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Understanding and verifying 
supply chain conditions through 
worker voice

ü?MYTH 2
Social auditors always 

confirm how workers are 
experiencing their working 

conditions

TRUTH
Due to fear of reprisal, or lack 
of trust, workers often do not 

feel comfortable sharing 
sensitive information with 

auditors. Workers need other 
safe, voluntary channels for 
communicating about their 

working conditions

What is worker voice and worker engagement?

Worker voice and worker engagement are not the same thing.  ‘Worker voice’ 
is a communication of the priorities, needs, and concerns of workers to their 
management, for the purpose of eliciting a response from management to the 
voiced needs.  It is a term derived from the roots of the organized labor movement, 
and the classic example of worker voice are trade unions and collective bargaining 
agreements.  ‘Worker engagement’ is a more general and “unofficial” term referring to 
any range of approaches, programs, or technologies to connect with workers.  It may 
or may not directly address workers’ needs and priorities.

Sometimes it may be difficult to tell whether an initiative is worker voice or worker 
engagement.  For example, management-worker dialogues or worker feedback/
comment boxes may seem to be worker voice tools, but whether they are depends 
on whether or how management responds to workers’ feedback and demands.  
Another example that is sometimes unclear are worker feedback technology tools, 
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Companies can adopt worker voice mechanisms/tools/technologies 
to gather information and verify supply chain conditions from 

workers directly, and encourage company supply chains to 
adopt. Having an independent party, such as an NGO or worker 
rights group that workers trust, can help ensure that company 

mechanisms are well functioning and effective.  
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for example those that poll workers via smartphones to get their feedback on 
questions posed by their employer’s customer (a global buyer).  These may seem like 
worker voice but sometimes are only worker engagement, since the buyer may be 
collecting the info only for due diligence purposes, with no intention of addressing 
issues identified.

The main distinction between the two is that the ultimate goal of worker voice is a 
response from management to improve working conditions and address issues raised 
by workers, whereas worker engagement is more general and may not necessarily 
have this goal. 

Why are worker voice mechanisms needed?

Worker voice mechanisms are needed because workers should always have a way to 
be heard by their employers - and employers should value being able to get honest 
feedback from their employees about how the business could improve.  Workers 
have visibility of a range of different issues and conditions within the day to day 
operations of a company’s different production units that should be seen as an asset 
to contributing to management decision making.

It is necessary to get information directly from workers themselves to evaluate 
human rights and labor conditions in company supply chains and at the facility level. 
To understand what’s happening to workers, you have to hear from them directly.

When thinking about auditing to understand social conditions experienced 
by workers, it is important to remember the limitations of audits and, unlike 
environmental/sustainability information in seafood, collecting data on people 
requires additional sensitivities and specialization.  Companies should also be 
prepared to handle issues and make a commitment to remediation if issues are found 
during the social audit process. 

Even with the best training of interviewers, company-led and audit-led approaches 
can result in workers withholding information for a variety of reasons, including fear 
of reprisal and lack of trust.

It is therefore critical that companies promote verification through worker voice 
channels that are credible, independent, and linked to remediation.

Communication channels outside of audits can provide workers safe methods to 
report on their conditions, where sources can be anonymized and concerns of 
reprisal, or negative consequences reduced. Third party service providers need to 
have strong ethical practices and ought to perform risk assessments to ensure no 
harm is done.

What do companies need to know about worker voice?

Worker voice can be a powerful and effective means to support workers and 
business.

http://riseseafood.org


riseseafood.org

Incorporating feedback from workers can build employer-employee relations and 
trust and enable companies to leverage the opinions or concerns of those on-the-
ground to remove risks, improve productivity and competitiveness, and validate 
actions taken by the business.

Company-led worker voice is particularly powerful in supply chains where workers 
have little or no access to protections or systems of justice in the country of 
employment.

Worker voice in supply chains today includes; worker led unionization and collective 
bargaining, workplace grievance mechanisms, and worker feedback mechanisms 
linked to remediation.

It is important that companies develop policies and procedures for protecting 
workers who give potentially incriminating feedback.


