalizing the local
agency, knowledge, and needs of rightsholders at the produc-
ing end of the GVC (Banerjee, 2018; Castaldi et al., 2023;
Ehrnstrom-Fuentes, 2022). As a result, grievance mecha-
nisms that are intended to provide remedies for rightsholders
may not be utilized, as these mechanisms are perceived as
untrustworthy or disconnected from local realities (Wilhelm
et al., 2024). Therefore, collaborations ‘on the ground’ with
local CSOs, rightsholders, and their immediate representa-
tives are gaining importance since they promise governance
models that account for the rightsholders’ needs. MNCs are
likewise interested since they seek to comply with manda-
tory due diligence legislation (Wilhelm, 2024). While such
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collaborations that “take place on the ground” (Bruijn et al.,
2023, p. 148) are both aspirational and crucial, they also
bring to light issues of power inequalities between the MNCs
and local CSOs (Banerjee, 2010; Calvano, 2008). Moreover,
they often exhibit a dialectical tension between collabora-
tion and conflict (de Bakker et al., 2013), which interact and
shape the outcomes of such collaborative models. Accord-
ingly, this study aims to complement the prevalent collabora-
tive GVC governance models twofold. First, we investigate
the impediments of a collaborative model on the ground and
identify facilitating conditions to overcome these. Second,
we elaborate on the dynamics of local collaboration and how
this complements collaboration on the top to bring about an
approach of GVC governance that accounts for the margin-
alized and vulnerable rightsholders. The study is guided by
the following research question: How can locally grounded
approaches to GVC governance address human rights viola-
tions that affect marginalized rightsholders?

We collect data from 54 semi-structured interviews with
CSO representatives from the rightsholders’ home countries,
MNCs’ home countries, and from global CSOs. Based on an
inductive qualitative analysis, we propose a locally grounded
GVC governance that integrates local CSOs into transna-
tional networks of CSOs and MNCs. Based on the empirical
evidence of our analyses, we develop a theoretical model
and argue that context-sensitive mechanisms that center on
rightsholders are crucial for effectively addressing diverse
human rights challenges, as they allow for tailored responses
that resonate with specific local conditions. We suggest that
this contextualization of governance mechanisms holds the
potential to establish a more ethical form of social govern-
ance, one that genuinely upholds the dignity, rights, and
well-being of those at the most vulnerable ends of the GVCs.

Theoretical Background
Global Value Chains and Human Rights Violations

As MNCs expanded their global presence and relied on
increasingly decentralized GVCs, the task of ensuring
that their suppliers complied with human rights standards
became more challenging (Sun et al., 2021). For instance,
Kim and Davis (2016) report that 80% of the American
MNCs they examined could not determine that the host
country of their suppliers was conflict-free. This opaque-
ness of GVCs makes the organization, governance, and con-
trol of operations in GVCs difficult (Narula, 2019). From
the perspective of MNCs, this eventually complicates the
task of preventing and remedying human rights violations,
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particularly at lower-tier suppliers (Lund-Thomsen, 2020;
Soundararajan, 2023). Human rights violations in GVCs
are a transnational phenomenon affecting individuals and
communities in several locations (Feasley, 2016). The ter-
minology of ‘human rights violations’ often serves as an
umbrella term, encompassing more narrowly defined issues
that are sometimes used interchangeably, like modern slav-
ery, human trafficking, and forced labor (van Buren et al.,
2021). These violations span different forms of exploita-
tion, including labor exploitation, child labor, and health
and safety risks. But they can also include anything from
social injustice over debt bondage to sexual exploitation in
the business context (Crane et al., 2022). What these forms
of human rights violations have in common is the abuse of
power over vulnerable rightsholders (van Buren et al., 2021),
the least powerful actors in GVCs (Wilhelm et al., 2024).
Existing studies provide various explanations for the
persistence of human rights violations within GVCs. Some
scholars have highlighted that MNCs and their suppliers
may sometimes not perceive advantages in cooperating on
and complying with human rights standards (Caruana et al.,
2021; Villena & Gioia, 2018). Others consider the complex-
ity and opaqueness of GVCs a major issue (Narula, 2019),
and the geographic and psychic distances to lower-tier sup-
pliers, such as mine workers or farmers, make them particu-
larly difficult to reach for the MNCs (Villena & Gioia, 2018).
Therefore, rightsholders at lower-tier suppliers are often
considered “peripheral stakeholders” by the MNCs (Huq
et al., 2016, p. 22), and their vulnerabilities receive limited
attention. Likewise, suppliers are often resource-constrained
and may engage in abusive practices for cost reasons while
often benefiting from weak regulatory institutional contexts
(Idemudia et al., 2020; Lund-Thomsen, 2020). Rightshold-
ers, moreover, may often be unaware of their rights; this
would especially apply to those who are migrants with an
undocumented status under repressive laws in the host coun-
tries (Wilhelm et al., 2024). Moreover, even if rightsholders
raise their voices and file corporate foreign direct liability
cases against MNCs, most of these lawsuits are dismissed,
and rightsholders are left disappointed, since they lack
power and influence (Schrempf-Stirling & Wettstein, 2017).
While the factors mentioned above undoubtedly com-
plicate GVC governance, leading scholars have suggested
that what has failed is the often-pursued private governance
models, including the ‘cascading compliance’ approach
(Soundararajan et al., 2021a, 2021b; Soundararajan et al.,
2021a, 2021b; Wilhelm, 2024). As noted by early GVC
research, these MNC-centric governance models focus on
lead firms that seek to control the GVC by prescribing sup-
plier codes of conduct and audit-based monitoring through
social auditing organizations (Gereffi & Lee, 2016; Narula,

2019). By controlling the governance structures, MNCs
often retain decision-making power, which limits the ability
of local actors to shape compliance measures or challenge
exploitative practices (Banerjee, 2018). Private governance
approaches, particularly social auditing organizations, are
also often criticized for lacking effectiveness (Raj-Reichert,
2013) and pursuing self-interest (Angelini & Curphey,
2022). Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen (2014, p. 13) empha-
size that social auditors “often lacked sufficient incentives
to ‘rock the boat’ by demanding significant changes in work
conditions, from either buyers or suppliers.” Therefore, the
literature on labor rights argues that only worker-driven
social auditing can provide effective mechanisms to guar-
antee compliance with labor rights within GVCs (Angelini
& Curphey, 2022; Marslev et al., 2022; Reinecke & Don-
aghey, 2021). Acknowledging these arguments and trans-
ferring them to the broader issue of providing remedies to
and preventing human rights violations in GVCs, scholars
have pressed for a more context-sensitive mode of GVC
governance that accounts for local agencies and includes
local actors from civil society (Schormair & Gerlach, 2020;
Wilhelm et al., 2024).

Civil Society’s Role in GVC Governance:
Collaboration on the Ground

Several systematic reviews and a dedicated special issue on
MNC-CSO interactions have been prompted by the wide
variety of roles CSOs can take on and the tasks they can
be involved in (Bruijn et al., 2023; de Bakker et al., 2013;
Kourula & Laasonen, 2010). CSOs frequently step in to
fill institutional voids on a supranational level when cor-
porations and governments fail to do so (Rana & Sgrensen,
2021). CSOs challenge MNCs through conflictual forms
of activism such as boycotting, petitions, and protests to
put pressure on MNCs (Burchell & Cook, 2013; Schéfer
et al., 2024), but they also complement MNCs’ operations
through collaborative approaches. These often take the form
of multistakeholder initiatives in which they jointly develop
norms while also transmitting, monitoring, and enforcing
them (Gereffi & Lee, 2016; Grimm et al., 2024). MNCs can
particularly benefit from such initiatives through a ‘buy-in’
of CSOs’ expertise instead of ‘making’ it themselves (Bod-
dewyn & Doh, 2011; Jamali & Keshishian, 2009). This can
be regarded as a firm-specific advantage from the MNC’s
perspective (Bruijn et al., 2023). CSOs are also credited with
having substantially influenced the introduction of a range of
legislative innovations (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, 2011), like
the UK’s Modern Slavery Act (Islam & van Staden, 2022)
and France’s Law on Duty Vigilance (Delalieux et al., 2024).
This is particularly true for large CSOs that operate globally,
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because they “demonstrate analogous qualities to MNEs in
that they manage across borders, cultures, and institutions;
feature international governance and operational challenges;
and formulate strategic goals and establish performance
measures in their international operations” (Sun et al., 2021,
p. 1835). For instance, IndustriALL Global Union, a global
CSO, recently signed an updated global framework agree-
ment protecting the interests of more than one million gar-
ment workers in collaboration with the multinational cloth-
ing retail company H&M (H&M Group, 2024).

However, such collaborations between MNCs and large,
global CSOs often serve to legitimize corporate practices
rather than truly addressing the needs of rightsholders
(Banerjee, 2018; Ehrnstrom-Fuentes, 2016). These col-
laborations, albeit often framed as deliberative processes
(Palazzo & Scherer, 2006), frequently marginalize local
CSOs and communities, reinforcing power imbalances
that silence the voices of those most affected by corpo-
rate activities (Banerjee, 2018; Ehrnstrom-Fuentes, 2022).
Therefore, it is argued that current approaches do not suf-
ficiently differentiate between high-level collaborations,
e.g., between MNCs and large CSOs, and those on the
ground, e.g., ones involving the affected rightsholders,
local communities, and grassroots CSOs (Castaldi et al.,
2023; Soundararajan et al., 2021a, 2021b; Soundarara-
jan et al., 2021a, 2021b). This critique is in line with the
shortcomings in the literature identified by Bruijn et al.
(2023): few studies have investigated both conflictual and
collaborative interactions, examined interactions across
multiple countries, or focused on MNC-CSO collabora-
tions “which take place on the ground” (p. 148). This “on
the ground” is where CSOs serve as direct representatives
of those negatively affected by corporate activities and
demand that MNCs take responsibility for societal issues
(Chowdhury et al., 2021; Doh & Guay, 2006).

In light of the shortcomings identified in the literature,
and in line with Banerjee (2018) and Ehrnstrom-Fuentes
(2016, 2022), we argue that a locally grounded approach
to GVC governance is crucial to properly account for the
rights and interests of marginalized and vulnerable rights-
holders. Banerjee critiques how MNC-CSO collaborations
often legitimize corporate power rather than addressing
the needs of vulnerable populations, and Ehrnstrom-
Fuentes emphasizes the need for governance models that
include grassroots CSOs and elevate rightsholders’ voices.
While large global CSOs exert significant influence (Baur
& Palazzo, 2011; Baur & Schmitz, 2012), the inclusion of
less powerful actors in GVC governance amplifies con-
cerns about power inequalities and the risk of corporate
co-optation (Banerjee, 2010; Ehrnstrom-Fuentes, 2016).
In order to interrogate these structural power inequalities,
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we draw on the notion of power dynamics as discussed in
critical studies of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
(Banerjee, 2014; Ehrnstrom-Fuentes, 2022). This litera-
ture emphasizes how power inequalities between MNCs
and civil society actors often reinforce corporate domi-
nance and marginalize the voices of affected communi-
ties. Adopting the lens of critical CSR to focus on power
dynamics encourages a rethinking of MNC-CSO collab-
oration, and thus helps us to see more clearly whether,
and how, it can truly serve the interests of marginalized
rightsholders.

Methodology

We choose a qualitative research design, following Gioia
et al. (2013), since this approach is particularly suitable for
under-researched topics and facilitates the generation of
novel context-sensitive knowledge. The main data source
for this study is 54 semi-structured interviews with repre-
sentatives from CSOs. We conducted an inductive qualita-
tive data analysis, thus assuring proximity to the CSO per-
spective. In the following, we illustrate the data collection
process and then describe our qualitative data analysis.

Data Collection

We began the data collection with a three-fold approach.
First, an initial stakeholder mapping was executed to iden-
tify the suitable interview participants. For this, CSOs
working on human rights violations along GVCs, with or
without collaboration with MNCs, were listed by research-
ing key terms, such as ‘civil society,” ‘non-governmental
organization,” ‘trade union,” ‘human rights,” ‘value chain,’
and ‘supply chain.” Second, we contacted the Friedrich
Ebert Stiftung, a German foundation with proven expertise
in supply chain due diligence and human rights violations
along GVC (Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2022), to gain access
to the regional networks and local CSOs. The foundation
frequently publishes studies and reports on human rights
issues, not only in Germany, where they are headquartered,
but also in its many international locations. We contacted
16 offices of the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung in developing
countries with low human rights standards (Amnesty
International, 2021) and received suggestions for suitable
interview partners. Third, an NGO that we identified as
relevant suggested that we send the research request via an
internal global NGO mailing list. We used this mailing list
to solicit participation in the interviews and ask for expert
knowledge or experiences.



Human Rights Violations in Global Value Chains: A Locally Grounded Governance Framework 31

Despite initial difficulties in reaching and convincing
appropriate interview partners who held sensitive data and
worked in countries where governments oppress civil soci-
ety and human rights activists, we aimed for geographic
inclusivity and diversity within our sample. Apart from
the many positive and negative replies, we also received
recommendations about other CSOs with experience in
the field. We discovered that CSOs working on the mat-
ter are, at times, extremely specialized and have strong
international connections to CSOs from other countries.
This international connectivity is not widely publicized.
To include smaller CSOs with low online presence, we
extended our list of relevant CSOs via snowball sampling
and were redirected numerous times from primary cor-
respondents. The websites, where available, of all rec-
ommended organizations and other publicly available
information were researched by the authors themselves
and carefully screened. Before a CSO was contacted as a
potential addition to our sample, it had to meet the follow-
ing prerequisites: allowing individual membership, proven
expertise or experience in supply chain due diligence and
human rights violations, and independence from corporate
funding sources, such as corporate foundations. In total,
285 CSOs were contacted.

The final sample consisted of 54 interviews with 56 part-
ners (two interviews were conducted with two interviewees)
from 51 CSOs. The interviews lasted an average of 46 min,
making a total duration of about 41 h. CSOs operating on a
national level are based in 20 different countries, including
many developing countries where human rights violations
often occur, such as Mozambique, Ecuador or Indonesia
(Villena & Gioia, 2018). This was a relevant criterion to
us, as we intended to stay close to the perspective of right-
sholders and their representatives. We also included CSOs
with a supranational scope, to obtain a global perspective
on interactions and collaboration between CSOs and MNCs.
Overall, the CSOs interviewed can be categorized into three
groups: CSOs from rightsholders’ home countries (hereafter
called ‘local CSOs’), CSOs from MNCs’ home countries
(hereafter called ‘home CSOs’), and CSOs operating on a
global scale (hereafter called ‘global CSOs.” The sample
comprises 29 interviews with local CSOs, 11 interviews
with global CSOs, 10 interviews with home CSOs, and four
interviews with CSOs operating in both the home coun-
tries of rightsholders and the home country of the MNCs.
Appendix 1 gives details of all the participating CSOs, their
respective geographic work purview (global, regional, or
national), and their type of activities (advocacy, field, or
research work).

The interviews were conducted one-on-one via ‘Zoom,’
in English or German between July and November 2021

and were led by the corresponding author of this study to
maintain consistency. Four interviews, with organizations
working in Mozambique, Brazil, and Costa Rica were held
in Spanish and Portuguese, assisted by professional inter-
preters. To increase analytical rigor, the interviews were
conducted over three phases (Nag & Gioia, 2012). During
the first five interviews, the interviewer asked open and
exploratory questions such as ‘Can you describe your experi-
ence in interactions with MNCs on the topic of human rights
violations along GVC?’ or “‘What happens with information
on human rights violations once they occur? Which com-
munication flows develop?’. The insights gained from these
first interviews were used to refine the questionnaire and
the interview guidelines. In the second phase, the adjusted
questionnaire was used for the following 44 interviews. In
the third phase, comprising five interviews, preliminary
findings were discussed in addition to the questionnaire. All
interviews were recorded and transcribed using the software
‘MAXQDA'’

Qualitative Data Analysis

The authors followed an inductive analysis approach to
develop codes and themes close to the statements of the
CSOs (Gioia et al., 2013). We engaged in open coding,
which allowed us to stay close to the interviewees’ terminol-
ogy and expression (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Klicken oder
tippen Sie hier, um Text einzugeben.This approach allowed
for a change in perspective and the integration of subjective
views (Locke, 2001). After evaluating first-order codes, we
arranged them in a preliminary order within a spreadsheet.
In the next step, we conducted axial coding to identify sec-
ond-order themes with a slightly higher degree of abstrac-
tion, taking them to a theoretical dimension (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). Throughout all themes, the first-order codes
give a detailed insight into the activities of MNCs, CSOs,
suppliers, and other actors that positively or negatively affect
human rights standards in GVCs. The second-order codes
then grasp the overarching practices that can be identified by
combining these activities. For example, the codes ‘MNCs
involve home CSOs and local CSOs to implement complaint
procedures along the GVC’ and ‘Local CSOs forward the
complaints received from rightsholder to global CSOs and
home CSOs’ describe activities related to handling com-
plaints. They are assembled into the practice of ‘Establishing
a grievance mechanism.” We enhance data transparency by
showing in Appendix 2 additional exemplary quotes from
the interviews from which the first-order codes were derived.
To create aggregate dimensions with a higher level of the-
oretical abstraction, we wove data and theory together by
alternating between induction and abduction, thus creating
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« Local CSOs have difficulties in reaching MNCs
* Local CSOs distrust MNCs’ behavior and intentions
+ Local CSOs perceive need for public shaming campaigns to reach MNCs

Lacking trust and
feeling unheard

* Local CSOs lack power in negotiations
* MNCs abuse their power in resource exploitation
* MNCs dominate GVCs

Power inequalities

« Direct consultation between MNCs and rightsholders elicits negative effects

« Rightsholders are not aware of their rights rgzgﬁs‘sdlzgs
« Rightsholders do not report on abuses because they fear negative consequences

» Home CSOs enable local CSOs to engage with MNCs and suppliers Ensuring

+ Home CSOs identify relevant local CSOs participation of
+ Home CSOs pressure MNCs to involve and rely on local CSOs ‘capabilities and expertise local CSOs

+ Local CSOs and home CSOs mutually reach out to each other Establishing

* Home CSOs approach MNCs with concerns of local CSOs
+ MNCs invite suppliers in the strategizing process to cooperate instead of pressuring

relationships

* Global CSOs mediate the relationship between home CSOs and local CSOs

* Global CSOs support home CSOs and local CSOs in building longterm trusting partnerships
« Continuously expanding collaboration through mutual leaming and synergies between all actors

Cultivation of
transnational
networks

* Local CSOs build trusting relationships with rights holders
« Local CSOs engage with representatives from local communities
« Local CSOs frain and educate rights holders on human rights standards

Empowering and
giving voice to
rightsholders

« Local CSOs leverage their relationships with and their proximity to rights holders
« Local CSOs access first-hand information about the working conditions at suppliers

Unveiling human

+ Home CSOs share knowledge with local CSO
* MNCs share know-how on human rights standards with suppliers along GVCs

« Local CSOs identify relevant indicators for measuring improvements rights issues

* Local CSOs address policy-makers with complaints Confronting

* Local CSOs mobilize local employees for resistance against corporate practices suppliers and

« Local CSOs take legal action against suppliers and projects that don’t involve local communities governments

* Local CSOs share local expertise with home CSOs and MNCs Sharing expertise

and experience

* MNCs, suppliers and CSOs discuss human rights standards along GVCs
* MNCs, suppliers, and CSOs agree upon desired state of human rights along GVCs

Contextualizing
humanrights

Impediments to local

collaboration

Conditions for local
CSO0 and transnational
collective action

Local CSO action

N iation of |

ﬂ;hfa commitments

* MNCs, suppliers and CSOs negotiate development trajectories standards
% 3 o . o Designing
* Home CSOs and local CSOs contribute to determining relevant human rights indicators
. . . . measures for
* MNCs, suppliers, and CSOs develop plans for human rights compliance activities 4
< prevention and
* Home CSOs use power to pressure MNCs to design measures
remedy
* MNCs involve home CSOs and local CSOs to implement complaint procedures along the GVC Establishing a
* Local CSOs forward the complaints received from rights holder to global CSOs and home CSOs grievance
* Global CSOs and home CSOs confront MNCs with complaint mechanism
* MNCs & CSOs consult upon solving complaints concerning human rights violations in GVCs Providing .°°“°°}'1’,° of
|+ MNCs compensates rights holders for local human rights violations dy to rreme dv and
* MNCs end business relations with supplier if human rights standards do not improve violations praveryltion

* MNCs, home CSOs and local CSOs cooperate on examining high-risk suppliers
* MNCs, home CSOs and local CSOs jointly train suppliers
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Fig. 1 Data structure of the qualitative analysis

novel theoretical insights (Magnani & Gioia, 2023). We

identified five aggregate dimensions from the data, and all
were screened and discussed in depth by the two authors.
The data structure is displayed in Fig. 1.
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Findings

Our findings show how distrust, power inequalities, and the
oppression of rightsholders impose significant impediments
to collaboration at a local level. We derive the conditions
that need to be established to address these impediments
and which allow for local CSO action and transnational
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collective action. Local CSO action refers to community-
driven efforts led primarily by local CSOs, focusing on
context-specific advocacy, grievance mechanisms, and
direct engagement with local suppliers and communities.
In contrast, transnational collective action involves multiple
stakeholders—including home and global CSOs, MNCs, and
suppliers—who collaborate across borders. We also present
elements of local CSO action and how the integration of
local CSOs addresses some of the shortcomings prevailing
in current social governance approaches. Finally, we out-
line how local CSO action can complement transnational
collective action and contribute to a locally grounded GVC
governance by collectively negotiating and implementing
measures of remedy and prevention. Our interviewees point
out how involving various actors from civil society—local,
home, and global CSOs—can lead to the remedy and pre-
vention of human rights violations. The data structure,
including the aggregate dimensions, is illustrated in Fig. 1.

Impediments to Local Collaboration

Lacking trust and feeling unheard. A major impediment to
collaboration at the local level is the lack of trust, particu-
larly on the part of local CSOs toward MNCs, but also men-
tioned by global and home CSOs. Interviewees doubt the
intentions and behaviors of MNCs and distrust the supply
chain due diligence processes:

“To believe that truly there is any transnational coop-
eration that is truly willing (...) to act responsibly, |
mean, we don’t believe that is, that is true. (...) They
want (...) to maximize the benefits (...). So, I mean due
diligence in particular often has been enough for,(...)
only kind of a reporting obligation for companies.’

[CSO 6, Uruguay]

Representatives of local CSOs report that they often feel
unheard by developed country MNCs as they run into the
void with their requests. On the local level, there is little
to no trust that MNCs will solve pressing issues, which
often leads local CSOs to abandon collaborative efforts and
instead run public campaigns. Local CSOs report similar dif-
ficulties when trying to reach their local governments. One
CSO representative showed his frustration with the govern-
ment and the failure of MNCs to respond:

‘In countries like ours, the big companies don’t care
about the civil society, unlike in the European coun-
tries, because we are a small country and our politi-
cians are highly corrupt. (...) The companies do not
do that sort of a consultation voluntarily.” [CSO 38,
Sri Lanka]

Power inequalities. One of the main sources of conflict is
the substantial power inequalities between MNCs and CSOs
in general and local CSOs in particular. From the local CSO
perspective, MNCs dominate GVCs and abuse their power to
exploit resources. This concentration of power is considered
unjust. Therefore, local CSOs question the fairness of round-
table negotiations and discussions between local CSOs and
MNCs. Though these are often framed as dialogues among
‘equals,” local CSOs doubt they have any say in corporate
decision-making. One interviewee from Mozambique high-
lights this perceived helplessness against these more power-
ful actors and outlines how they rather see their role in being
active on the ground:

‘It is truly very difficult, because we as the civil society,
we don’t have the power. Especially here in Mozam-
bique, it’s not only the civil societies that are con-
siderably powerless, but the mining companies even
have more power than the actual government. So it
is quite complicated to have this power, this balance
on a macro level, but since we have this conversation
on a micro level with employees of other companies,
the power issue is not as strongly felt by us.” [CSO 48,
Mozambique]

Oppressing rightsholders. The breaching of human rights
standards often begins in the relationship between the right-
sholders and the suppliers, which is characterized by power
inequalities. According to our interviewees, suppliers often
try to systematically uphold the unequal relationship by not
informing rightsholders about their legal rights and the sup-
pliers’ duties. In addition, our interviews reveal that even
if rightsholders are aware they are being treated illegally,
they often do not dare to report any violations because they
fear negative consequences, such as the termination of their
contract or physical abuse. One interviewee highlights the
structurally weak position of rightsholders as the reason for
their silence:

‘They [workers] are being systematically, structurally

put in the position, like there are no other options.
They need to go to work. They need to bear with all
the poor, terrible working conditions. They need to
bear with the sexual harassment and any other ter-
rible working conditions. Because they need to do the
work, they need to get the income from the work, and
they need to feed the family. So, they just keep silent.’
[CSO 33, Asia]

The CSO representatives interviewed report that, even
when MNCs involve rightsholders directly, the interaction
between MNCs and rightsholders often produces negative
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outcomes for individuals and the whole community. Con-
sequently, CSOs deem MNCs unsuitable interlocutors for
direct engagement with rightsholders.

Conditions for Local CSO Action and Transnational
Collective Action

Ensuring the participation of local CSOs. Home CSOs
recognize the importance and expertise of local CSOs and
perceive the need to pressure MNCs to acknowledge the
benefits of creating spaces for their involvement within GVC
governance. For example, our interview partners explain that
local CSOs can increase the traceability of sensitive infor-
mation on human rights issues. In order to identify relevant
local CSOs, home CSOs step in and use their field knowl-
edge to propose suitable organizations to the MNCs. In addi-
tion, home and global CSOs support the local CSOs, both
in their engagement with the MNC and when they interact
with the suppliers on a local level. This involvement of home
CSOs can be considered a necessary step to establishing a
space for collaboration on the ground:

‘If you seriously want to engage in a dialogue, all
affected parties must first be identified. So, who is in
any way negatively or positively impacted by a compa-
ny’s activities ? All these groups need to be invited. (...)
NGOs that are active in this area and have expertise
in this topic should also be invited, specifically local
NGOs on the ground who work with those affected.’
[CSO 47, Global]

Establishing relationships. Our interviewees emphasized
that a precondition for enabling local and transnational
action was the establishment of relationships among the
actors involved, both current and prospective, in the gov-
ernance approach. Local CSOs and home CSOs often mutu-
ally connect as they complement each other with their capa-
bilities and expertise. Local CSOs have access to sensitive
information, whereas home and global CSOs have the power
and visibility to ensure that this information is considered
important by decision-makers in MNCs. Hence, home and
global CSOs help foster relationships with MNCs that play
a significant role in addressing the challenges faced by local
CSOs. Likewise, MNCs invite and incentivize their suppli-
ers to participate in shaping novel mechanisms jointly, as
described by one CSO:

‘One company, that has contributed a lot to this dis-
cussion is X [MNC], which clearly said, “In these pro-
cesses [on human rights in GVCs], we have tried to
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shape the work with the suppliers in the long term and
to include them in our strategies accordingly, instead
of constantly putting pressure on the suppliers. (...)".
That’s exactly what I mean by shaping business rela-
tions.” [CSO 42, Germany & Global South]

Cultivation of transnational networks. In order to ensure
the long-term functioning of the transnational collective
action, the actors involved need to work continuously on
their relationships and collaborations. Our interviewees
emphasize that if all actors nurture their direct relationship
and when all are ‘on board,” the multilateral collaboration
creates opportunities for mutual learning and allows for syn-
ergies in creating a governance model that reaches marginal-
ized and vulnerable rightsholders. Transborder networks are
perceived as major facilitators of the remedy and prevention
of human rights violations, as one interviewee stated:

‘The cooperation from civil society organizations
from the North and the South can be really benefi-
cial. Because sometimes they also know more about
the company, because usually they are located in the
Global North and can also offer more input on that.
So, I would stress the importance of transnational
partnerships on a civil society level.” [CSO 36, Brazil

Global CSOs also assist in mediating between local and
home CSOs on the one hand and MNCs on the other hand
in governing these arising networks. Building long-lasting,
trusting partnerships is considered a key aspect, as one inter-
viewee highlights:

‘I think the success factor is that it simply takes civil
society organization, it takes such long, trusting part-
nerships. So, there is one of our organizations from the
network in Brazil that has been working very closely
with trade unions on the ground for a very long time.
And they understand their work. They trust each other.
And when these trade unions say: Hey, we have to do
something here. Then the organization from our net-
work comes to us and says: Hey, something has to hap-
pen now.” [CSO 52, Global]

Local CSO Action

Empowering and giving voice to rightsholders. Local CSO
representatives mention their crucial role in including and
representing rightsholders and local communities. They
serve as their first and main contact point, consult right-
sholders in person, and establish a trust-based relation-
ship with them. Local CSOs also educate rightsholders on
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acceptable and unacceptable behavior that they experience
on a daily basis. This greatly empowers rightsholders since
it allows them to identify a violation of their and their co-
worker’s rights and to develop their own standards, which
eventually enable them to speak up. Moreover, local CSOs
can raise their voices by drawing attention to their situations.
One interviewee working on a local level in Brazil expressed
the mediating role of CSOs as follows:

‘I believe that an intermediary is needed here. These
are very unequal levels—large multinational corpora-
tions on one side and the affected local communities
on the other (...). And it’s no coincidence that power
imbalances heavily favor large corporations, where
wealth, power, decision-making authority, and politi-
cal influence are concentrated. This is positioned far
above those affected. I think it’s crucial that these com-
munities have intermediaries to support them, so they
can advocate for their rights and be placed in a posi-
tion where they can negotiate. Otherwise, they stand
no chance at all.” [CSO 5, Germany & Brazil]

Unveiling human rights issues. Local CSOs see them-
selves at the forefront of the upstream GVC. They are experts
in leveraging their close relationships with rightsholders and
local communities and achieving improvements by working
with them. This grants them direct access to first-hand infor-
mation about the working conditions at the suppliers, which
ultimately enables them to reveal human rights violations.
This also aligns with the self-understanding of local CSOs,
who are aware of their limited reach on a macro level and
consider their strength to be being able to address human
rights issues where they emerge. One interviewee working
in a grassroots organization in Mozambique depicts:

‘We cannot make any significant changes on the macro
level (...). But we can work on a micro level with the
employees of companies that work in the extractive
areas here on the rural areas. So, we usually talk, we
can make changes on a basic level.” [CSO 48, Mozam-
bique]

Confronting suppliers and governments. Local CSOs
consider it necessary not to shy away from confrontational
approaches when interacting with suppliers, local adminis-
tration, and national governments. In contrast to the public
campaigns against MNCs, these interactions occur between
local actors and are not taken to the public. Instead, local
CSOs aim to leverage the marginal power of rightsholders
and local communities by mobilizing them to pressure sup-
pliers directly.

‘But because we are here and we know the situation
of the people, we are able to articulate their concerns
and their problems to the multinationals better. So
we expect that they respect the people and the laws,
whether they are giants or not. And that’s why we are
able to mobilize the people in the company to stand
against them when they fail the laws. Even if they are
giants and they are rich, we also have our way of work-
ing, we can mobilize and we can collectively stop their
activities.” [CSO 50, Ghana]

Local CSOs also use legal procedures, such as suing com-
panies and having large-scale projects halted by the courts.
However, this often leads to additional tensions for local
CSOs, because they come to the attention of local govern-
ments, which may evaluate the situation differently.

Negotiation of Human Rights Commitments

Sharing expertise, experience, and knowledge. A shared pool
of information and knowledge is essential for transnational
collective action and the development of effective human
rights mechanisms in GVCs. As interviewees highlight, each
actor contributes distinct expertise. Local CSOs possess
deep knowledge of how to work with and empower vulner-
able rightsholders, while home CSOs bring knowledge of
the legal recourse mechanisms available in MNCs’ home
countries and prevailing GVC governance models. Together,
these organizations pressure MNCs to increase transparency
and share their knowledge of human rights standards with
suppliers. As one interviewee from Germany emphasizes,
establishing knowledge-sharing channels is crucial for fos-
tering a common foundation from which transnational col-
lective action can emerge:

‘It is absolutely necessary to involve partners from
the Global South and then also to create discussions
where the actors are first picked up in the sense of get-
ting the same level of knowledge. Because it is usually
very abstract to convey to partners from the Global
South what we mean by the concept of due diligence.’
[CSO 25, Germany & Global South]

Contextualizing human rights standards. Our interview-
ees emphasize the necessity of dialogue among all involved
actors to foster a shared understanding and contextualization
of human rights standards within GVCs. While human rights
principles are universal, their interpretation and enforce-
ment mechanisms need to be contextualized to account for
regional legal frameworks, economic structures, and cul-
tural factors. This, in turn, requires that diverse stakeholders,
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including MNCs, suppliers, and CSOs at different levels,
be in communication with each other. In particular, CSOs
strongly advocate for discussions where actors work together
to clarify expectations, responsibilities, and pathways for
enforcement, ensuring that human rights standards are
meaningfully integrated into governance structures rather
than remaining abstract commitments.

‘Any company that is truly interested in making things
better, needs to have this dialog in a 360-degree for-
mat with producers, with local suppliers, with politi-
cal leaders, with NGOs or civil society.” [CSO 45,
Uganda]

These discussions sometimes take place in structured
multistakeholder roundtables, but more often occur in infor-
mal bilateral settings, allowing different actors to share per-
spectives and identify locally appropriate approaches. The
next step involves developing practical implementation strat-
egies that ensure human rights standards are meaningfully
upheld. This requires early engagement between MNCs,
suppliers, and local CSOs to establish proactive mecha-
nisms for preventing rights violations and ensuring compli-
ance with due diligence obligations. An interviewee from
Germany underscores the importance of such early-stage
interventions:

‘The goal must always be to improve working con-
ditions so that human rights violations do not occur.
Therefore, it is very important that the colleagues from
the factories take the precaution of approaching the
company again and also demand that no (...) viola-
tions take place along the supply chain or that the situ-
ation improves so that the due diligence obligations
are observed (...) Probably, formats are required in
which all stakeholders are participating.” [CSO 35,
Germany]

Designing measures for prevention and remedy. Accord-
ing to our interviews, home CSOs and local CSOs contrib-
ute to the detection of cases and patterns of human rights
violations by identifying the relevant evidence. Within this
design phase, local CSOs again play an extraordinary role
due to their pertinent local knowledge, which allows them to
anticipate the functionality and the local acceptability of the
measures. Equipped with this information, all actors jointly
develop compliance activities that can be incorporated as
an essential part of the governance model. One interviewee
working in a global CSO highlighted the importance of
bringing essential stakeholders together to design measures
for prevention and remedy:
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‘If you [MNCs] have suppliers, get into establishing
a mechanism to really go and understand the context,
where the activities of your suppliers are happening.
It would involve dialog with grassroots and civil grass-
roots and civil society organizations working on the
territories of your suppliers. (...) I think that that’s
important, this dialog to establishing internal mecha-
nisms to have a constant dialog also with suppliers.’
[CSO 44, Global]

Collective Implementation of Remedy
and Prevention

Establishing a grievance mechanism. CSOs call for griev-
ance mechanisms that are accessible to rightsholders and
that they consider trustworthy. Therefore, MNCs rely on
the involvement of local and home CSOs to implement a
complaints procedure along the whole GVC. After help-
ing the rightsholders formulate and file a complaint, local
CSOs transfer it to home CSOs and global CSOs, who then
confront the MNCs with the accusations and leverage their
power to pressure MINCs to resolve the issue. This process is
described in an exemplary quote from a CSO representative
based in Germany but operating globally:

‘There is a situation in melon farming in Brazil right
now. There are wage negotiations and the employ-
ers are exerting incredible pressure to dissolve the
collective agreement and not to extend it. And there
we are faced with extreme wage losses for workers
on the ground. And we approached companies that
buy melons from there and with whom we are in con-
tact: ‘Hey, have you heard anything about this?’ And
they answered: ‘It wasn’t on our radar, we’ll take a
look.’ (...) I see my responsibility in strengthening the
position of local organizations and their bargaining
power.” [CSO 52, Global]

Providing remedies for violations. Our interviewees
explain how home and local CSOs assert the validity of
previously defined rules in their countries. They report that
once MNCs receive and consider a complaint, they often
consult home and local CSOs on how to remedy the viola-
tion. In this situation, local CSOs’ expertise and knowl-
edge of their suppliers’ operating sites are key to finding
appropriate and effective remedial measures. Equipped
with information about the local situation at suppliers’
sites, MNCs can specifically demand the remedy of non-
compliant operational processes and often compensate
oppressed rightsholders. In some cases, MNCs threaten
to terminate business relations with their suppliers as a
result of consultations with home and local CSOs. These
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threats have greater credibility in light of the local infor-
mation provided by local CSOs and sometimes actually
end in the termination of business relations, as described
by one interviewee:

‘One positive example (...), X [MNC], they did a
Human Rights Impact Assessment, where some
[civil society] organizations from the Netherlands
have worked on the, on the conception and have also
commented on it. (...) It really considers the most
diverse stakeholder perspectives. (...) On the basis
of this, X [MNC] also ended business relations with
a supplier in Colombia.” [CSO 47, Global]

Joint action to monitor and improve suppliers. MNCs
engage home and local CSOs in assessing suppliers within
GVCs, especially those where serious human rights viola-
tions are suspected. Assessment practices include monitor-
ing and auditing. In these cases, local CSOs are empow-
ered to investigate human rights standards independently
and to gather feedback and data from potentially affected
rightsholders. A local CSO reports on their impact on
global due diligence practices after monitoring suppliers
at Vietnamese production sites:

‘We were like only local researchers, and we were
able to go into X’s [MNC] factories and their sup-
pliers in Vietnam, do a research (...). The result was
not very pretty. X [MNC] was really embarrassed.

On the ground

Rightsholders

=  m.

(...) They tried to improve it. And after three years,
I think we, we came back in 2013 and do another
update-research on X [MNC]. And we found that like
nearly 80 % of the problems that we identified in
2011 have already been addressed. And even better,
that X [MNC] also adjusted their supply chain policy
for the whole world, the whole supply chain, not just
in Vietnam.” [CSO 21, Vietnam]

MNCs and CSOs are also interested in improving
rightsholders’ conditions once they identify any issues.
Therefore, they offer a set of activities to the suppliers that
include specific training, incentivizing, and pressuring.

‘I think it’s crucial that we do trainings, we do com-
munication so that slowly, they [suppliers] will
become better in complying with the standard and
improving beyond. (...) Civil society can be part-
ners (..), we can help with setting up the monitoring,
monitoring guidance, and some of the interventions.’
[CSO 21, Vietnam]

Discussion and Conclusion

This study empirically investigates how a locally grounded
approach can lead to GVC governance that prioritizes
the needs of marginalized rightsholders. Based on the
empirical evidence of our interview data, we develop a
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theoretical model that conceptualizes the impediments
to and conditions for the inclusion of local CSOs. The
model also captures local CSO action and its interplay
with transnational collective action, which together form
the foundation for locally grounded GVC governance. The
theoretical model is illustrated in Fig. 2.

Our model centers on the critiques offered by Castaldi
et al. (2023) and Soundararajan and colleagues (Sounda-
rarajan et al., 2021a, 2021b; Soundararajan et al., 2021a,
2021b). Thus, it positions local CSOs not merely as sup-
port acts but as central contributors within the governance
model, providing essential, context-specific insights into
the conditions and needs of rightsholders. Local CSOs
bridge the gap between rightsholders and MNCs, fostering
a flow of information essential for responsive and context-
aware governance. They also play a pivotal role in empow-
ering rightsholders to engage in governance processes
themselves. Through education, advocacy, and capacity-
building, local CSOs can raise rightsholders’ awareness
of their rights and acceptable workplace standards. The
local CSOs’ established relationships with rightsholders
enhance the relevance and accuracy of governance deci-
sions and facilitate trust, often lacking in interactions
solely governed by MNCs and home CSOs. Local CSOs
also leverage their presence to build up pressure on suppli-
ers pursuing confrontational approaches. If necessary, they
orchestrate the mobilization of rightsholders and support
their resistance against the practices at the suppliers or
may even take legal actions should the local institutional
environment allow them to do so.

Our analysis reveals key obstacles that impede effective
collaboration between MNCs and CSOs at the local level:
trust deficits, power inequalities, and the oppression of right-
sholders. These impediments can prevent collaborative gov-
ernance approaches from reaching vulnerable and marginal-
ized rightsholders within MNCs’ GVCs. The impediments
also create a challenging environment for meaningful dia-
logue and transnational collective action, particularly where
local CSOs feel marginalized by MNCs. For instance, our
data reveal a pervasive mistrust among local CSOs regard-
ing MNCs’ commitment to due diligence, with interviewees
expressing concerns that corporate efforts are often symbolic
rather than substantive. This aligns with the critical CSR
perspective that describes GVC governance as frequently
skewed in favor of corporate interests, thereby perpetuat-
ing power imbalances (Banerjee, 2018; Ehrnstrom-Fuentes,
2022). CSOs also emphasize the obstacle created by power
inequalities experienced by rightsholders and local CSOs.
These structural power inequalities and their abuse by those
who hold power largely explain why human rights viola-
tions often remain unreported and, therefore, unrecognized.
Similarly, collaborative relationships between heterogeneous
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actors characterized by substantial power inequalities are
often unsuccessful (Gray et al., 2022).

To address these impediments, our theoretical model
emphasizes the need to establish conditions that address the
obstacles and facilitate local CSO action and, ultimately,
transnational collective action. Home and global CSOs per-
suade MNCs to recognize and use the unique capabilities
and expertise of local CSOs. However, MNCs may not be
willing to open up spaces and provide the conditions to inte-
grate local CSOs. This frequently leads to CSOs switching
from a collaborative to a confrontational approach. In such
scenarios, home and global CSOs can leverage their collec-
tive power, exerting substantial pressure on MNCs. Should
the MNC:s still decide not to engage, CSOs may move
away from their collaborative agenda and pursue conflict-
ual approaches—public outreach, blaming campaigns and
forms of activism such as boycotting, petitions, and protests
(Burchell & Cook, 2013; Schifer et al., 2024)—which usu-
ally brings collaboration to a temporary halt. Once the MNC
is convinced, global and home CSOs amplify the voices of
local CSOs by providing additional visibility and influence,
enabling negotiations between MNCs and local CSOs, who
often have little or no formal authority at the international
or national level (Banerjee, 2018). Notably, relationship-
building activities help alleviate some of the distrust by fos-
tering mutual understanding, thus laying the groundwork
for long-term partnerships. Fostering these partnerships also
facilitates transnational knowledge-sharing networks that
contribute to a continuous learning process across all levels
of the GVC. Through these networks, MNCs can benefit
from the local insights of CSOs and rightsholders, leading to
more informed decision-making. Under these conditions, the
power within GVC governance is distributed more equally,
with local CSOs being empowered to advocate effectively
for rightsholders’ interests.

Figure 2 illustrates how the relationships between actors
in GVC governance can be either ‘functioning’ or ‘non-
functioning’ in relation to the goal of addressing human
rights abuses. Functioning relationships are character-
ized by active, trust-based, and collaborative engagement
in which information flows effectively and coordination
leads to tangible improvements in governance. In contrast,
non-functioning relationships are marked by communica-
tion gaps, lack of trust, or structural barriers that hinder
meaningful engagement between actors. These dynamics
are particularly visible, for example, when we contrast the
strong, trust-based relationships between local CSOs and
rightsholders with the often disconnected or strained interac-
tions between suppliers and rightsholders or the interactions
between MNCs and local CSOs.
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The functioning relationships are the foundation for the
collaborative phases outlined in our model, namely, the
negotiation of human rights commitments and the collective
implementation of prevention and remedy measures. These
two elements are collaborative, iterative phases that bring
together MNCs, home, local, and global CSOs, and suppliers
to establish responsive and context-specific solutions. Nego-
tiation begins with an inclusive dialogue, which is essential
for setting actionable benchmarks that reflect both corporate
expectations and local realities, ensuring that MNCs, sup-
pliers, and CSOs coalesce around a unified set of principles.
The implementation phase is grounded in measures for both
prevention and remedy. Local CSOs, supported by home and
global CSOs, actively create accessible grievance mecha-
nisms that rightsholders perceive as trustworthy. Preventive
measures, meanwhile, include regular local audits, ongoing
monitoring, and compliance assessments, often co-led by
local CSOs to ensure transparency and legitimacy. In cases
of non-compliance, the model emphasizes prompt remedies,
such as financial compensation and the culturally appropri-
ate revision of harmful practices. However, there is no guar-
antee that the remedy and prevention measures will be suc-
cessful. Particularly in situations that cannot be successfully
addressed from the outset, strong partnerships, including
local CSOs, are essential. Their active participation fosters
an iterative approach in which the measures are continu-
ously reassessed and refined, based on local feedback. This
iterative feedback loop promotes adaptive learning across
all levels of the GVC, allowing governance mechanisms to
evolve in response to rightsholders’ lived experiences and
emerging challenges. The governance model thus fosters a
proactive, locally grounded framework that addresses vio-
lations as they arise and builds systemic resilience against
future human rights abuses.

A transversal element of the theoretical model is the dia-
lectical interaction between conflict and collaboration. Our
model suggests that this interaction is inevitable for effec-
tive and context-sensitive governance. Collaboration fosters
shared standards and mutual understanding, while moments
of conflict serve to challenge and refine these standards in
response to local needs and power inequalities. This dialectic
highlights the productive role of tensions and conflicts as
essential to governance that is adaptive and responsive to
rightsholders’ realities (Banerjee, 2018). Unlike traditional
top-down approaches that rely on cascading standardized
practices, our model, informed by local CSOs, can adapt
to each community’s unique socio-political, cultural, and
economic conditions (Wettstein et al., 2019). By tailoring
solutions to local realities, MNCs are better equipped to
respond proactively to emerging issues, ideally preventing
human rights violations before they occur. By centering the
voices of local CSOs and rightsholders, this model holds the
potential not only to mitigate human rights violations but

also to establish an ethical form of governance that genu-
inely upholds the dignity, rights, and well-being of those at
the most vulnerable ends of the GVCs.

Theoretical Contributions

In this study, we investigate how locally grounded frame-
works, including local CSOs, can develop a mode of social
governance of GVCs that prioritizes the needs of margin-
alized rightsholders. While existing social governance
approaches regard civil society as an important non-eco-
nomic actor (e.g., Gereffi & Lee, 2016), little attention has
been paid to what is happening ‘on the ground’” in GVCs
(Bruijn et al., 2023). Building on this, we identify the dis-
tinctive characteristics of locally grounded collaboration and
its impediments and facilitating conditions. We elaborate on
the unique role of local CSOs and how their close relation-
ships with rightsholders provide important insights for trans-
national collective action. We propose a locally grounded
GVC governance that integrates local CSOs and affected
communities often sidelined or underrepresented in current
GVC governance frameworks. Our main theoretical contri-
butions are twofold.

First, the study contributes to the scholarly conversation
on contextually sensitive GVC governance models. Based
on a unique dataset, we develop a theoretical model of how
local CSOs can be integrated into the governance of GVCs,
enabling locally grounded GVC governance that accounts
for the needs of marginalized rightsholders. This contex-
tualization of governance mechanisms holds the potential
to establish a more ethical form of social governance that
genuinely upholds the dignity, rights, and well-being of
those at the most vulnerable ends of GVCs. Traditional
frameworks often treat governance standards as universally
applicable, relying on one-size-fits-all approaches that fail to
account for the nuanced socio-political and cultural realities
of different regions. Conversely, our model theorizes that
context-sensitive mechanisms that center on rightsholders
are crucial for effectively addressing diverse human rights
challenges, as they allow for tailored responses that resonate
with specific local conditions. Such a rightsholder-centric
approach resonates with recent calls in the business ethics
literature for governance models that account for local agen-
cies (Schormair & Gerlach, 2020) and to “consider mul-
tiple voices and perspectives in the process of governing
and finding solutions” (Bohm et al., 2022, p. 839). At the
same time, a rightsholder-centric model may be the only
way to address the root causes of human rights violations
(Shivji, 2024; Wilhelm, 2024) and thus render MNCs’ due
diligence truly effective. The proposed model offers a theo-
retical shift from a static, meeting-minimum-legal-standards,
compliance-driven model to an adaptive, locally grounded
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GVC governance framework that is genuinely collaborative
and can evolve with local insights.

Second, our study contributes to the discussions within
critical CSR by challenging the traditional, MNC-centric
top-down structures that have historically characterized GVC
governance. Traditional GVC governance frameworks often
reinforce corporate power by framing compliance as a linear
top-down mandate, where MNCs set standards and dictate
practices with limited input from local stakeholders. By con-
trast, we introduce a model that redistributes power within
GVCs (Banerjee, 2018), positioning local CSOs as essen-
tial rather than peripheral actors. This approach extends the
critical CSR perspective by demonstrating how local actors,
when empowered, can generate context-sensitive insights
and help shape adaptable, responsive measures that reflect
the lived experiences of rightsholders. The model is built
on a multi-actor, iterative process in which the dynamics of
conflict and collaboration interact and shape the outcomes
of the governance model. This dialectic can lead to tensions
and conflict, but also to effective collaboration between
MNCs and CSOs. We argue that this coexistence is essen-
tial to the development of a mode of social governance that
is adaptive and responsive to rightsholders’ realities. Little
previous research combined analysis of both conflictual and
collaborative interactions (Bruijn et al., 2023). By viewing
the coexistence of conflict and collaboration as a necessary
driver of the model, we extend current understandings with
a dialectical element of iteration.

Avenues for Future Research

When interpreting the results of this study, some limitations
need to be considered. First, the study adopts a civil society
perspective (Sun et al., 2021), for which no information was
directly collected at the level of MNCs. This helped us to
preserve the anonymity of our interview participants, since a
decision not to do so would have meant revealing the names
of CSOs to corporate representatives in order to discuss the
collaboration from their perspective. Thus, all mentions of
non-civil society actors are from the perspective of CSOs.
Integrating additional perspectives could enhance our under-
standing of the processes and dynamics of the collabora-
tions investigated. For instance, one interviewee described
collaborations between several MNCs within one industry,
who join forces to address human rights issues at their joint
supplier; as this was just one such reference, it was not fol-
lowed up here. We decided, on balance, that the case for
preserving the anonymity of our informants, particularly for
such a sensitive topic, outweighed these potential benefits:
they will be a fruitful area for future research. This tradeoff
could be usefully explored via a case study of a particular
MNC-CSR network, examining the various actors and their
roles.

@ Springer

Second, two limitations derive from our study being
solution-oriented, seeking to explore approaches that
successfully address human rights violations in GVCs.
Firstly, when conducting the interviews, we were strongly
motivated to identify solutions, speaking primarily about
successful collaborative approaches between CSOs and
MNCs. Therefore, elements of conflictuality may be
underrepresented in the data we gathered, including poten-
tial conflicts and power inequalities between the various
CSOs in the model. Secondly, this solution-oriented nature
shines a favorable light on our main informants, the CSO
representatives and their organizations, which risks fram-
ing them as saviors. However, CSOs do not, by defini-
tion, hold the moral high ground regarding human rights
issues in GVCs. While they may not be profit-driven,
“their power and legitimacy to represent marginalized
groups must also be scrutinized along with their motives
and intentions” (Banerjee, 2014, p. 91). Moreover, not all
outcomes of CSO involvement benefit local communities
and rightsholders. Therefore, another fruitful direction for
future research would be a critical perspective that exam-
ines potentially undesired outcomes of CSO involvement.

Finally, and closely related to the above, our theoretical
model assumes that MNCs can, under certain conditions,
be persuaded to integrate local CSOs into GVC govern-
ance. However, as the critical CSR literature highlights,
MNCs often possess substantial structural power, poten-
tially rendering CSO advocacy ineffective, particularly
when corporate interests are misaligned with human rights
objectives (Banerjee, 2018). In cases where MNCs remain
unconvinced or actively resist engagement, CSOs may
escalate their confrontational strategies, but this does not
always yield change, particularly when MNCs have little
reputational risk or operate in institutional contexts where
external pressure has limited influence. This presents a
boundary condition of our model, since its effectiveness
depends on MNCs being at least somewhat susceptible to
normative, reputational, or legal pressure. Future research
could explore cases where CSOs fail to influence MNC
behavior, examining alternative mechanisms—such as
legal action, investor activism, or regulatory interven-
tions—that could complement civil society advocacy when
MNCs remain unresponsive to collaborative or confronta-
tional approaches.

Appendix

See Tables 1, 2.
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Table 1 Overview of interviewed Civil Society Organizations, with their geographical work purview

#

CSO Descrip-
tion

Geographic
work purview

Country of Involved advo-
operation, if cacy work
non-global

Doing field- Doing research
work

Date of inter-
view

Duration of
interview

10

11

12

13

Organization
for sustainable
development

Organization for
the protection
of indigenous
people and
nature

Global organi-
zation for
a just and
ecologic agri-
cultural sector
(national
branch)

Association for
the protection
of the environ-
ment

Network
strengthen-
ing bilateral
exchange
between civil
society and
corporations

Association
aiming at
social, eco-
nomic, and
environmental
justice

National branch
of a global
anti-poverty
organization

Trade union
federation

Trade union

Organization
aiming at gen-
der equality
and working
against hun-
ger*®

Association for
local develop-
ment and
education

National repre-
sentation for
indigenous
peoples®

Member asso-
ciation for
environmental
protection

Global

National

National

National

Binational

National

National

National

National
National

National

National

National

Global

Brazil X

Germany X

Germany X

Germany &
Brazil

Uruguay X

Vietnam X

Germany X

Nigeria X
Brazil

Brazil

Brazil X

Sweden X

10.08.2021

10.08.2021

10.08.2021

11.08.2021

11.08.2021

12.08.2021

14.08.2021

24.08.2021

24.08.2021
25.08.2021

25.08.2021

26.08.2021

30.08.2021

00:45

00:47

00:23

00:23

00:36

00:30

00:43

01:13

00:52
00:15

00:45

00:27

00:46
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Table 1 (continued)

# CSO Descrip-  Geographic Country of Involved advo-  Doing field- Doing research  Date of inter- Duration of
tion work purview operation, if cacy work work view interview
non-global
14 Organiza- National Colombia X X X 31.08.2021 00:43
tion aiming
for national
sustainable
development
and commu-
nity health
15  Association for National Germany X X X 01.09.2021 00:51
the protection
of the environ-
ment
16  Institution for National Bangladesh X X 01.09.2021 01:02
dialogue and
an inclusive
society
17  Initiative for National Ukraine X X 02.09.2021 00:50
environmental
protection and
stakeholder
inclusion
# CSO descrip- Geographic ~ Country of Involved Doing field-  Doing Date of inter-  Duration of
tion work purview operation, if  advocacy work research view interview
non-global work
18 Network National & Germany X X 07.09.2021 00:34
combating Regional & Global
poverty and South
hunger
19 Think tank for Global Global X X 09.09.2021 00:35
global sus-
tainability
and polity
analysis
20 Global organ- Global Global X X 10.09.2021 00:46
ization for
a just and
ecologic
agricultural
sector
21 Thinktank National Vietnam X X 10.09.2021 00:53
for labor
and human
rights
22 Network Regional Southeast X X X 10.09.2021 00:55
strengthen- Asia
ing working
conditions
at planta-
tions
23 Institute for National Indonesia X X X 13.09.2021 00:55
developing,
promoting,
and protect-
ing human
rights
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Table 1 (continued)

#

CSO descrip-
tion

Geographic
work purview

Country of
operation, if
non-global

Involved Doing field-
advocacy work
work

Doing
research

Date of inter-
view

Duration of
interview

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

Initiative
pressuring
managers
and share-
holders for
corporate
sustain-
ability

Network
for justice
around the
globe and
the preser-
vation of
livelihoods

Organization
for envi-
ronmental
policy
analysis

Trade
union for
industrial
production
workers

Advocacy
and cam-
paigning
organization
for sustain-
ability

National
organization
for sustain-
able devel-
opment
and social
justice*

Network for
sustainable
and just
develop-
ment

Institution for
democracy,
equality,
and justice

Civil society
organiza-
tion aiming
for social
equity

National

National &
Regional

Global

National

Global

National

Global

National

National

Germany

Germany
& Global
South

Global

Turkey

Global

Brazil

Global

Indonesia

Brazil

X X

13.09.2021

14.09.2021

14.09.2021

15.09.2021

15.09.2021

16.09.2021

20.09.2021

20.09.2021

22.09.2021

00:39

01:01

00:55

00:44

00:22

01:15

00:45

00:43

01:05
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Table 1 (continued)

#

CSO descrip-
tion

Geographic
work purview

Country of
operation, if
non-global

Involved
advocacy
work

Doing field-
work

Doing
research

Date of inter-
view

Duration of
interview

33

34

35

36

Regional
coalition
for high
working
standards in
the garment
sector

An organiza-
tion for a
sustain-
able society,
justice,
and human
rights*

Trade union
and active
member in a
trade union
network

Advocacy
organiza-
tion for
economic,
social,
cultural, and
environ-
mental
rights

Regional

National

National

National

Asia

Costa Rica

Germany

Brazil

X

23.09.2021

23.09.2021

23.09.2021

23.09.2021

00:58

01:06

00:52

00:41

CSO descrip-
tion

Geographic
work purview

Country of
operation, if
non-global

Involved
advocacy
work

Doing field-
work

Doing
research

Date of inter-
view

Duration of
interview

37

38

39

40

41

Action-
oriented
organization
for sustain-
ability

Initiative for
equal envi-
ronmental
rights and
sustain-
ability

Platform for
just trans-
formation

Global
network
fighting for
fair trade

Independent
association
for socio-
economic
transforma-
tion

National

National

National

Global

National

Uganda

Sri Lanka

Czech Repub-
lic

Global

Slovenia

>

28.09.2021

11.10.2021

12.10.2021

12.10.2021

14.10.2021

00:42

00:55

00:41

00:47

00:28

@ Springer



Human Rights Violations in Global Value Chains: A Locally Grounded Governance Framework

45

Table 1 (continued)

#

CSO descrip-
tion

Geographic
work purview

Country of
operation, if

Involved
advocacy
non-global work

Doing field-
work

Doing
research

Date of inter-
view

Duration of
interview

42

43
44

45

46

47

48

49

50
51

52

Institute aim-
ing to bring
economic
relations
together
with justice
and peace

Labor union

Organization
for legal
protection
of human
rights

Global organ-
ization for
a just and
ecologic
agricul-
tural sector
(national
branch)

Initiative ana-
lyzing and
supporting
collective
social and
human
rights

Organization
combatting
poverty
and human
rights viola-
tions

Organization
for gender
equality and
protection
of women*

Global union
and network
for national
trade unions

Trade union

Association
for the
protection
of national
cultural and
environ-
mental
heritage

Organiza-
tion for the
alleviation
of global
poverty

National &
Regional

National
Global

National

National

Global

National

Global

National
National

Global

Germany X
& Global
South

Nigeria X
Global X

Uganda

Egypt

Global X

Mozambique

Global X

Ghana
Georgia X

Global X

14.10.2021

15.10.2021
21.10.2021

21.10.2021

27.10.2021

6.10.2021

11.11.2021

12.11.2021

12.11.2021
15.11.2021

23.11.2021

00:57

00:22
00:43

00:51

00:56

00:51

01:18

00:43

00:35
00:36

00:31
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Table 1 (continued)

#

CSO descrip-
tion

Geographic
work purview

Country of
operation, if
non-global

Involved
advocacy
work

Doing field-
work

Doing
research

Date of inter-

view

Duration of
interview

53

54

Member

association
focusing on
the protec-
tion of
nature

Organiza-

tion for the
protection
of human
rights and
environ-
mental
standards*®

National

National

Germany

Brazil

X X

26.11.2021

30.11.2021

00:48

01:11

Y 41:38

“The interview took place in Spanish or Portuguese with a translator

°Two interview participants were present during the interview
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