
woman sewing a skirt in South Asia or Latin 
America to the consumer buying it in an up-
scale department store in one of the world’s 
metropolises, with many steps in between 
for bringing a product from conception to fi -
nal consumption. Yet while supply chains are 
spread across vast geographic spaces, they 
are also socially embedded. Production oc-
curs within national markets that are shaped 
by social norms and gender inequalities that 
can systematically disadvantage women.4 

Supply chains therefore refl ect women’s 
lower status in the labour market, while at 
the same time illustrating the reasons why 
companies fi nd it so attractive to rely on 
female labour in the new global economy. 
They capture two important, parallel trends 
in the labour market: feminisation and in-
formalisation.5 As we shall see, both trends 
have consequences for accountability.

The feminisation of the labour force

Globalisation has led to an unprecedented 
demand for women workers in certain key 
sectors. For instance, women now make up 
60 to 90 per cent of the fresh produce and 
clothing labour force at the labour-intensive 
stages of the supply chain in developing 
countries;6 they are also a major presence in 
the new tertiary outsourced service sectors, 
for example, call centres and financial serv-
ices.7 As one economist observed, “Women 
have emerged as the flexible labour force par 
excellence for the highly competitive labour-
intensive sectors of the global economy.”8  

There are at least three reasons why 
women are attractive to employers.9 First, 
they are often free of the ‘fixed costs’ of an 
organised labour force — namely, employer-
provided benefits and social security contri-
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The Gender Pay Gap is Higher in the Private 
Sector
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Source: ITUC (2008).

FIGURE
4.4

Women tend to earn less than men, and the gender pay gap in the private sector tends to be wider 
than in the public sector.

Women Seeking Accountability in the Bangladeshi Garment Industry 

The fi rst wave of women to enter the garment industry in Bangladesh in the early 1980s was driven by circumstances outside their control: 
poverty, dispossession, male unemployment, widowhood and abandonment.i These women were generally unaware of their rights and 
grateful for jobs that paid far more than they could hope to earn elsewhere. From an employers’ perspective, they were an ideal workforce 
for an industry that sought to compete in the global economy on the basis of cheap labour. They could be paid much less than men with 
equivalent skills and be treated as a largely informal workforce to whom employers had no obligation aside from paying their wages.ii 

Today, things are beginning to change. Female education has gone up steadily; there has been widespread dissemination of ideas 
about women’s rights through non-governmental organisations (NGOs), state pronouncements and the media, while microfi nance has 
increased and diversifi ed employment opportunities in the countryside. Women enter the industry not just because of poverty, but also 
for the prospect of improving their family’s standard of living, sending their children to school, saving for their dowries or supporting age-
ing parents. They have been able to leverage their earnings into increased decision-making power within their families and independent 
purchasing power in the market place.iii They have also become increasingly visible in collective actions in support of their rights, which 
have linked local and global movements. 

At the global level, campaigns have drawn attention to abuses of workers’ rights in global supply chains and put pressure on international 
corporations to take greater responsibility for employees through corporate codes of conduct. Local employers in the Bangladesh gar-
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