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The role of social audits in a 
comprehensive due diligence 
program

ü?MYTH 4
Conducting social audits 

indicate that a company’s 
social responsibility due 

diligence is complete, and 
that the company is safe 

from risk 

TRUTH
Audits should be used as one 

component of any company’s 
due diligence program, 

which should also include 
mechanisms like worker voice 
and responsible recruitment 

practices

For many companies, social audits are seen as a first step verifying supply 
chain conditions, however they should be considered one component of a 
comprehensive due diligence program that includes robust worker voice 
and grievance channels.

What benefits do audits provide companies? 

Audits play a role in a company’s overall due diligence program, and if done properly, 
can help surface problems. Social compliance audits can be particularly useful in 
assessing workplace health and safety conditions and document review. These are 
typically areas of assessment where workers receive little training and are sometimes 
unaware of their rights or legal requirements for workplaces.

In addition to audits, what other mechanisms should companies use to 
understand supply chain conditions?

Social audits should be viewed as one tool for due diligence. Companies need to 
adopt a multi-pronged approach to identifying supply chain conditions. 

Companies should implement worker voice channels, which includes gathering data 
from workers themselves, and establishing robust, safe, and effective grievance 
mechanisms which are free from reprisal for workers. 

These additional processes are critical components for accurately understanding 
labor conditions and responding to potential labor violations in supply chains.
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What considerations should companies keep in mind when applying 
social audits?

While robust and comprehensive audits can surface supply chain risks and non-
compliance, it is important that companies be aware that audits are not a “silver 
bullet”. Furthermore, audits only provide a “snapshot” of what happened in a given 
facility at the time the audit occurred.

Companies should ensure that audits take into account the following considerations:

Considerations Explanation

Variability in standards There is variability in the rigor, uniformity, and 
comprehensiveness of certification standards, as well as 
variability in the quality of an audit based on auditors’ training. 
Even the most rigorous social audits may be limited by the 
challenges of verification and validation. 

Results may not capture the 
whole picture

Audits present a snapshot of the moment and cannot ensure 
they cover the consistent long-term conditions faced by 
workers. 

Intentionally hidden issues Traditional audits capture the voices only of those most 
accessible in the supply chain and may miss potential violations 
out of auditors’ sight. It is possible for a company to hide 
egregious abuses if labor violations occur in areas traditionally 
difficult for auditors to access, such as on fishing vessels.

Worker non-disclosure Workers often lack trust with outside, third-party auditors, 
and can be reluctant to expose workplace issues because they 
lack trust in the auditor or clarity on the process/procedure 
for their complaint. Workers may choose not to disclose labor 
rights violations for fear of retaliation from management in the 
form of job loss, deducted wages, withheld documents, being 
blacklisted on the job market, and threat of physical violence.

Capturing company culture Audits may not capture embedded company values or culture 
around worker voice and can fail to determine the depth or 
breadth of company’s social responsibility commitment.

Challenge of vessels Many at risk seafood workers work at sea, and there are 
challenges to conducting audits at sea.
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What best practices should companies make sure audits include?

The following practices can help to ensure that audits successfully capture workplace 
conditions:

Best Practice Rationale

Evaluation of human and labor 
rights conditions

Social audits should evaluate the following:

• Recruitment and hiring
• Contracts
• Document retention
• Wages and deductions
• Hours and overtime
• Threats of violence and intimidation
• Living conditions
• Grievance procedures
• Other social criteria important to a company

Worker representation and 
participation 

Audits should be confidential, and input from workers should 
be requested for all portions of seafood supply chains, including 
at-sea, but it is imperative that worker respondents can be 
safeguarded against reprisal.

Auditors should ask whether workers have a process for the 
following:

• Raising concerns/grievances
• Filing complaints
• Seeking and verifying resolution for disputes 
• Accessing all relevant documentation 
Certification programs and audits should include worker 
engagement only if there is a mechanism for ensuring the safety 
and security of workers against reprisals. Worker engagement 
through audits may occur through:

• Confidential interviews
• Assessment and impact surveys
• Involvement in developing corrective action plans

Third-party audits To avoid any possibility of audits being influenced by company 
pressures, it is recommended that audits are conducted by 
third-parties to ensure objective, impartial results. Third-party 
auditors should be experienced with taking a victim-centered 
approach and demonstrate interview techniques that reflect 
that

Timing and consistency of 
audits

Audits should be conducted at regular intervals and incorporate 
worker-voice mechanisms (such as any available technology-
facilitated data). In addition, auditors should conduct 
periodic unannounced visits to allow for the highest level of 
transparency. 
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Best Practice Rationale

Auditor training Audits should be conducted in-person, and auditors must 
undergo extensive training before conducting an assessment 
and continued training on identifying human rights abuses to 
ensure audits are thorough.

Auditor training should include identifying and understanding:

• workplace health and safety risks 
• verifying legal compliance 
• cross-checking wages and working hours local labor laws and 

company codes of conduct
• Availability of grievance mechanisms that workers report are 

effective and timely

Confidential worker interviews 
in workers’ language

Confidential interviews with workers in the workers’ own 
language are a best practice to generate the most conducive 
conditions for workers to report on their circumstances 
openly. This can be done in groups or individually, formally 
and informally, with sensitivity. It is important to ensure 
worker protection from retaliation.  If worker protection from 
retaliation cannot be ensured - recognizing that retaliation may 
occur days or weeks after an audit is completed - then workers 
should not be directly engaged by auditors. All interviews 
should include clear informed consent procedures, including the 
ability to terminate the interview at any time; in addition, strict 
data security protocols should be in place to protect worker 
data.

Cross-checking information Auditors can interview a variety of managers or facility heads, 
ask about labor recruitment practices and employment 
conditions, and compare this information to worker interviews, 
as well as cross-checking with paper records e.g. payroll, 
contracts, etc.

Assessments of labor providers 
in supply chains

When companies are unable to conduct direct recruitment, they 
need to ensure that labor recruiters meet legal requirements, 
and monitor recruiter performance. Companies should map 
their labor supply chains, and engage selected recruitment 
agencies in accreditation schemes, where available, to improve 
their understanding and capacity to deliver workers recruited 
ethically. 

Companies should also work with trust frontline NGO(s) to 
periodically validate findings and ensure that workers are 
indeed not being charged illegal fees. 

In addition, audits can assist companies in determining recruiter 
compliance against company codes of conduct. 

Auditors should verify labor recruitment practices and 
employment conditions from company policies and records, 
comparing information to worker interviews.

Auditors should assess sub-contractors, including firms 
responsible for hiring and payroll and other third-party 
recruitment and employment agencies.

Documentation review Auditors review documents including contracts, migrant worker 
lists, recruitment policies, and grievance reports as part of the 
auditing process. 
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