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AIB Insights 

As important actors in global value chains (GVCs), multinational enterprises exercise 
coordination and control over worldwide commodity, production, service, workforce and 
knowledge mobility. A level playing field for all GVC stakeholders remains absent. We 
argue for empowering subordinated stakeholders in the design of inclusive GVC 
governance, as a necessary condition, to harness the power of GVCs that enable many 
firms to internationalise in the first place. We propose a Framework for Intervention at 
the level of civil society and five actions, using a revived form of multilateralism, to 
empower the economic “South” and fundamentally anchor change for human 
development. 

INTRODUCTION 

The expansion of global value chains (GVCs) is enabled 
by regulation, policy and trade reform across local, na
tional, regional and global levels (Sotomayor & Cordova, 
2022). Yet, regulatory interventions have not altered un
equal power structures in GVCs (van Tulder & van Mil, 
2022), or achieved sufficient levels of social and environ
mental upgrading on a global scale (Ghauri, 2022). Con
sequently, there is a need for inclusive governance which 
leaves no stakeholder behind. 
The fragmented and incomplete set of markets in today’s 

global economy means a constant need for some form of 
“suasion”, obliging firms to govern themselves more effec
tively. Whilst stakeholder theory, institutional theory, and 
social cost accounting explain certain corporate social re
sponsibility actions, these perspectives lack appreciation of 
the social or political will required to redress negative ex
ternalities. 
Through three case studies – the success of labour or

ganisations in setting and monitoring labour standards in 
GVCs, the international challenge of human development 
faced by South Korean firms during their upgrading in 
GVCs, and regulatory efforts to safeguard decent work in 
regional value chains of Sub-Saharan Africa – we show that 
the necessary condition for inclusive GVC governance is 
the systematic empowerment of subordinated value chain 
stakeholders, which can be achieved through the actions of 
individual key value chain actors – owners/directors, work
ers, managers, financiers, investment and trade negotia
tors, policymakers, buyers and consumers. We argue that 
the empowerment of the economic “South” (economies of 

the world not characterised as “developed”) is indivisible 
from inclusive GVC governance. A revived form of multilat
eralism built by key value chain actors across the economic 
North and South is central to the empowerment process. 
We propose a Framework for Intervention with five actions 
to bring about this empowerment. 

CASE STUDIES 
LABOUR ORGANISATIONS AND LABOUR STANDARDS IN 
GVCS 

Emerging from a major labour disaster, the Bangladesh Ac
cord 2013, a legally binding agreement between global 
brands, retailers and trade unions has improved safety in 
hundreds of factories in the Bangladesh garment sector, 
through independent factory inspections, corrective action 
plans and monitoring of remediation actions (Croucher, 
Houssart, Miles, & James, 2019; James, Miles, Croucher, & 
Houssart, 2019). A fundamental element of the Accord is 
shared governance between labour and global brands. The 
2013 Accord prescribed requirements for worker represen
tation through the establishment of health and safety com
mittees, comprised at least 50% by workers. It also required 
factories to establish a credible, independent complaint 
mechanism for workers to identify health and safety risks. 
In 2018, a second Bangladesh Accord was signed to extend 
the work of the original Accord. In 2021, global brands and 
global unions agreed to a third Accord. Under the renewed 
International Accord 2021, they committed to expanding 
health and safety programs beyond fire and building safety, 
and to developing Country-Specific Safety Programs in se
lected countries based on feasibility. In December 2022, it 
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was agreed that the Accord would expand into Pakistan, of
fering protection to more workers. 
The Better Work Program, a partnership programme be

tween the International Labour Organisation and Interna
tional Finance Corporation, seeks to improve compliance 
with labour standards and promote garment industry com
petitiveness. It has steadily improved compliance with core 
labour standards in garment factories across the economic 
South, e.g., Indonesia, Pakistan, Cambodia, Vietnam, 
Ethiopia and Egypt. It brings together governments, global 
brands, factory owners, unions and workers to improve 
working conditions (Miles, 2015). A distinctive feature of 
the Program is the involvement of labour (global union fed
erations, trade unions and Performance Improvement Con
sultative Committees) in program design, implementation, 
monitoring and assessment. Research demonstrates clear 
improvements across compliance areas under the Program, 
enabled by collective worker voice mechanisms at the fac
tory level (Pike, 2020). 
In these examples, external stakeholders influenced the 

intrinsic motivations of multinational enterprises’ (MNEs’) 
activity. Managers and workers at the production end of 
supply chains were part of the solution to achieve change, 
leading to the empowerment of subordinated GVC partici
pants; and initiatives contributed to achieving the UN Sus
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) 3 “Good Health and 
Well-being”, 5 “Gender Equality”, 8 “Decent Work and Eco
nomic Growth” and 10 “Reduced inequalities”. Importantly, 
civil society (through private standards, social movements 
and pressure groups) galvanised the social and political will 
to redress negative externalities. 

THE REPUBLIC OF KOREA VALUE CHAIN UPGRADING 
EXPERIENCE 

Recent work (Buckley, Driffield, & Kim, 2022; Driffield, 
Kim, & Temouri, 2022) highlights how Korea transitioned 
from an emerging economy to one of the richest in the 
world. Its GDP per capita overtook levels found in many de
veloped countries by 2021. Internationalisation, and a crit
ical understanding of, and engagement with GVCs was at 
the heart of this. Interestingly Korean firms did not typ
ically follow the process of seeking to move up existing 
value chains, in the way that one could argue firms in Tai
wan or Malaysia have done, but rather sought to develop 
their own, simultaneously developing chains in their tradi
tional sectors, and seeking to engage with, and then devel
oping new ones in emerging high-tech sectors. Over three 
decades, Korea moved from a labour-based economy, pro
ducing mostly low-tech items such as clothing, to a leader 
in high-tech products, including consumer electronics and 
semi-conductors. Korean firms created value chains 
through both offshoring and outsourcing to neighbouring 
countries, retaining control of design and marketing in Ko
rea, whilst moving manufacturing abroad. At the same 
time, resources freed up for investment at home went into 
high-tech activities, with firms upgrading technologically 
within export-oriented industrial structures with an em
phasis on value-adding manufacturing. At the same time, 
such firms sought to augment their technology through 

technology-sourcing foreign direct investment (FDI), par
ticularly to the US but also to Europe. 
Kim, Driffield and Temouri (2016) detailed how Korean 

firms, prompted by Korea’s cost disadvantages and satu
rated markets, fiercely competed by expanding overseas to 
find new markets, acquire or improve technological ad
vancements, or fuel their research and development. Ko
rean firms exploited host country comparative advantages, 
simultaneously engaging in efficiency-seeking FDI to de
veloping countries and technology-seeking in the West, no
tably into the US, with firms establishing links with US uni
versities. These symmetrical paths of Korean-outward FDI 
were then mirrored by trade flows, from low-cost locations 
to both the home and third-party countries, facilitated by 
Korean market-seeking FDI that substituted exporting. The 
interaction between private and public governance induced 
FDI, trade and knowledge flows as an integrated system, 
and facilitated Korea’s participation in, and subsequent 
dominance of, certain GVCs. 

SHIFTING SOUTH: REGIONAL VALUE CHAINS AND 
GOVERNANCE OF DECENT WORK IN SAHARAN AFRICA 

GVC analysis explains how retailers in the economic North 
exercised private governance over GVCs by coordinating 
sourcing, setting the commercial conditions and standards 
for suppliers based in the economic South, often interacting 
with public regulation. Whilst public–private governance 
research has focused on GVCs with Northern lead firms 
(e.g., Pasquali & Alford, 2022), South-South trade is now 
surpassing North-South trade. “Southern” lead firms are 
expanding within and across “Southern” regions. Southern 
suppliers are increasingly able to serve various chains ori
ented to end-markets across North and South. All these 
have ramifications for suppliers and workers – including 
how and by whom they are, and should be, governed. 
Alford, Visser, and Barrientos (2021) studied the pub

lic–private governance of regional and domestic value 
chains (R/DVCs) in Sub-Saharan Africa. They examined 
South African and Kenyan agro-food suppliers serving 
South African and Kenyan lead firms, and South African, 
Lesotho and Eswatini garments suppliers selling products 
to South African lead firms. In both sectors, private social 
standards were implemented by Southern lead firms gov
erning R/DVCs to a much lesser extent than Northern lead 
firms in GVCs (Pasquali & Alford, 2022; Pasquali, Krishnan, 
& Alford, 2021). This was compounded by a lack of public 
governance protection – insufficient labour legislation and 
regulatory enforcement by the state – for the most vul
nerable smallholder farm and waged workers, employed on 
precarious, short-term contracts. However, they also found 
that both the Kenyan and South African states – in re
sponse to reputational damage and civil society pressure 
– had enacted value-chain-oriented policies to mitigate 
against private social and environmental governance 
deficits found in RVCs/DVCs. 
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A FRAMEWORK FOR INTERVENTION 

All three case studies demonstrate a need to systematically 
empower the weak links of GVCs, i.e., subordinated stake
holders including employees, unions, and subcontracted 
workforce. We propose a Framework for Intervention (Fig
ure 1) which sets out five actions for this empowerment. 

Who is involved in the empowerment process?       At the 
centre of Figure 1, we can see that existing power structures 
can be mediated by the way key actors define their roles 
in relation to subordinated stakeholders (e.g., Cummins, 
1986), especially those in Southern host economies. While 
individually key value chain actors (centre right of the Fig
ure) face constraints, they have choices: they can decide 
how to interact with subordinated stakeholders, what mes
sages to communicate, what goals to achieve, and what to 
prioritise during discourse, thus orchestrating the process 
for empowerment (e.g., Kern et al., 2022). 

How can empowerment be achieved?     In the upper 
right and lower left corners of the central frame of Figure 1, 
we can see that civil society and advocates of subordinated 
stakeholders can play a strategic role. Private standards, so
cial movements and pressure groups can function as gov
ernance mechanisms when they give key value chain actors 
the “backdrop” of their efforts to define their empowering 
roles. Initiatives such as Environmental, Social and Gover
nance (ESG) standards, the United Nation’s Agenda 2030 
and the Better Work Program can become resources for key 
value chain actors in making the (business) case for em
powerment. The Bangladesh Accord demonstrates the po
tential of legally binding private contracts to commit global 
brands to observe the rights of subordinated stakeholders 
to improve labour conditions. These initiatives start the 
race among firms to meet society’s expectations for inclu
sion. 

What interventions are necessary?    First, interventions 
should focus on the economic South. The “Shifting South” 
case showed how standards congruent with SDG 8 “Decent 
Work & Economic Growth” were observed to a lesser extent 
in R/DVCs within the economic South than in GVCs gov
erned by Northern lead firms. The Bangladesh example 
showed that Southern worker safety is critical to the re
silience of global brands and the importance of the empow
erment of workers. The Korean case, by highlighting the 
catch-up success of domestic firms through international
isation and building their own value chains, raises the ur
gency of understanding whether and how these champions 
have achieved SDG 8 in their Southern host countries. 
Second, interventions should leverage the purchasing 

power in the North and the consumption drive in the South. 
Governments’ taxing products failing to meet standards de
manded by Northern consumers may be a solution for com
pliance that can cascade. But it is an option that really only 
exists in the economic North. As end-markets continue to 
shift South via expanding R/DVCs, Southern policymakers 
should grasp this opportunity to enforce labour standards; 
civil society should galvanise and leverage consumer pres
sure to encourage Southern lead firms to implement private 
social and environmental standards, thus generating sup

port and resources for key value chain actors to orchestrate 
empowerment. 
Third, interventions should mainstream, in policymak

ing, the assessment of sustainability (SDGs) within value 
chains. While all three cases illustrate the regulatory re
sponsibility of nation states, the lack of a complete picture 
of value chain governance, coupled with a lack of attention 
to resolving complex sustainability issues, likely leads to 
policies which fail to tackle structural problems across bor
ders. The Korean government’s policies to encourage tech
nological upgrading, trade, and FDI transformed the Korean 
economy to fully developed status. But how can sustain
ability, including decent work, be achieved in other South
ern economies that strive to move up GVCs? We think this 
will require (1) policymakers, in both the economic North 
and South, to increase demand of holistic sustainability as
sessment of value chains; and (2) academics to meet the de
mand by prioritising practice-oriented research (Nachum, 
Sauvant, & Van Assche, 2022) to pinpoint value chain gov
ernance issues and innovative practices. 
Fourth, interventions should combine efforts at the mi

cro and macro levels. The Bangladesh example shows how 
the role of advocacy and voice of workers in the workplace 
creates inclusive GVC governance. Giving voice to workers 
and appointing their representatives, particularly from the 
economic South, to participate in decision-making and 
governance, offers a way ahead. Equally important is for 
key value chain actors to more sharply define empowering 
roles, e.g., to exert influence targeted on risk management, 
internal standards, evaluative structures and governance 
processes. 
Fifth, interventions should invest in building a revived 

form of multilateralism to bring on board key value chain 
actors and civil society from both the economic South and 
North. A “multi-stakeholder consensus-building approach” 
can be “effective and impactful” (Zhan, 2021: 216). The 
three case studies demonstrate the interconnectedness be
tween the economic North and South, the limits of “local” 
solutions (also see Scherer & Palazzo, 2011), and the 
promise of cross-locational interventions. The type of mul
tilateral platforms and instruments needed should, at a 
minimum, have these functions: (1) enable the involvement 
of subordinated GVC stakeholders, civil society, and key 
private and public value chain actors; (2) support key value 
chain actors to define their empowering roles; and (3) 
mainstream the use of good practices of inclusive gover
nance in policy research and formulation. Civil society, gov
ernments and MNEs from the economic North should take 
a lead in investing in multilateral platforms and instru
ments, whilst counterparts in the economic South focus on 
strengthening them. 

CONCLUSION 

To summarise, our discussion highlights the necessity of 
interventions at the level of civil society and by key private 
and public value chain actors in creating inclusive gov
ernance of GVCs. We argue that interventions should be 
aimed at empowering the economic “South” and funda
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Figure 1. A framework for intervention     
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mentally focus on human development. As part of this we 
argue that the power of GVCs needs to be harnessed, with 
an understanding that engagement with GVCs is how many 
firms internationalise, and subsequently upgrade their 
technology and productivity. To achieve this, we argue for 
a combination of micro and macro initiatives and a revived 
form of multilateralism, with the support of platforms and 
instruments to mainstream the collaborative creation of 
power to build inclusive GVC governance. Promising 
progress is underway. The WTO Agreement on Investment 
Facilitation for Development is poised to promote a mul
tilateral framework, with “facilitating greater developing 
and least-developed Members’ participation in global in
vestment flows” as its core objective (WTO, 2021). Through 
this AIB Insights publication, we call for more future inter
ventions to be underpinned by a precise focus on human 
development and rigorous policy research geared towards 
crafting the instruments needed to deliver it. 
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