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Criticism of social audits: An Analysis of the Accusations
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ABSTRACT:

This article examines the extent to which social audits can contribute to improving working
conditions in supply chains. The investigation is carried out by analysing key points of criticism
using the example of the Fair Wear Foundation's audit design. Key points of criticism include the
lack of stakeholder involvement in the auditing of factories and the possibility for factory managers
to deliberately prepare the factory for the audit by announcing the audit date in advance. This is
considered to limit the ability of auditors to accurately assess and evaluate the actual working
conditions in the factories. Despite existing weaknesses, the essay assumes that social audits are
beneficial in terms of improving working conditions, as they motivate factories to comply with
defined social standards and ensure that responsibilities are documented and defined through social
audits. If the discussed points of criticism also apply to the audit design of the Fair Wear
Foundation, possibilities will be presented that can setve to record the actual conditions in the
factories and, in the event of abuses being identified, to bring about a real improvement in working
conditions through concrete improvements. The possibility of improving the impact of social
audits is examined based on a theoretically sound conceptual analysis.

Keywords: social audits, Fair Wear Foundation, textile industry, criticism, supply chain, social
Standards

1. Introduction

Cases of inhumane working conditions in the supply chains of the textile industry
are regularly covered in the media. At least since the publication of the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights, multinational textile companies have
increasingly taken measures to assume responsibility for compliance with minimum
standards of decent working conditions in their supply chains (Sultana et al., 2024, 2).
Social audits are a common means of achieving this for companies in the textile industry
(Vandenbroucke, 2024, 1). However, these social audits are often criticised. The first
doubts about the credibility and informative value of social audits were raised at the latest
with the fire at the Ali Enterprises textile factory. More than 258 factory workers were
killed in the factory fire in September 2012 (ECCHR et al., 2021, 12). In August 2012, just
three weeks before the fire, the certification group RINA issued an SA 8000 certificate for
the factory (ECCHR et al., 2021, 12). In particular, the certification also confirms that the
rules of occupational health and safety are generally observed. After the fire, the Social
Accountability Initiative (SAI) conducted an investigation, which revealed significant
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deficiencies in the certification process (Saage-Maal3 et al., 2021, 37). For example, the
audit report falsely certified that fire extinguishers and fire buckets were available in the
factory. In addition, the audit report incorrectly stated that the exits were kept unlocked
and that fire drills were held regularly in the factory. These undisclosed shortcomings
proved fatal for the employees in the Ali Enterprises fire, as they became trapped in the
building.

In 2013, the collapse of the Rana Plaza factory further intensified the already
existing scepticism regarding the trustworthiness of social audits. More than 1,130 people
lost their lives when the building collapsed. Just a few months before the collapse, Rana
Plaza, like the Ali Enterprises factory, was audited as part of a social audit. Despite these
and other incidents, many German textile companies continue to use social audits.

2. Current state of research

In the late 1970s, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) first published guidelines for multinational enterprises on respecting human
rights in their supply chains (Krajewski et al., 2016, 311). Public pressure on companies to
take labour conditions in their supply chains into account in their economic activities
steadily increased during this period (Emons et al., 2021, 20). The reason for this was that
unacceptable working conditions in the supply chains of multinational companies were
made visible to consumers by publications, particularly by trade unions and non-
governmental organisations (AFL-CIO, 2013, 4). As a rule, companies initially responded
to the challenges by implementing codes of conduct they had developed themselves
(Emons et al., 2021, 20). The codes of conduct are self-imposed standards that, among
other things, define minimum requirements for working conditions along the supply chain
(Vandenbroucke, 2024, 1). Even though many companies commit themselves and their
suppliers to comply with certain codes of conduct, this does not guarantee that they will
be adhered to. There is a need to take additional measures and external circumstances into
account to ensure compliance with code of conducts.

Bird et al. see certified management systems as an effective tool for ensuring
compliance with codes of conduct (Bird et. al, 2019, 861). The authors tested their
hypothesis by evaluating 8,323 audit reports of the years 2012 to 2015 from an anonymous
social audit company. The audited production facilities were located in 55 countries
worldwide and covered a wide range of industries (Bird et al., 2019, 856). All audited
facilities have a binding code of conduct and regular checks are carried out to ensure
compliance (Bird et al,, 2019, 856). The authors note that the introduction of a
management system facilitated communication between the different areas of the
company (Bird et al, 2019, 852). It also standardized production processes and
responsibilities in the factories, which reduced the risk of violations of the code of conduct
(Bird et. al., 2019, 854). According to Bird et al., a quality management system can shorten
production planning and the production cycle, thereby reducing the risk for factory
employees to work overtime (Bird et al., 2019, 854). Another important aspect is
continuous improvement as patt of the company’s management system (Bird et al., 2019,
853). If deficiencies are identified during an audit, the relevant management systems
provide guidelines on how corrective and preventive measures should be implemented
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(Bird et al., 2019, 853). This can be done, for example, through internal audits or regular
meetings to review progress (Bird et al., 2019, 853). Bird et al. focuses on a company's
compliance approach to ensure adherence to codes of conduct. Bird e al. do not consider
external and internal factors that may influence compliance with codes of conduct.
Vandenbroncke, on the other hand, addresses both the compliance and governance-oriented
approaches in his essay “The portrayal of effectiveness of supplier codes of conduct in
improving labour conditions in global supply chains: A systematic review of the literature”
by Vandenbroncke (Vandenbroucke, 2024). 1Vandenbroucke provides a systematic overview
of the existing literature on the effectiveness of codes of conduct. In his essay, he first
examines what literature already exists on the effectiveness of codes of conduct. Using a
keyword search, the author found 33 essays from the years 2001 to 2020 about this topic
(Vandenbroucke, 2024, 309-315). After evaluating the existing literature, Vandenbroucke
concludes that codes of conduct are considered ineffective and, in many cases, do not
bring about any significant improvement in the situation. In a further step, Vandenbroncke
examines the reviewed literature to identify factors that contribute to the effectiveness of
codes of conduct.

Vandenbroncke also sees management systems as an essential factor in ensuring
compliance with codes of conduct: a code of conduct can only be effective if the company
has implemented an established system that regularly monitors and controls the working
conditions of suppliers (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 319). However, according to VVandenbroucke
structural, organisational and relational factors are also relevant for the effectiveness of
codes of conduct. According to VVandenbroncke, increased effectiveness can be observed in
countries where the government also strongly regulates working conditions and where
compliance with the relevant regulations is also regularly and consistently monitored by
the government (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 318). In addition to political pressure, a free press
can also have a positive impact on the effectiveness of codes of conduct. If abuses in
factories are uncovered by the press as part of neutral reporting, this can exert additional
pressure on protecting working conditions. The structure of the business relationship
between the company and its suppliers also has an influence on the effectiveness of codes
of conduct. If a company puts high price or time pressure on its suppliers, this pressure is
often accompanied by reduced efforts on the part of the supplier to comply with the
provisions of the code of conduct (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 320). In order to cope with the
price pressure, suppliers often resort to labour practices of a low standard that enable
cheaper production (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 320). According to Vandenbroucke, there is a
recognisable relationship between the degree of cooperation between companies and
suppliers and the effectiveness of codes of conduct (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 319). Only if
the company itself also implements responsible business practices can this lead to
effectiveness. In particular, measures such as long-term business relationships, eatly
production planning, appropriate remuneration and the joint handling of employee
complaints have a positive impact (Klampfl, 2025). Finally, the suppliet’s motivation and
organisation is also decisive for the effectiveness of codes of conduct. In particular, a trade
union that is committed to the working conditions of employees can also have a positive
effect in the supplier company (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 321).

According to Vandenbroucke's argument, compliance management systems alone
are not sufficient to bring about a real improvement in working conditions in supply

© 2026 The Authors. Journal Compilation  © 2026 European Center of Sustainable Development.



244 European Jonrnal of Sustainable Development (2026), 15, 2, 241-260

chains. In order to make a valid statement about the effectiveness of codes of conduct, a
detailed analysis of the external circumstances is necessary. These statements can be
applied to the field of social audits. Social audits can be regarded as compliance
instruments whose purpose is to verify compliance with specific standards. From this
perspective, the potential impact of social audits on working conditions in supply chains
must be considered limited. One way in which they can have a significant impact is by
identifying abuses and developing countermeasures to prevent future violations of the
code of conduct. In line with the principle of the governance approach, social audits can
have a more comprehensive impact by identifying areas for improvement even in cases
where no violations are found, with a view to continuously improving working. For this
reason, the article focuses on the governance approach in order to exploit the potential of
social audits to achieve the greatest possible impact.

3. Definition of Social audits

Social audits are reviews of the working conditions of suppliers in global supply
chains (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2021, 5). In eatly social audits, the
companies themselves reviewed the voluntarily imposed social standards (May, 2024, 86
f.). Many companies now refrain from such internally conducted audits, as the public often
does not consider them to be sufficiently trustworthy (May, 2024, 87). In many cases,
companies lack the specific expertise required to carry out audits (Beile & Vitols, 2024,
80). For this reason, so-called social standards initiatives have developed since the end of
the 1990s with the aim of formulating common standards for multinational companies
(May, 2024, 87). The social standards of the social standard initiatives contain similar
requirements. Their definitions are generally based on the conventions of the International
Labour Organization the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The key principles here are: freedom of
association and the right to collective bargaining, the elimination of forced labour, the
abolition of child labour and the prohibition of discrimination in respect of employment
and occupation (Asian Development Bank & International Labour Organization, 2018,
12).

Despite the similarity of social standards, there are considerable differences in the
way these standards are monitored. There is no standardised specification as to how the
various social audits should be conducted. It is up to each individual social standard
initiative to design the relevant requirements independently. These specifications are set
out in internally binding audit guidelines.

4. Research question

Due to the non-uniform requirements and divergent procedural standards
governing social audits, a universally valid assessment of their effectiveness cannot be
provided. Working conditions in global supply chains are shaped by a multitude of
interacting economic, contractual, and institutional factors (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 310).
Isolating the causal impact of social audits on measurable improvements in labour
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conditions would therefore require a distinct empirical research design that lies beyond the
scope of this study.

The present study asks to what extent is the criticism of social audits in textile
supply chains structurally justified, and under which conditions could social audits make a
major contribution to improve working conditions in supply chains?

First, the essay addresses the question of the extent to which specific criticisms in
literature and from non-governmental organizations can be considered justified.
Evaluating the validity of these criticisms requires a comparison that contrasts the critical
aspects of auditing with the procedures actually applied. This part of the analysis is
normative-analytical: it does not measure the results in terms of improved working
conditions but assesses whether structural features of the audit design systematically entail
the risk that opportunities for improving working conditions will not be discovered. It is
assumed that social audits are not ineffective despite possible weaknesses in the system.
Also, it cannot be denied that, due to possible weaknesses in social audits, it is not possible
to obtain a complete or unbiased picture of working conditions in the factories being
audited. However, despite these weaknesses, there remains a certain probability that
opportunities for improvement can be detected. This assumption is based on the idea that
social audits are not understood as mere compliance instruments. Even though the essay
identifies weaknesses in social audits in terms of detecting violations of social standards,
social audits can nevertheless be used to identify opportunities for improving working
conditions. In addition, this risk of detection can already create sufficient incentives for
suppliers to pay particular attention to compliance with the contractually guaranteed
working conditions (Bird et al., 2019, 847). By conducting social audits, suppliers are also
required to document their compliance with social standards and to establish formal
structures and responsibilities for this purpose. This measure alone can already improve
the labour conditions in supply chains (Vandenbroucke, 2024, 319).

The second aspect of the research question addresses the question of under what
conditions social audits can bring about further improvements in working conditions in
supply chains. The essay does not claim to empirically investigate the effect of the
improvement options. Instead, the essay examines the potential of measures based on a
conceptual analysis. To this end, the causes of the identified points of criticism are analyzed
and, in the sense of a theoretical impact logic, suggestions for improvement are developed
that are derived from the cause analysis. Social audits are understood as part of a hybrid
governance arrangement, in which the potential of social audits is not viewed in isolation,
but in interaction with external circumstances that can influence the impact of social audits.

The research project focuses on the textile industry because of the high number
of human rights violations in that industry (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre,
2018, 3 f.). The textile industry is a fast-moving industry. In fast fashion, the classic
spring/summer and autumn/winter collections are sometimes replaced on a weekly basis
(Capitao et al., 2018, 333). The weekly changing collections do not allow suppliers any
long-term planning security. In many factories, this pressure for speed leads to worsening
working conditions in the supply chain. In addition, the textile industry is particularly
fragmented and globalised (Capitao et al., 2018, 333). In order to reduce costs, the highly
labour-intensive production steps are outsourced to developing and emerging countries,
in which human rights violations are comparatively frequent (Harsanto et. al., 2023, 2).
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Due to the strong fragmentation of the work processes, fashion companies lose track of
the entire supply chain and can hardly guarantee compliance with social standards along
the supply chain (Capitao et al., 2018, 334). Moreover, there is increased consumer interest
in ensuring that social standards are upheld in the supply chains of textile companies
(Yang, 2017, 1). To be able to trace production conditions, consumers set great store by
seals or certificates as proof of sustainable practices within companies (Wang et. al., 2022,
663). Membership in social standard initiatives can also provide this traceability. An
essential component of both seals or certificates and membership in social standard
initiatives is the obligation to conduct regular social audits.

5. Methodology and criteria

This essay will examine a social audit based on the principles of a social standard
initiative. To select this initiative, all relevant initiatives in the textile industry are first
compared. In terms of membership numbers and the number of audits conducted
annually, the following initiatives are the most relevant in the textile industry: amfori
Business Social Compliance Initiative, Ethical Trading Initiative, Fair Labour Association,
Fair Wear Foundation, Social Accountability International and Worldwide Responsible
Accredited Production (May, 2024, 90).

Amfori Business Social Compliance Initiative

The amfori Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI) is a membership-based
corporate initiative. According to current membership statistics, the initiative currently has
2,448 members wotldwide. (BSCI, n.d.). BSCI does not carry out audits itself, but works
together with audit partners, who carry out the audits according to an internal specification
(BSCI, n.d.-a.). Audit companies that carry out social audits in accordance with the BSCI
standard include TUV Siid, eurofins and SGS (BSCI, n.d.-a.). There is only limited access
to specific guidelines that explain how audits are to be carried out in accordance with the
BSCI standard. The guideline according to which BSCI audits are to be conducted is not
publicly accessible. Instead, an interpretation aid is published on the initiative’s website,
which explains the questions of the BSCI audit questionnaire in more detail and makes
them understandable for member companies (BSCI, 2022). The guideline provides specific
details on how to conduct the audit, but it is not comprehensive, meaning that essential
information on the audits is missing (BSCI, 2022). The audit reports are not public but are
only accessible to members of the initiative in an internal database (Labelchecker, n.d.).

Ethical Trading Initiative

The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETT) is a multi-stakeholder initiative with around
70 members (ETI, n.d.). The ETT is the only social standards initiative relevant to the
textile industry that does not require its members to carry out audits (Starmanns, 2012,
19). The reason for this is that the ETT considers social audits to be a waste of time and
money (ETI, n.d.-a.). It has, therefore, not set its own guidelines for verifying suppliers’
compliance with its social standards as part of an audit.

Fair Labor Association

The Fair Labor Association (FLA) is a membership-based multi-stakeholder
initiative with 206 members worldwide (FLA, n.d.). The FLA checks compliance with the
specified social standards in the supply chain for a certain percentage of its members’
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suppliers (FLA, n.d.-a.). In countries where the FLA does not carry out audits itself, audit
reports from accredited audit partners must be submitted to the FLA for evaluation (FLA,
n.d.-b.). The FLA publishes the audit reports of the factories audited (n.d.-c). The
published audit reports contain details of the violations of the initiative’s Code of Conduct
that were identified during the audit. In addition, the corrective action plan is published
and regularly updated for the audited factory (FLA, n.d.-c). The FLA does not publish
instructions on how the audits are to be cartied out in accordance with its standard.

Fair Wear Foundation

Like the FLA, the Fair Wear Foundation (FWF) is a multi-stakeholder initiative
on a membership basis. The FWF currently has 109 members (FWF, n.d.). The members
of the FWF are active exclusively in the clothing industry (FWF, n.d.). To verify the social
standards set by the organisation, the FWF — in the same way as the FLA — conducts its
own audits with local FWF audit teams (FWF, n.d.-a.). Detailed information on the specific
process of FWE audits has been collected and published by the FWF in a manual (FWF,
2012). The information is comprehensive and is also intended to support other auditors
in conducting audits in accordance with the FWF standard. The audit reports of the
audited factories are not publicly accessible. In addition to the social audits, the FWF also
carries out systematic assessments of its members, in which the social practices of the
members are evaluated (FWF, n.d.-b.). These assessments are called Brand Performance
Checks (FWF, n.d.-b.). They also include relevant information on the purchasing practices
of the member companies (FWF, n.d.-b.). The Brand Performance Checks are publicly
accessible.

Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production

In contrast to the initiatives mentioned above, Worldwide Responsible Accredited
Production (WRAP) is a factory certification organisation (WRAP, n.d)). In order to
receive a WRAP certificate, the factories must first be inspected as part of a social audit.
These audits are not carried out by WRAP itself. According to WRAP, 3,818 factories
wortldwide are currently WRAP-certified (WRAP, n.d.-a.). Audit reports on the certified
factories are not publicly available. WRAP has published a manual for the factories to be
audited (WRAP, 2025). However, this manual only contains guidelines and instructions
for the factories on how they can obtain a WRAP certificate (WRAP, 2025). It contains,
for example, more detailed information on registering the factory, preparing the
documents for the social audit and the expected costs of the factory (WRAP, 2025). One
section is also dedicated to the auditing process (WRAP, 2025). The manual does not
contain any concrete specifications on the modalities for conducting the audit.

Social Accountability International

Like WRAP, Social Accountability International (SAI) is also a certification
organisation without members. According to SAI information, 5,769 companies
wortldwide are currently certified according to the SA 8000 standard (SAI, n.d.-a.). To
obtain SA 8000 certification, factories apply to SAL. A certificate will be issued only after
a social audit has been carried out and no significant violations have been identified by
accredited bodies (Emons et al., 2021, 23). The SAI publishes guidelines with explanations,
background information and interpretations of the SA 8000 standard (SAI, 2024).
However, the SAI does not publish specific information on how a social audit for
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certification in accordance with the SA 8000 standard should be carried out. The audit
reports of the certified factories are also not publicly accessible.

In summary, only the Fair Labor Association makes its audit reports publicly
available. All other social standard initiatives do not publish their audit reports. Only the
Fair Wear Foundation provides comprehensive information on the modalities of the audit
process. The Fair Labour Association and Social Accountability International do not share
any information on how the audits are conducted. The Worldwide Responsible Accredited
Production initiative and the amfori Business Social Compliance Initiative make some
information on the conduct of audits available to the public. The publicly accessible
documents are intended to serve as information material for companies on how social
audits are generally conducted. For example, the documents do not contain any
information on the data basis for social audits, how many auditors and audit days are
required for a social audit, or what qualifications the auditors must have. However, the
published documents contain insufficient and superficial information that is not adequate
as a data basis for the present research. The Ethical Trading Initiative does not specify any
requirements for the conduct of audits, as social audits are not mandatory for this
organisation. The following table illustrates these findings.

Table 1: Documentation of social standard initiatives

BSCI ETI FLA FWF WRAP SAI
Published . not . not . not
audit reports not public public public public not public public
Information
dit incomplete not not available | incomplete not
on au P 1 available | available P available
procedures

To conclude, no initiative guarantees complete transparency with regard to the
implementation and results of the audits. Only the Fair Wear Foundation provides
comprehensible information on how audits should be conducted. The criticism of social
audits focuses on their implementation. In this context, information on the specific
modalities of the audit is particularly relevant. Only the Fair Wear Foundation provides
detailed information on this. This study also benefits from the fact that the Fair Wear
Foundation operates only in the textile industry, thus, taking particular account of the
specific circumstances of textile factories. The Fair Wear Foundation audit system is,
therefore, the most suitable method for this study. The fact that the Fair Wear Foundation
does not publish audit results is acknowledged when comparing the general points of
criticism with the requirements of the Fair Wear Foundation. In short, this study is limited
to the Fair Wear Foundation audit.

6. Research
The implementation of social audits is viewed critically. May summarises the

points of criticism in her research paper ‘Liability for social audits in global supply chains’
and provides the following categories (May, 2024, 98-113): structural problems, inherent
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limitations, weaknesses in implementation, limited scope, lack of transparency and
insufficient remedies.

For the sake of clarity, only one point of criticism from each category will be
addressed in the following discussion.

Structural Inherent Weaknesses in . Lack of Insufficient
I . . Limited scope .
problems limitations implementation transparency remedies
. Audit I. Limited I. " L
Cost: E_)r_lven I_ Manipulation Seelalla Factory- _Based Audit Limited
Auditing . 5 Audits Transparency consequences
Risk Inclusion

Figure 1: Criticism category with specific criticism point

May explicitly states in her work that these are general points of criticism that do
not necessarily apply to all social audits (May, 2024, 99). No further differentiation is made
with regard to the different auditing organisations. This differentiation will be made in this
paper. The generalised points of criticism will be compared with the actual requirements
for social audits according to the Fair Wear Foundation. This will be done on the basis of
documents that the Fair Wear Foundation has made available to the public. The following
documents, which will be used for this investigation, can be found on the Fair Wear
Foundation’s website: Brand Performance Check Guide (FWF, 2023), Member Guide
(FWF, 2019), Terms for audits by FWF audit teams (FWF, 2015), Guidelines for writing
the social report (FWF, 20106), Fair Wear Foundation Audit Manual (FWF, 2012)1.

6.1 Structural problems
6.1.1 Criticism

One point of criticism of social audits is that the auditing organisations
gain an economic advantage by being commissioned to carry out an audit. The auditors
are regularly commissioned by the factories. This suggests that the audits are often carried
out in the interest of the client. It raises the question of whether the results of the audit
can be considered reliable (Starmanns et al., 2021, 53). Even in cases where the auditing
organisation is commissioned by the textile company to conduct an audit at the beginning
of the supply chain, the reliability of the audit results is regularly questioned. This
conclusion assumes that the textile company that placed the order also has an interest in a
positive audit result (Burckhardt, 2015, 4). That is because the textile company can only
publicly advertise that its products have been manufactured without violating social
standards if no or only minor deficiencies are discovered. If significant deficiencies are

I'The Fair Wear Foundation was contacted with a request for information on whether a more recent
version of the manual than the one published in 2012 was available. As the Fair Wear Foundation
did not respond and a newer version of the manual is not currently available online, it can be
assumed that the 2012 manual is the current version.
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uncovered in the supply chains, this usually has a negative impact on the purchasing
decisions of consumers (Yang, 2017, 1). In addition, improvement measures in factories
are often cost-intensive. In many cases, textile companies contribute indirectly to
violations of labour codes through their pricing, sourcing and purchasing practices
(Transparentem, 2021, 33). Choosing an alternative production site usually involves
financial expenditure for the company. If the audit result is satisfactory for the client, the
probability that the auditing organisation will also get a follow-up order is significantly
increased (Hugill et al., 2016, 21).

6.1.2 Fair Wear Foundation

The Fair Wear Foundation distinguishes between ‘monitoring audits’ and
‘verification audits” (FWF, 2019, 85). Both types of audits involve checking compliance
with the social standards set by the Fair Wear Foundation. These social standards are laid
down in a code of conduct known as the ‘Code of Labour Practices’. The core principles
of the social standard are as follows: ‘Employment is freely chosen, freedom of association
and the right to collective bargaining, no discrimination in employment, no exploitation of
child labour, payment of a living wage, reasonable hours of work, safe and healthy working
conditions, a legally binding employment relationship’ (FWF, 2019, 14). In principle, the
obligation to comply with these social standards is primarily directed at the member
company, which, by signing, assures the Fair Wear Foundation that the submitted Code
of Labour Practices will be recognised and complied with. However, the member company
is required to pass on this obligation to its suppliers. Compliance with the Code of Labour
Practices must be verified by the member company in an appropriate manner. One way of
doing this is for the member company to commission an audit team from the Fair Wear
Foundation to carry out a social audit. This kind of social audit is called monitoring audit.
Member companies are the only ones responsible for the monitoring audits. (FWF, 2019,
85). The costs of these audits are borne by the member companies (FWF, 2019, 88).

In addition to monitoring audits, the Fair Wear Foundation also conducts
verification audits. The verification audits are not commissioned by the companies or
factories. Rather, they are carried out by the Fair Wear Foundation. By carrying out
verification audits and bearing the costs, the Fair Wear Foundation avoids any dependency
on the client. The Fair Wear Foundation undertakes to audit all factories of a member
company with a share of more than 10% of the total production volume over a period of
three years (FWF, 2019, 85). In addition, the Fair Wear Foundation selects factories where
a particularly high need for auditing has been identified. A special need is assumed, for
example, if the production facility is located in a country with a particularly high risk of
violations (FWF, 2019, 160). The selection of factories in which audits are to be carried
out each year is made exclusively by the Fair Wear Foundation. (FWF, 2012, 9). The costs
of these audits are also borne by the Fair Wear Foundation (FWF, 2019, 88).

6.2 Inherent limitations
6.2.1 Criticism

Social audits are said to be particularly susceptible to deception (May, 2024, 107).
The reason for this is that social audits are usually announced in advance (Clean Clothes
Campaign, 2005, 20 f.). A prerequisite for an audit is usually a visit to the factory to be
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audited, which can take several days depending on the number of employees. In the
absence of universally applicable guidelines for audits, this visit may or may not be
announced. The disadvantage of an announced audit is the possibility that the factory can
make special preparations for the appointment in order to conceal abuses for the duration
of the audit (Burckhardt, 2015, 5). Possible concealment measures include, for example,
ensuring that no child labourers are present in the factory on the day of the announced
audit or falsifying documents on working hours or wage payments to be submitted as part
of the audit. A study conducted by the FLA concludes that this concern is not unfounded:
According to the study, falsified documents relating to wage payments were found at 40%
of suppliers in 2009 (FLA, 2010, 5). This finding underlines the willingness of factories to
prepare documentation in such a way that it cannot be criticised in the audit when audits
are announced.

6.2.2 Fair Wear Foundation

Fair Wear Foundation audits are always announced at least one week in advance
(FWT, 2012, 10). The Fair Wear Foundation considers advance notice to be necessary so
that the factory can obtain the information required for audit planning in advance (FWF,
2012, 9). The Fair Wear Foundation also considers it appropriate for a representative of
the member company to be present during the audit (FWF, 2012, 9). This can only be
guaranteed if the audit date is known in advance. This advance notice is intended to enable
the supplier to compile the documents required for the audit and make them available to
the audit team on site (FWF, 2012, 14). The Fair Wear Foundation is aware of the risk of
falsified documents in the context of announced audits and explicitly points this out in its
guideline (FWF, 2012, 31). The Fair Wear Foundation believes that such falsifications are
easy to identify due to inconsistent documentation (FWF, 2012, 31). Falsifications are
particulatly likely to occur in records of working hours and wage payments to factory
employees. In the case of falsified work records, these can usually be detected by checking
other documents, such as records of goods entering and leaving the factory (FWF, 2012,
31).

6.3 Weaknesses in implementation
6.3.1 Criticism

Another point of criticism is that the employees of the audited factory and the
local trade unions are often not involved in the review of compliance with social standards
(Burckhardt, 2015, 5). The findings of social audits are generally based on document
reviews, factory inspections and discussions with factory management (May, 2024, 110).
In cases where interviews with factory employees are also planned as part of the
information gathering process, these are often conducted within the factory (AFL-CIO,
2013, 26). This means that employees are not given the opportunity to disclose confidential
information about the actual conditions in the factories without risking negative
consequences from factory management. In some cases, these interviews with employees
are even conducted in the presence of management (May, 2024, 110). The involvement of
local trade unions can also be useful for a social auditor in gathering information, but this
is often difficult, as many factories do not have active members of trade unions (Beile &
Vitols, 2024, 83).
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6.3.2 Fair Wear Foundation

The Fair Wear Foundation uses the following sources to verify social standards:
discussions with factory management and other persons responsible, document reviews,
factory visits, discussions with factory employees (FWF, 2012, 6). Depending on the size
of the audited factory, between one and a half and four days are scheduled for the
discussions, including preparation and follow-up (FWF, 2012, 10). The Fair Wear
Foundation requires that the auditor have experience in interacting with factory employees
in order to be able to conduct productive discussions with them (FWF, 2012, 7).
Discussions with factory employees are considered particularly sensitive. The employee
being interviewed should not risk retaliation by their employer if they report abuses in the
factory. For this reason, the Fair Wear Foundation stipulates that employee interviews
should always be conducted in the absence of factory management (FWF, 2012, 24). The
location of the interviews is not specified by the Fair Wear Foundation. According to the
internal manual, it is not mandatory for the interviews to take place outside the factory
(FWF, 2012, 25). The interviews should be conducted in a protected space, but the Fair
Wear Foundation considers that this can also be in break rooms, production areas or
dining areas (FWF, 2012, 25). The names of the people interviewed should be treated as
confidential. If further inquiries with factory management are necessary to validate the
statements of interviewed employees, it is imperative to ensure that no conclusions can be
drawn about the employees concerned (FWF, 2012, 22). A list of the names of the people
interviewed is provided exclusively to the Fair Wear Foundation. During subsequent
inspections, the responsible Fair Wear Foundation auditors should check whether the
employees interviewed previously are still employed at the factory. If this is not the case,
the reasons for the employees’ departure must be investigated (FWF, 2012, 24). The
selection of interviewees is the responsibility of the auditors, factory management is not
involved. When selecting employees for interviews, care should be taken that the group is
heterogeneous. Vulnerable groups such as women, migrant workers or trade union
members should be given particular consideration in the selection process (FWF, 2012,
25). Depending on the size of the inspected factory, between four and ten individual
interviews should be conducted with factory employees (FWF, 2015, 2-6). In addition, the
Fair Wear Foundation requites interviews with local stakeholders when auditing a factory
with more than 50 employees (FWF, 2015, 2-6). In addition to trade unions, these can be
NGOs, trade associations or local authorities (FWF, 2012, 6). The Fair Wear Foundation
does not require explicit interviews with trade union representatives.

6.4 Limited scope
6.4.1 Criticism

Social audits often only examine the practices of the factory to determine the
extent to which they could potentially or actually lead to violations of social standards. The
practices of the customer company, which is at the end of the supply chain and places
orders with the factory as a supplier, are not taken into account (Clean Clothes Campaign,
2019, 78). This is problematic because the ordering companies often cause the violations
through their purchasing practices by putting the factories under enormous price and time
pressure (Terwindt & Saage-Maal3, 2017, 6). In a study conducted by the 1LO in 2016,
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52% of suppliers stated that they had accepted orders at prices below their own production
costs (ILO, 2017, 7). The main reason given by suppliers was that they wanted to secure
future orders and gain a competitive advantage over their competitors (ILO, 2017, 8). In
order to counter significant price pressure, there is an increased risk that factories will
resort to unfair practices, such as the use of low-cost child labour or forced labour. What
is criticised is that these audits do not investigate the causes of possible violations of social
standards. As a result, no preventative measures are included in the social audits.

6.4.2 Fair Wear Foundation

Membership of the Fair Wear Foundation is only open to brands that market or
produce textile industry products themselves (FWF, 2019, 16). Factories are not required
to become members of the Fair Wear Foundation (FWF, 2019, 17). The member company
is not audited but assessed as part of an annual Brand Performance Check (FWF, 2019,
132). In this assessment, the purchasing practices of the member company in particular
are explained and measured using an internal scale of the initiative (FWF, 2019, 66). An
important aspect of this measurement is the analysis of the company’s supply chain. The
more fragmented the supply chain is, the less influence the commissioning company will
have on working conditions in the factories (FWF, 2023, 24 £.). It is recommended that
orders should be placed with a limited number of factories. This is because the greater the
order volume a factory receives, the more influence the commissioning company has and
the more willing the factory manager is to improve working conditions. A highly
fragmented supply chain makes it difficult for the commissioning company to maintain an
overview of the entire supply chain and to influence the individual factories commissioned.
For these reasons, the question of the long-term nature of business relationships with
individual suppliers is also included in the evaluation of the member company (FWF, 2023,
26 f.). The Brand Performance Check also considers the pricing policy of the purchasing
company. It is regarded essential if the company knows the exact production costs for its
products in the factories and can incorporate this into the calculation of the purchase
prices of the goods produced (FWF, 2023, 58). The Fair Wear Foundation expects its
members to analyse the individual items of factory costs in detail (FWF, 2023, 59). The
purchasing company should be aware of the labour costs that the factories have to bear
(FWF, 2023, 58). This is to ensure that the factory’s employees receive a fair wage and that
the factory does not have to resort to unfair practices in order to withstand the purchasing
company’s price pressure. In addition to the pricing policy, the Fair Wear Foundation also
assesses the member company’s production planning. Knowledge of the expected
capacities of a production facility is an essential prerequisite for careful planning (FWF,
2023, 506). Suppliers should be involved in the forecasting and planning process at an eatly
stage, in order to avoid short-term orders with tight deadlines. (FWF, 2023, 56).

6.5 Lack of transparency
6.5.1 Criticism

Many social standard initiatives do not disclose essential information about their
social audits to the public (MSI Integrity, 2020, 143). Essential information includes, in
particular, the criteria and scope of the audit as well as the audit report (Beile & Vitols,
2024, 82). The audit report is usually only made available to the audited factories and the

© 2026 The Authors. Journal Compilation  © 2026 European Center of Sustainable Development.



254 European Jonrnal of Sustainable Development (2026), 15, 2, 241-260

member companies of the social standard initiative (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2019, 77).
The modalities of conducting the social audit are typically treated as confidential vis-a-vis
the audited factories and the member companies of the social standard initiative (Clean
Clothes Campaign, 2005, 61). The social standards initiatives cite the ‘sensitivity’ of this
data as the reason for withholding this information (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2005, 61).
Knowledge of this information would give factories valuable tips that would enable them
to pass the social audits successfully (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2005, 61). The lack of
transparency regarding the modalities of the respective social audits is considered critical
for two reasons: Firstly, whether a social audit is legal can only be verified if the respective
modalities of the audit implementation are known. Secondly, the credibility of the social
audit can only be assessed to a limited extent due to its lack of transparency. Only a
disclosure of the identified shortcomings can verify the extent to which the audited factory
has taken measures to remedy them (LeBaron & Lister, 2015, 915).

6.5.2 Fair Wear Foundation

The Fair Wear Foundation publishes its guidelines, which set out the procedures
for the audits it conducts. The guidelines also include checklists for interviews with factory
management (Appendix A), for employee interviews (Appendix B), for document reviews
(Appendix C) and for factory inspections (Appendix D). This provides the public with an
accurate account of the data on which the social audit is based. The individual audit reports
of the audited factories are not published. In this regard, the Fair Wear Foundation points
out that the audit report is the sole property of the audited factory, the Fair Wear
Foundation member and the Fair Wear Foundation (FWF, 2012, 6). For reasons of
confidentiality, the audit report may only be disclosed by the factory or the Fair Wear
Foundation member company. Some information on the findings of the audits can be
found in the member company’s Brand Performance Check. The audit findings mentioned
in the Brand Performance Check are very superficial and incomplete. Further information
on the results of social audits can be found in the member companies’ ‘social reports’,
which the company is required to publish on its website each year as a condition of
membership in the Fair Wear Foundation (FWE, 2016, 1). According to the guidelines
for preparing this social report, particular attention must be paid to the findings of audits
conducted at the company’s suppliers. The social report also includes details of the extent
to which, and within what time, remedial measures were taken on the basis of the findings.
Depending on the number of factories in a country, the company can either provide
general information on the findings in a production country or provide specific
information for each production site in its social report. If products are sourced from more
than 15 factories in a country, a general presentation of the findings in that country is
possible. If products are sourced from fewer than 15 factories in a country, a presentation
for each individual factory is required (FWF, 2010, 4).

6.6 Inadequate remedy
6.6.1 Criticism

If violations of the social standards are identified during a social audit, there are
often no consequences (Beile & Vitols, 2024, 17). After an audit has been carried out, the
audited factories usually receive a corrective action plan setting out the necessaty
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improvement measures. The requirements in this corrective action plan vary depending
on the social standards initiative: some are superficial requirements, while others are
concrete recommendations for action with a specified time frame (Burckhardt & Merk,
2013, 117). However, if the plan contains specific recommendations for action with a
specified deadline, these measures are often inadequately followed up, resulting in a lack
of actual improvements (May, 2024, 113). The responsibility and the cost of the
improvements are generally borne solely by the factory. This is a problem because the
costs of the improvements — depending on the measure — can be far higher than the audit
costs (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2005, 70). In principle, most social standard initiatives do
provide for the possibility of suspending or terminating membership with the textile
company as soon as violations are identified in the supply chains. However, very few
initiatives make use of this option. The initiatives largely pursue a cooperative approach,
whereby the member company is encouraged and supported to prevent future violations
identified in the supply chain (MSI Integrity, 2020, 139). However, in the absence of
sanctions, there is often a lack of motivation to do so. As already mentioned, the lack of
transparency often means that there is a lack of documentation on the extent to which the
identified violations have actually been remedied. If no improvement can be identified, the
validity of the audit is called into question.

6.6.2 Fair Wear Foundation

Based on discussions with factory management and other persons responsible,
document reviews, factory inspections and discussions with factory employees, Fair Wear
Foundation auditors draw up a corrective action plan (CAP). If violations of the Code of
Labour Practices are identified during the audit, the plan will include requirements for
remedial measures (FWF, 2012, 39). The Fair Wear Foundation explicitly emphasises that
production facilities are not expected to immediately remedy all violations. Rather,
improvement measures are expected to be implemented within a specified period. When
violations are identified, member companies should not immediately terminate their
business relationships with the supplier but work towards a gradual improvement in
working conditions. From the perspective of the Fair Wear Foundation, terminating the
business relationship with the supplier does usually not lead to any improvement in
working conditions in the factories. According to the Fair Wear Foundation’s manual,
different types of violations must be distinguished. In the case of violations relating to fire
safety, child labour, documentation of working time records, employment contracts and
proof of age, payment below the statutory minimum wage and hazardous working
conditions for factory workers, strict standards must be applied. In such cases,
improvements must be made within a shorter period. When determining the time frame
for improvement measures, the percentage share of the affected factory in the total
production volume of the member company is also taken into account. Faster
implementation of measures is expected from factories with a high share of the member
company’s total production volume than from factories with a lower share (FWF, 2012,
40). The schedule should also consider the economic situation of the audited factory. The
implementation of the measures specified in the corrective action plan should be reviewed
by the member company. Depending on the type of measure, documents or photos can
be provided as evidence. In some cases, a visit by the member company may be necessary
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to review the progress of the measure. The Fair Wear Foundation requires active support
from the member company in implementing the corrective action plan. Responsibility for
the improvements should not rest solely with the audited factory. The member company
should offer the factory personnel and financial support to remedy the violations (FWF,
2019, 103). According to the Fair Wear Foundation’s internal guidelines, serious violations
of the initiative’s code of conduct may result in the termination of a textile company’s
membership. Such a violation can also occur if the member company tolerates its suppliets’
failure to comply with social standards. However, this must be a serious violation that also
directly damages the reputation of the Fair Wear Foundation. The Fair Wear Foundation
does not provide further information on when such a violation is regarded as serious. The
Fair Wear Foundation publishes an overview of former members of the Fair Wear
Foundation (FWF, n.d.-d.) on its website.

7. Conclusion

The study shows that some criticisms of social audits are also justified regarding
the practices of the Fair Wear Foundation. The accusation that social audits do not
consider the purchasing practices of member companies does not apply to the Fair Wear
Foundation. Although these are not directly included in the auditing process, they are given
sufficient consideration in the brand performance reviews. This means that the
responsibility for improving working conditions in supply chains is not seen as lying solely
with the factories, but also with the purchasing textile companies. This is particularly
important as textile companies often pose a particular risk of social standards being
violated in factories due to price and time pressures. The practices of factory managers
cannot therefore be assessed in isolation from the practices of the purchasing company.

The accusation that social audits have no consequences is also inaccurate.
Although sanctions are not usually imposed when violations are found, the Fair Wear
Foundation expects remedial measures to be taken. On this point, too, the Fair Wear
Foundation does not place responsibility solely on the factory. The purchasing textile
company is expected to provide financial and personnel support. This is particularly
important because the purchasing companies themselves expect the factories to comply
with social standards but are unwilling to accept the additional costs this entails given the
price pressure in the textile industry. Since the purchasing companies are often the cause
of violations through their practices, it is only appropriate that the textile companies
themselves take remedial measures to further reduce the risk of future violations.

The criticism regarding the allegation that there is a relationship of dependency
between customers and the auditing organization is justified. This criticism applies
exclusively to the monitoring audits of the Fair Wear Foundation, which are initiated by
the member companies. In this case, the textile company commissions the auditing
organization to audit the company's suppliers. The textile company that commissioned the
audit has a clearly defined interest in a positive result. In this case, there is a conflict
between objectivity and the economic self-interest of the auditing organization, which is
dependent on securing the economic existence of follow-up contracts. One possibility to
resolve this conflict would be to decouple commissioning and financing. Therefore, a
solution could be, that the auditing organizations will be paid by an independent body. In
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this case, there would be no dependency, enabling the auditing organizations to assess and
evaluate working conditions in the supply chains in a more impartial manner.

The criticism is also justified regarding the accusation that the Fair Wear
Foundation only carries out announced audits. The announcement allows the factory to
take precautions to conceal abuses in the factories. For this reason, in addition to the
announced audits, unannounced audits should also be carried out at specific intervals. The
unannounced audits could provide a more realistic picture of the actual working conditions
in the factories and make opportunities for improvement more visible. This would enable
further improvements to be demanded and implemented.

The criticism is also justified regarding the accusation that the Fair Wear
Foundation does not sufficiently involve employees and the local trade union in the audit
process. Although the Fair Wear Foundation provides for the participation of employees,
no special protection against reprisals by factory managers is guaranteed. This can result
in a distorted picture of the actual working conditions in the factories. The involvement
of local trade unions could be made mandatory. Employees should be surveyed outside
the factory premises without knowledge of factory management. This form of
participation would allow further information on the actual working conditions on site to
be obtained and insights to be gained that go beyond a snapshot of the current situation.
These measures also lead to a potential improvement in working conditions by enabling
improvement measures to be derived from the social audit.

The criticism is also justified regarding the accusation that the Fair Wear
Foundation's social audits are not transparent. This criticism is not related to the extent to
which the audit process can provide a realistic picture of working conditions in factories.
Rather, the criticism concerns the consequences of an audit. Due to the lack of
transparency, the public cannot verify the quality of the audit. It is also not possible to
comprehensively track the improvements proposed by the audit organization. This
removes the public pressure on factories to improve working conditions. Publication of
the audit report cannot be demanded due to the factories' trade secrets. However,
publication of the report with sensitive data redacted would be conceivable. If this is not
possible for the factories due to the extensive protection of their trade secrets, the
publication of the corrective action plan should at least be required. In order to be able to
track the implementation of the measures, a status report should also be published on an
ongoing basis, documenting the respective status of the measures. Making the relevant
documents visible would increase the pressure to implement the measures.

The measures outlined could further improve working conditions in the supply
chains. However, whether and to what extent the proposed improvement measures will
actually lead to improved working conditions in the supply chains remains an empirical
question that needs to be clarified in future studies.
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