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Defining Ethical Manufacturing for Your Customer
Social accountability policies – also known as labor standards or ethical manufacturing 
programs – are designed to ensure that a minimum set of protections are provided to 
workers who produce the product that is then sold / provided to your customer. 

Some competing, some compatible, social accountability standards have been 
established by a range of organizations from quasi-governmental organizations 
(UNsponsored organizations) to trade organizations to issue-oriented causes to private 
industry and, of course, local and national governments. Today, businesses that use 
promotional products expect those products to be manufactured in a manner that 
ensures that the worker is treated fairly, and that basic rights are respected regardless of 
the country of manufacture.
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Measuring Compliance with Labor Standards
In the United States, labor standards in the production environment are established and 
monitored under the auspices of the Department of Labor (DOL), Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA), Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), 
the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and your local fire district, to name just a few. 

Over the years, as manufacturers seeking cost savings have moved production from 
domestic factories to overseas factories in countries with low wages and lax workers’ rights 
enforcement, there is a greater demand from businesses and consumers than in the past 
for greater vigilance in social accountability programs. Initially, labor standards established 
under the UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights that banned slavery, bonded labor, 
forced labor child labor and discrimination were the core principles.

The range of concerns addressed under social accountability standards assessments 
today has broadened to include both human rights and the legal standards that apply 
in both the manufacturing and importing countries and, in some cases, organizational 
values.

Assuring Social Accountability in the Supply Chain – Best Practices 
Define Your Commitment to Social Accountability

• Adopt a Corporate Code of Conduct, the scope of which includes:
 ○ Child Labor Prohibition
 ○ Forced Labor Prohibition
 ○ Health and Safety Standards
 ○ Freedom of Association Requirements
 ○ Nondiscrimination Requirements
 ○ Disciplinary Limitations
 ○ Harassment and Abuse Prohibition
 ○ Working Hours Limitations
 ○ Wages and Compensation Requirements
 ○ Environmental Quality Standards

• Adopt a Supplier Agreement that expressly includes the Corporate Code of 
Conduct.

• Establish procedures for validating compliance.
• Appoint a Compliance Officer with responsibilities for defining and monitoring
• adherence to your Code of Conduct, internally and externally.
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Know your Suppliers

• Maintain a Supplier Selection Criteria Policy.
• Maintain a well-defined Supplier Agreement assuring visibility to all levels of the 

supply chain.
• Maintain an annual Supplier Scorecard incorporating onsite evaluation.
• Administer an annual self-audit of social accountability systems and practices for 

assuring compliance.
• Require documented corrective actions.

 
Trust, but Verify

• Engage third party validation. 

Best Practices: Manufacturer-based Certification
Within a factory, Supply base partners are the most invested addressing corrective actions 
related to implementing systems that reflect the requirements of local law. They are also 
in the best position to determine what ability and commitment they have to meet more 
stringent best practice requirements that customers may require regarding labor standards 
that exceed local requirements that will permit them to compete for that business.

Like other management practice standards, achieving a certification for a factory 
communicates a level of professionalism and a set of values that distinguishes the factory 
from its competitors. 

Production-based standards such as Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production 
(WRAP) and the International Council of Toy Industries’ Caring, Awareness, Responsible, 
Ethical manufacturing processes program (ICTI CARE) encourage factories to build 
comprehensive labor standards monitoring systems. Certifications such as these 
underscore management investment in ongoing maintenance of these systems and their 
self-correcting / validation processes.

Social Accountability is an investment in your brand and your business.
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