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English Abstract 

In the context of globally dispersed production facilities, which are mainly located in developing 

countries, more and more multi-stakeholder initiatives—which involve lead firms, governments, 

trade unions, and civil society organisations—have emerged with the aim of addressing the working 

conditions found in global production networks through a higher degree of collaboration among 

diverse actors. However, such factors as the inclusion/exclusion of specific actors in implementing 

these initiatives, and the local environments in which these initiatives are located, can seriously limit 

their outcomes and, eventually, their success. 

While prior research has highlighted the impact of multi-stakeholder initiatives on the working 

conditions found in global production networks, it has hitherto offered very limited theoretical and 

empirical insights into the role played implementing partners in implementing these initiatives. This 

PhD dissertation addresses this gap by exploring whether—and, if so, how—the implementing 

partners of the Better Cotton Initiative improve the working conditions of women in Pakistan. The 

empirical data used for this PhD dissertation was drawn between 2017 and 2020 from various sources, 

including 67 semi-structured interviews held with stakeholders connected with the Better Cotton 

Initiative in Pakistan. This PhD dissertation includes a central document that outlines the overall study 

(Part 1) and three individual papers that present its findings (Part 2).  

Paper 1 integrates the literature in the field of limited statehood in order to examine how the 

implementing partners of the Better Cotton Initiative influence the labour practices of women workers 

in Pakistan and the challenges they face in doing so. The paper focusses on the ability of multi-

stakeholder initiatives—as enacted through their implementing partners—to reach the women 

workers positioned at the base of the global production network in an area of limited statehood—i.e., 

Pakistan—in which any existing labour laws are not being implemented by the state. The paper shows 

how the BCI implementing partners influence women’s labour practices concerning bargaining, 
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livelihood, and health and safety practices and the challenges they face. The paper concludes that 

there are real limits to what extend such forms of labour practices can change through MSIs in an 

area of limited statehood.  

Paper 2 argues that, although research has identified worker involvement as a central element 

of effective multi-stakeholder initiatives in global production networks, we do not know much about 

the micro-level conditions through which worker involvement could be increased. This paper thus 

applies self-determination theory to explore the micro-level conditions under which the implementing 

partners of the Better Cotton Initiative in Pakistan can increase the involvement of women workers, 

and finds that this can be effectively achieved by enabling them to realize their autonomy, 

competency, relatedness, and dignity. Through these findings, the paper contributes to research on 

multi-stakeholder initiatives in global production networks by applying self-determination theory, 

which is yet under-utilised in management studies. 

Paper 3 explores how the implementing partners of the Better Cotton Initiative in Pakistan 

provide opportunities and challenges for women cotton-pickers in both their productive economy 

(paid work) and the reproductive economy (unpaid household work). The paper argues that, as 

women workers are in a marginalised position and are subject to poor working conditions in Pakistan, 

it is important to focus on how they perceive the effects of the implementing partners of the Better 

Cotton Initiative on their workplace conditions and unpaid household activities. The paper highlights 

that through training although implementing partners potentially improve women workers’ income 

and health and safety conditions, the training, however, does not change the women’s embedded roles 

related to household activities or the attitudes towards the overall role of women in Pakistani society.  

The three papers presented thereby directly answer the central research question of the 

dissertation, as they explore the role played by the implementing partners in improving (or in failing 

to improve) the working conditions of women in the Better Cotton Initiative in Pakistan. Capitalizing 
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on a novel empirical case study, the dissertation makes a number of theoretical contributions to the 

literature on multi-stakeholder initiatives in global production networks, and suggests various 

practical implications that are relevant to multi-stakeholder initiatives such as the Better Cotton 

Initiative, but also to the lead firms that buy into their certification processes.  
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Dansk Resumé 

En stor del af den global produktion finder sted i udviklingslandene, hvor arbejdsforholdene nederst 

i produktionskæde er underudviklede. Et stigende antal multi-interessent-initiativer, som involverer 

et samarbejde mellem førende virksomheder, regeringer, fagforeninger og organisationer, er dog 

igangsat med det mål at forbedre arbejdsforholdene i globale produktionsnetværk. Et eksempel på et 

sådant samarbejde er Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), som beskæftiger sig med arbejdsvilkår i 

bomuldsproduktion. Faktorer som udelukkelse eller inddragelse af specifikke aktører, når sådanne 

initiativerne skal implementeres, samt de lokale forhold, hvori initiativerne sættes i gang, kan 

imidlertid begrænse udbyttet alvorligt og i sidste ende afgøre om initiativerne opnår succes. 

Tidligere forskning har fremhævet effekten af multi-interessent-initiativer på arbejdsforholdene 

i sådanne globale produktionsnetværk, men forskningen har hidtil givet meget begrænset teoretisk og 

empirisk indsigt i den rolle, som interessenterne spiller i implementeringen af initiativerne. Denne 

ph.d.-afhandling adresserer dette ved at undersøge hvorvidt – og i givet fald hvordan – interessenterne 

i BCI påvirker kvinders arbejdsvilkår i Pakistan. Empirien i dette studie stammer fra forskellige 

kilder, herunder 67 semi-strukturerede interviews med BCI interessenter i Pakistan. 

Afhandlingen omfatter et hovedkapitel, der beskriver studiet generelt (Del 1) og tre separate 

artikler, som præsenterer studiets resultater (Del 2).  

Den første artikel gennemgår limited statehood-litteraturen for at undersøge de udfordringer, 

som partnerne i BCI står overfor i deres forsøg på at forbedre arbejdsvilkår for kvinder, der arbejder 

i Pakistans bomuldsindustri. Artiklen fokuserer på de muligheder, partnernes initiativer har for at nå 

de kvindelige arbejdere, der er nederst i det globale produktionsnetværk i et område, der er 

karakteriseret ved limited statehood, her Pakistan, hvor staten ikke sætter den eksisterende 

arbejdsmarkedslovgivning igennem. Artiklen fremhæver fire udfordringer, som BCI-partnerne står 

overfor i forhold til at forbedre arbejdsvilkårene for kvinder i Pakistan. Disse udfordringer omfatter, 
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at kvinderne bliver udmarvet, at de har kummerlige sundheds- og sikkerhedsforhold, at de ikke har 

ret til at organisere sig, og at de har dårlige arbejdsvilkår. Artiklen konkluderer, at det er begrænset 

hvor meget partnernes initiativer kan ændre kvindernes arbejdsvilkår.  

Den anden artikel omhandler arbejdernes engagement. Selv om forskningen har påvist, at 

arbejdernes engagement er et centralt element i effektive multi-interessent-initiativer i globale 

produktionsnetværk, ved vi ikke meget om, hvilke betingelser der skal være til stede på mikro-

niveauet for at øge arbejdernes engagement. Denne artikel anvender selvbestemmelsesteori til at 

undersøge, hvilke betingelser der skal være til stede, for at partnerne i BCI i Pakistan kan øge de 

kvindelige arbejderes engagement; og resultatet er, at det kan bedst opnås ved at give dem mulighed 

for at demonstrere selvbestemmelse, kompetencer, samhørighed og værdighed. Gennem disse 

resultater bidrager artiklen til forskningen i multi-interessent-initiativer i globale produktionsnetværk 

ved at anvende selvbestemmelsesteori, hvilket stadig ikke er almindeligt i ledelsesstudier. 

Den tredje artikel undersøger, hvordan de kvindelige arbejdere forstår, BCI’s indflydelse på 

deres arbejdsliv og deres private liv. Kvindelige arbejdere i Pakistan er marginaliserede og underlagt 

kummerlige arbejdsbetingelser, dvs. kvindelige arbejdere har en ufordelagtig position såvel i 

privatsfæren som i arbejdslivet. Artiklen fokuserer på arbejdernes stemme og viser at de kvindelige 

arbejdere mener, at de kurser partnerne arrangerer har en positive indflydelse på deres arbejdsvilkår 

(dvs. forhandlingsret, at kunne tjene til livets ophold, og sundhed og sikkerhed), men at det som sådan 

og ikke nødvendigvis ikke ændrer kvindernes rolle i husholdningen eller holdningerne til kvinders 

rolle generelt i det pakistanske samfund. 

Disse tre artikler undersøger hvilken rolle partnerne spiller i at påvirker arbejdsbetingelserne 

for de kvindelige arbejdere i BCI i Pakistan, og besvarer således afhandlingens forskningsspørgsmål 

fra forskellige vinkler. Gennem et nyt empirisk case-studie yder afhandlingen et teoretisk bidrag til 

litteraturen inden for multi-interessent-initiativer i globale produktionsnetværk og foreslår forskellige 
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praktiske implikationer, der er relevante for multi-interessent-tiltag som BCI, men også for førende 

virksomheder som har tiltro til BCI’s certificeringsproces. 
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Part 1 

 

1.0 Introduction 

Over the last two decades, multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) have emerged as a form of 

collaborative governance aimed at coordinating various stakeholders to the end of finding alternative 

methods to improve the working conditions found in global production networks (GPNs) (Kabeer et 

al., 2020). MSIs are proliferating in a context dominated by the liberalization of the global economy 

and the rise of GPNs, defined as nexuses of interrelated tasks, operations, and transactions through 

which goods and services are designed, produced, and consumed globally (Coe et al., 2008). In the 

academic literature, these initiatives are identified by numerous names, such as ‘multi-stakeholder 

initiatives’ (de Bakker et al., 2019; Mena and Palazzo 2012; Soundararajan et al., 2019), ‘multi-

stakeholder partnerships’ (Bäckstrand, 2006), ‘multi-stakeholder networks’ (Roloff, 2008), ‘multi-

stakeholder governance systems’ (Schouten and Glasbergen, 2012), and ‘multi-stakeholder 

regulations’ (O’Rourke 2006). In this dissertation, the author opts for the use of the term ‘multi-

stakeholder initiatives’ (MSIs), primarily as it suits the specific case study that this PhD dissertation 

explores in the context of Pakistan—the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), an MSI aimed at building a 

sustainable global cotton production industry (Riisgaard et al., 2020).  

Mena and Palazzo (2012, pp. 527-528) described MSIs as “private governance mechanisms 

involving corporations, civil society organizations, and sometimes other actors, such as governments, 

academia or unions, to cope with social and environmental challenges across industries and on a 

global scale”. MSIs address global standards in business (Fransen and Kolk 2007), the working 

conditions at the base of GPNs in developing countries (Kabeer et al., 2020; O’Rourke 2006), and 

wider issues linked to the responsibilities of businesses in GPNs (for an overview, see de Bakker et 

al., 2019). Therefore, besides private initiatives, international regulatory bodies and institutions are 
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now becoming progressively involved in devising MSIs suited to promote voluntary governance 

solutions in GPNs (Hassan and Lund-Thomsen, 2019). MSIs bring together a variety of actors from 

different sectors, including representatives from governmental organizations, corporations, academic 

institutions, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). However, rather than being directly 

controlled by a higher-level institution—such as a specific state, international organization, and/or 

corporation—MSIs are self-governing and create their own particular standards and procedures. In 

other words, the representatives of international organizations or nation-states often join in MSIs as 

financial sponsors or act in advisory or coordinating capacities, instead of law-making or autonomous 

ones (Moog et al., 2015).   

These MSIs have been growing rapidly across a wide range of industries, contexts, and 

sectors—including food, coffee, textile, garment, and footwear production networks. For example, 

between 2013 and 2017, certified cocoa and cotton production increased by 115% and 172%, 

respectively, compared to a respective 77% and 80% growth in the certified production of tea and 

coffee. By 2017, 23% of global coffee production, 25% of global cocoa production, and 16% of tea 

production were produced under an MSI standard (ITC, 2019). In regard to cotton, a single MSI—

the BCI—certified 22% of the global production in the 2018-19 season (BCI, 2020).  

A vast body of literature has helped us to understand the formation processes of MSIs (Lee, 

2016; Van Tulder and Kolk, 2001), why lead firms join these initiatives (Bartley, 2007), how MSIs 

become institutionalized (Gulbrandsen, 2014), what effects their perceived legitimacy have (Mena 

and Palazzo 2012), and whether or not MSIs have an impact on the global restructuring of production 

in order to ensure that the rights of workers in GPNs are respected, particularly in developing 

countries (Anner, 2011; Barrientos, 2019; Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 

2014; Kabeer et al., 2020). Yet, despite the fact that intermediary actors play a vital role in bridging 

MSI requirements and the needs of local workers in GPNs (Lund-Thomsen and Nadvi, 2010; 
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Strambach and Surmeier, 2018), there is a lack of in-depth theorizing and empirical investigation of 

such actors in regard to their facilitation of the implementation of MSIs in GPNs (Munir et al., 2018; 

Marques, 2019). As Coe and Yeung (2015, p. 51) remarked, “the under theorization of these new 

intermediaries actors…represents, a missing link in our existing knowledge base. We believe the 

initial work done in this area needs to be significantly expanded”.  

In this dissertation, the author responds to this call by bringing GPN analysis into conversation 

with the rapidly expanding literature on regulatory intermediaries (see e.g., Abbot et al., 2017a, 

2017b; Brès et al., 2019; Kourula et al., 2019; Lytton, 2017; Paiement, 2019) in order to explore 

whether and how MSIs, through their intermediaries actors, improve the working conditions of 

women in GPNs. For the sake of clarification between workers and farmers, this dissertation focuses 

on waged workers who neither rent nor own the land on which they work, and are therefore distinct 

from farmers.  

In theoretical terms, this dissertation is positioned within the general management literature, 

and specifically within that on MSIs in GPNs. The empirical data used in the dissertation focusses on 

the actual workings of a specific MSI: the BCI in Pakistan. The BCI is currently the leading 

sustainability initiative in the global cotton production industry and Pakistan is one of the first 

countries in which it implemented the Better Cotton standard system (Riisgaard et al., 2020). Within 

Pakistan, the empirical data is focussed exclusively on the districts of Toba Tek Singh and Layyah, 

within Punjab’s cotton belt, and are referred to the 2017-2020 period. The following research 

objectives and research questions guide this PhD dissertation.  

 

1.1 Research objectives and questions 

This PhD dissertation examines whether MSIs—through their intermediary actors, also called 

implementing partners—improve the working conditions of women in GPNs, or whether they are 

better understood as initiatives that merely co-opt more drastic struggles. Hence, I formulate the 
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following central research question: Whether—and, if so, how— do the implementing partners of the 

Better Cotton Initiative in Pakistan improve the working conditions of women? In answering this 

question, I combine insights from both the GPN framework and the literature on regulatory 

intermediaries (which is explored in further detail in Section 3) with a view to providing a 

comprehensive account and a deeper understanding of the role played by the BCI implementing 

partners in improving (or in failing to improve) the conditions of women workers in Pakistan. 

The dissertation addresses the central research question through three papers—each of which 

deals directly with the question to offer an original contribution to this dissertation. The research 

questions addressed by the three papers are: 

Paper 1. How are the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan influenced by the BCI 

implementing partners and what challenges do implementing partners face in doing so? 

Paper 2. Under what conditions can the BCI implementing partners increase women workers’ 

involvement in the Better Cotton standard system in Pakistan? 

Paper 3. How do the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for 

women cotton-pickers in Pakistan? 

The remainder of Part 1 is structured as follows. The next section reviews the literature on 

labour in GPNs from the perspective of the shift from compliance to collaboration. Section 3 reviews 

the literature on the role played by intermediary actors in implementing MSIs in GPNs. Section 4 

outlines the adopted methodology, providing details on the choice of paradigm, the selection of the 

case and its context, and the dissertation’s approach to the data collection and analysis. Section 5 

presents the research assessment to evaluate the quality of the dissertation and its underlying research 

process. Section 6 focusses on the ethical considerations made in regard to this dissertation. Section 

7 offers summaries of the three papers, both in individual detail and in relation to each other and to 

the central research question. Section 8 outlines the research, practical, and empirical contributions 
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made by this PhD dissertation. Finally, the last section discusses the limitations of the dissertation 

and potential directions for further research.  

 

2.0 Labour in global production networks: from compliance to collaboration 

In recent years, the global economy has seen the rapid internationalization and fragmentation of 

production due to the liberalization of international trade, the promotion of markets, the privatization 

of state enterprises, the reduction of trade barriers, and confidence in restricting state intervention 

(Gereffi and Lee, 2016; Utting and Zammit 2009). As the global production structure has become 

increasingly dispersed, particularly labour-intensive and low-skilled jobs have been subcontracted to 

the less expensive and less regulated labour markets found in developing countries (Coe and Hess, 

2013). In this era of rising globalisation, scholars have focussed on analytical frameworks, such as 

global commodity chains (Gereffi, 1994), global value chains (Gereffi et al., 2005), global supply 

chains (Cohen and Mallik, 1997), and global production networks (Henderson et al., 2002), with the 

explicit objective of departing from the conventional state-centric analytical paradigms used to 

understand economic and social development. Throughout this dissertation, I maintain the use of the 

concept ‘global production networks’ (GPNs); I do so mainly because it emphasises the role played 

by leading global firms and their networks (which include non-firm actors) in affecting economic and 

social development. 

According to Coe and Yeung (2015), GPNs involve interconnected non-economic and 

economic actors, organized by international buyers for the production, for global markets, of services 

and/or goods across several geographic settings. Economically, for developing countries, getting 

involved in GPNs signifies an important entry point to international trade, one that will possibly lead 

to increases in investment and to the development of economic upgrading, technology, and 

employment, as these networks account for up to 80% of global trade and 60% of global production 
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(ITUC, 2016). In addition, GPNs are presented as a prominent model for development, and are 

proficient in providing rapid growth in international markets (UNCTAD, 2013). In particular, GPNs 

provide suppliers in developing countries with opportunities to gain new capabilities and better 

technologies, skills, and knowledge by participating in global production and trade (Lee, 2016).  

Even though GPNs offer economic development for local communities and suppliers in 

developing countries, a pertinent question to ask how prevalent such economic development actually 

is and, if it really occurs, how favourable it is for workers. Over the last decade, numerous building 

collapses and fire-related incidents have taken thousands of lives of undocumented and informal 

workers in GPNs (Tewari, 2017). These workplace tragedies—which have occurred in Pakistan (e.g., 

the Ali Enterprise fire incident), Bangladesh (e.g., the Rana Plaza disaster), and some other countries 

(see Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2014)—have exposed the grave uncertainties that affect working 

conditions at the bottom of GPNs.  

As a consequence, activists, scholars, and governments are particularly and increasingly 

concerned about the potential effects of global production processes on working conditions in 

developing countries, and have raised both political and scholarly considerations in regard to the 

regulation of the global economy (Flanagan, 2006; Soundararajan et al., 2018). The protection of 

workers’ rights and support for decent work conditions in GPNs are now at the centre of policy 

debates in international institutions, and such concerns have been given high acknowledgement in 

recently published European guidelines for trade and investment policy, in 2015, and at the 2016 

International Labour Conference (ILO, 2016). The 2011 UN Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights further emphasise the need for more compelling guidelines to be implemented in order 

to attain the actual implementation of social and environmental standards in GPNs.  

Therefore, international buyers are increasingly confronted with the need to promote the 

development of a variety of new standards aimed at improving the social and environmental labour 
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conditions found in GPNs (Moog et al., 2015; Wahl and Bull, 2014). The threat to the reputations of 

international buyers posed by various stakeholders has helped to shift corporate strategies from 

seeking to exploit the working conditions in GPNs to attempting to improve them through a 

compliance-based approach (Locke, 2013). Since the 1990s, the adoption of such an approach 

resulted in a proliferation of corporate codes of conduct (CoC) developed by supermarkets, retailers, 

and other categories of global importers. This compliance-based approach required local suppliers in 

developing countries to adhere to minimum labour CoC as a prerequisite for doing trade with 

international buyers in developed countries. The next step of this approach entailed the auditing of 

suppliers to see whether they complied with the aforementioned CoC. Should a supplier be found to 

not be compliant, the buyer would set a specific deadline for the implementation of an action plan 

aimed at full compliance with the relevant CoC. In cases of continued non-compliance beyond the 

set deadline, the buyer would have been required to stop doing business with that supplier (Lund-

Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2014).  

The impacts on workers of compliance-based approaches were generally limited to quantifiable 

aspects, such as improvements in health and safety conditions, the extent of overtime work permitted 

in farms/factories, and minimum wage levels (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Bartley and Egels-Zanden, 

2015; Lund-Thomsen, 2013). There were, however, very limited effects on important non-

quantifiable concerns of workers, such as increasing their freedom of association, their right to 

collective bargaining, and their understanding of their own well-being (Ruwanpura and Wrigley 

2011; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014). In addition, the impacts tended to be limited to the first-tier 

suppliers that dealt directly with international buyers, passing by the second and third-tier suppliers 

working as subcontractors in GPNs (Locke, 2013). Finally, the compliance-based approach has been 

broadly criticized for being strictly and remotely defined, and governed by international buyers, while 

making suppliers pay the price of compliance (Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2014). 
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To address this state of affairs, international buyers have started to collaborate with various 

academics, consultants, NGOs, and other civil society actors to develop a cooperation-based approach 

to ensure the adoption of socially responsible business practices in GPNs (Wong, 2014). In many of 

these collaborative efforts, MSIs are becoming an emerging solution suited to hold international 

businesses to account for their corporate practices in GPNs, while simultaneously empowering local 

producers and workers in the sphere of negotiations (Utting, 2015). The logic behind this cooperation-

based approach was that, while international buyers might develop their purchasing practice strategies 

based on profitability concerns, they would be incentivised to invest in capacity building for both 

their local suppliers and workers to avoid reputational risk. Conversely, although the suppliers might 

be hesitant in paying the costs linked to improving the working conditions in their farms/factories, 

they would be incentivised to agree if this facilitated them in improving their productivity and 

competitive advantage in regard to getting more business from international buyers. Local 

governments might benefit from improving the working conditions found in their export sectors if 

this attracted foreign direct investment and increased trade. Lastly, workers would have an explicit 

stake in improving their working conditions because it would improve their living standards and their 

productivity (Kabeer et al., 2020).  

The degree to which the shift from compliance to cooperation has been implemented in practice 

is debateable (Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen 2014). Scholars have argued about whether cooperation 

was ever expected among unequally situated stakeholders interconnected through an extremely 

competitive international economy. At the time of writing this PhD dissertation, the world is in the 

middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. Beyond the healthcare crisis, the COVID-19 outbreak has 

delivered an extraordinary shock to GPNs. In particular, around the globe, millions of workers tied 

to the global economy through GPNs are losing their jobs as, in response to declining demand, many 

international retailers and brands have cancelled orders for products already produced or in the 
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process of being produced. For example, more than 70% of workers in the apparel production network 

of Bangladesh were laid off or furloughed without salary (Anner, 2020). Thus, MSIs in GPNs have 

come under scrutiny as the recent crisis is showing up the incapability of both national and 

transnational institutions to protect the workers’ basic private regulation principles written in their 

standard systems (Amengual and Kuruvilla, 2020).   

To summarise, Soundararajan et al., (2019) have argued that there is a clear indication that, 

while, in theory, MSIs are growing, research reminds us of the serious limitations affecting their 

pragmatic implementation, particularly in achieving permanent improvements in relation to working 

conditions in developing countries. Essentially, the debates on MSIs in GPNs in developing countries 

remain understudied (Soundararajan and Brown, 2016); arguably, research should focus on particular 

areas (i.e., the working conditions of women) in which one would suspect improvements to be 

lacking. These academic discussions, and their different viewpoints on the impacts of MSIs in GPNs, 

provide the point of departure for my analysis of the collaborative initiative, the BCI, put in place in 

the cotton production industry in Pakistan. 

 

3.0 The missing link: the role of intermediary actors 

The ambitious promise of MSIs in GPNs is to solve common problems through the mobilisation of 

networks of actors such as lead firms, civil society organizations, workers, and state regulatory 

agencies. Besides those prior research that has extensively analysed the lead firms’ perspective 

(Alexander, 2019; Bair and Palpacuer, 2015), studies have recently given due attention to the 

centrality of workers in GPNs. These studies have focussed on human rights and on the implications 

of globally produced goods on workers and discussed the workers’ interests, strategies, and 

bargaining power in GPNs (Barrientos, 2013, 2014; Locke, 2013). Despite these understandings at 

both the final demand side of GPNs (often related to consumers and lead firms’ activities and 

file:///C:/Users/smitchell/Desktop/My%20Titles/Lund-Thomsen%2015032-3178/02%20Lund-Thomsen%20CE%20files/15032-3178-Ref%20Mismatch%20Report.docx%23LStERROR_97


24 
 

strategies in developed countries), and their supply one (often related to suppliers and their workers 

in factories/farms in developing countries), only a limited proportion of the literature has hitherto 

analysed the role played by the intermediary actors between the two sides. Serdijn et al. (2020) argued 

that, surprisingly, the previous literature on GPNs has assumed that these intermediary actors are of 

much less significance for the exploration of how global production is structured and MSIs are 

implemented. 

To capture specific arenas such as workplace standards, Ponte (2014) recently theorized the 

role played by intermediary actors in GPNs through the notion of multilevel networks, which differ 

from the traditional concept of ‘markets’ as they are formed and controlled by both firm and non-firm 

influential actors. He further argued that a focus on multilevel networks enables us to understand a 

number of the drivers and dynamic actors that operate in GPNs, going beyond the lead firms and their 

suppliers to include intermediary actors such as consumer associations, international NGOs, labour 

unions, and social movements. The focus of this PhD dissertation is on the role of one category of 

such intermediary actors that is prominently under investigated in the literature on MSIs in GPNs: 

implementing partners (Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018).  

Following Coe and Yeung’s (2015) suggestion, this dissertation describes implementing 

partners as actors capable of involving and uniting various other ones in GPNs, hence facilitating 

their involvement in jointly beneficial value activities. In addition, Coe and Yeung (2015) 

distinguished three categories of implementing partners in GPNs—those involved in logistics, those 

engaged in finance, and, finally, those engaged in the implementation of standards. These last ones 

are of particular interest here due to the focus on the implementation of MSIs in GPNs. Coe and 

Yeung (2015) explained that, although MSI standards are—in fact—international in nature, their 

implementation is mostly dependent upon diverse institutional, national, and local contexts. 

Therefore, the implementing partners involved in the implementation of MSI standards are, by 
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intention, facilitators in GPNs. They mediate the benefits of various actors—including lead firms, 

suppliers, and workers—and they often are the exclusive owners of the knowledge necessary for 

GPNs to function effectively. In this dissertation, the author examines these implementing partners 

in relation to the practical role they play in implementing MSIs; for example, by exploring whether 

and how implementing partners improve the working conditions of women in GPNs. 

As the literature on GPNs offers relatively very limited insights into the role played by 

implementing partners in implementing MSIs and into the impact their work has on the end 

beneficiaries of such initiatives (for example, the women workers at the base of GPNs), this 

dissertation draws upon insights provided by the recent literature on regulatory intermediaries (Abbot 

et al., 2017a,b; Brès et al., 2019; Kourula et al., 2019; Lytton, 2017; Paiement, 2019) to help 

conceptualize the role played by implementing partners in facilitating MSIs in GPNs, and their impact 

on the working conditions of women in GPNs. 

The literature on regulatory intermediaries elucidates how the implementation process of MSIs, 

which is facilitated by various intermediaries, involves rule makers (lead firms) and rule takers 

(workers in developing countries) (Abbot et al., 2017a). For instance, Kourola et al. (2019) 

highlighted many of the ways in which the standard setting organization and the end beneficiaries 

select, are involved with, and even occasionally form such intermediaries. This enables the 

development of analysis focuses that go beyond the nation-state and an analytical understating of the 

role played by regulatory intermediaries in implementing the processes of MSIs at the global, 

regional, national, and subnational levels (Abbott et al., 2017a). Significant themes found in the 

literature on regulatory intermediaries then explain how these actors influence the implementation 

processes, the power relations between the various actors in such processes, and who benefits or is 

hindered by the work of the intermediaries (Brés et al., 2019). 
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In addition, the literature on regulatory intermediaries is useful in explaining that the capability 

of intermediaries to implement MSIs in GPNs is a function of their capacity. With respect to this 

strand of research, Abbott et al., (2017b) reiterated the four kinds of capacities that highlight the role 

played by intermediaries in implementing MSIs in GPNs. First, their operational capacity, through 

which regulatory intermediaries can propose concrete ground level activities to the standard setting 

organizations in those instances in which such organizations might not possess the adequate grip or 

ability, or might find controlling such activities to be too costly. Second, their in-depth knowledge of 

the regulatory norms applicable in a specific context, and of how to implement them appropriately in 

that context. Third, their autonomy in relation to both rule makers and rule takers, which conveys an 

image of reliability in the implementation of MSIs in GPNs. Fourth, their legitimacy in the 

implementation of MSIs, that is greater than that of the standard setting organizations. It is important 

to note that these four capacities, in themselves, are not exhaustive and should be carefully examined 

in any specific context and/or situation. For example, a regulatory intermediary may have a high 

capacity to implement an MSI in a specific production network but not in another. 

Finally, in a related work, Abbott et al. (2017b) explored the different roles that regulatory 

intermediaries play in the implementation process of MSIs in GPNs. First, intermediaries provide 

assistance in translating and explaining the rules in relation to a specific context. In other words, they 

clarify these rules in a way that makes them practical and understandable for rule takers. Regulatory 

intermediaries not only further support rule takers in implementing the rules to the benefit of the end 

beneficiaries, but also evaluate any alternate implementation approaches. Second, regulatory 

intermediaries monitor compliance with rules, mostly in areas where they have the operating capacity, 

capability, and facility to reach the rule takers in ways that are precluded to rule makers, which makes 

it impossible for them to monitor compliance on their own. Third, regulatory intermediaries engage 

in starting the exchange of ideas and in building trust between rule makers and rule takers—including 
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the creation of communities of practice—convey essential rule taker feedback to rule makers, and, 

based on their own experience, advise rule makers in regard to rule implementation and any potential 

challenges, and on possible ways of solving these challenges. 

Looking forward, the roles played by regulatory intermediaries in regard to MSI 

implementation enable us to focus on the support they provide in understanding and elaborating MSIs 

requirements, interpreting and presenting them to local workers in an effective fashion. In brief, all 

this points to the significance of understanding the role played implementing partners in MSI 

implementation and whether—and, if so, how—such partners improve the condition of women 

workers in GPNs. 

 

4.0 Methodology 

This section rationalises the selection of specific methods and explains how these are relevant to 

answering the central research question. The next part of the section provides an explanation for the 

choice of a pragmatic paradigm and discusses why a qualitative case study method constitutes the 

main body of this dissertation. It then provides an in depth view of Pakistan's cotton industry and 

examines the labour market segmentation and precarious work patterns found in it. The section then 

provides a synopsis of the BCI in Pakistan and its related actors, and also clarifies how the author 

gained access to the implementing partners, workers, and various other stakeholders within the 

initiative. Finally, it discusses how the author analysed and incorporated the data into this dissertation. 

 

4.1 Choice of paradigm 

The word ‘paradigm’ is taken to mean the set of ontological and epistemological assumptions that 

build a framework within which knowledge may be obtained, acted upon, evaluated, and developed 

(Saunders et al., 2009). In the field of management research, the two main paradigms of realism and 
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constructivism are commonly adopted. Ontologically, realism assumes the existence, ‘out there’, of 

a real objective world that is independent of human consciousness. Conversely, from a constructivist 

perspective, social phenomena exist only through constructions reified by human thought, discourse, 

agreement, and interaction. For example, in constructivism, the social standards defined in MSIs are 

considered to be instituted through the social collaborations enacted and the explanations given by 

various individual actors on the basis of their historical, cultural, or individual contexts, which 

influence their social perceptions (Park, 2005).  

In addition to these main paradigms, Wicks and Freeman (1998) suggested pragmatism as a 

third alternative within management research. They argued that, in order to improve the significance 

of management research, pragmatism is a paradigm that enables scholars to conduct research, which 

is dedicated to the support of human purposes—i.e., both ethically rich and valuable to organizations 

and to the societies in which such organizations function. Following Wicks and Freeman’s (1998) 

suggestion, this PhD dissertation adopts the pragmatic paradigm, replicating the nature of data input 

that arises from the empirical phenomenon. 

According to Shields (1998), pragmatism is a common sense paradigm. In her view, 

pragmatism focusses on the qualitative nature of human analysis and involves curiosity in regard to 

presently established structures. This dissertation adopts a pragmatic approach due to the motivations 

behind the central research question, which is intrinsically qualitative inquiries. Moreover, an 

important task dictated by the pragmatic paradigm perspective is the empirical investigation of what 

works and what does not. In other words, the focus is to examine whether specific activities lead to 

particular results (Peirce, 1965). This dissertation adopts the pragmatic paradigm because its overall 

objective is to determine empirically what works and what does not in relation to improving the 

working conditions of women in the BCI production network in Pakistan. Last, but not least, in the 

pragmatic paradigm, the direct practical consequences of research are the essential criteria by which 
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its quality is to be judged (James and Kallen, 2015). This dissertation adopts a pragmatic paradigm 

to highlight the practical consequences (which are explored in further detail in Section 8.3) of the 

BCI’s interventions on the working conditions of women in Pakistan. In this dissertation, such 

practical consequences must be judged not only from the viewpoint of the BCI and its implementing 

partners, but also from that of the intended beneficiaries of the initiative (i.e. women workers). 

 

4.2 Qualitative case study 

The overall nature—exploratory and explanatory—of the central research question of this dissertation 

pointed at the adoption of a qualitative research method aimed at providing an in-depth understanding 

and explanation of a phenomenon within a particular context, rather than a general and 

decontextualized one-size-fits-all one (Sayer, 2000).  

According to Sayer (1992), a qualitative method is applicable to dissertations that deal with 

conditions, circumstances, and mechanisms for the purpose of theorization as, for a specific context, 

both basic and conditional mechanisms can be documented. In addition, the focus of this dissertation 

is not on identifying patterns across a wide array of MSIs; rather, it is on the in-depth analysis of a 

single MSI. This dissertation thus explores qualitative features by looking at how the BCI 

implementing partners improve—or fail to improve—the working conditions of women in Pakistan. 

Within the qualitative research method, this dissertation adopts a case study as an appropriate 

methodological choice (Ragin, 2009). Case studies have been used to construct theoretical 

propositions and ideas from empirical data, or to examine or enhance existing theories (Eisenhardt 

and Graebner, 2007). Research suggests that both single and multiple case study designs are valid, 

despite serving dissimilar purposes (Fletcher and Plakoyiannaki, 2011). A multiple case study design 

supports academics in comparing various cases or utilizing them to test a particular theory or 

theoretical hypothesis through the logic of repetition (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Conversely, a 
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single case study design enables a researcher to focus on the context of a phenomenon chosen for its 

unique value, as it is relevant with respect to the BCI in Pakistan.  

In other words, a single case study design focusses on a limited number of actions within a 

specific context in order to gain an in-depth understanding of how such actions are shaped/created by 

mechanisms developing from abstract structures. A single case study design is particularly relevant 

for this dissertation because it facilitates an understanding of the dynamic forces that occur within a 

single location, explicitly when the settings under study are stable (Eisenhardt, 1989). Several of the 

main actors who were related to the BCI in Pakistan when it came into existence, in 2010, were still 

working within the initiative between 2017 and 2020, when the author collected the data for this 

dissertation. Moreover, they were pleased to contribute to the study, and made themselves readily 

available to confirm or criticise the data. 

In addition, a single case study is relevant to this dissertation because, in this case, 

generalizability is less significant than a deep understanding of a multifaceted social phenomenon—

the working conditions of women in Pakistan’s cotton industry—that, as a concept, is challenging to 

describe and harder still to research and analyse. This is mainly because women’s working conditions 

are diffused throughout social life and can, if approached without boundaries, overwhelm a research 

design (Czarniawska, 2011). Therefore, a single embedded case study can go some way towards 

supporting the study of the working conditions of women in GPNs. 

 

4.3 Background to the study – The cotton industry in Pakistan 

The author selected the cotton industry in Pakistan because of its suitability to an in-depth 

examination of the BCI implementing partners and of their impact on the condition of women 

workers. The details related to the selection of this particular context are discussed in greater depth 

file:///C:/Users/smitchell/Desktop/My%20Titles/Lund-Thomsen%2015032-3178/02%20Lund-Thomsen%20CE%20files/15032-3178-FullBook.docx%23Ref_796_FILE150323178PIII009


31 
 

within the three papers included in the dissertation. Here, I briefly discuss the background of the 

study. 

Cotton is the most widely traded commodity across the world, accounting for 40% of the global 

use of textile fibre: traded among 150 countries, produced in 100, and connecting more than one 

billion people through trade, agriculture, and textile manufacturing. Seventy percent of the total 

global cotton production takes place in four countries—i.e., China, India, the USA, and Pakistan 

(Singh, 2017). Cotton occupies the largest single crop agricultural area, with a hundred million 

farmers and workers working in the cotton production industry globally. Although cotton is 

significant to the local livelihoods of farm workers and small farmers, mostly in developing countries, 

it is also one of the most chemically contaminated crops, consuming 11% of pesticides, 25% of 

insecticides, and 8% of fertilizers globally (Nelson and Smith, 2011). 

Pakistan is the world’s sixth most populous country, with a workforce (approximately 60 

million) reckoned to be the ninth largest in the world (Khatana, 2020). Throughout the 73 years of 

the country’s independence, agriculture has remained the leading provider of employment. Cotton is 

a significant cash crop and the lifeline of Pakistan’s textile industry, which is arguably the most 

important industry in the country, representing 9.5% of its GDP (APTMA, 2020). Globally, Pakistan 

is the fourth-largest grower of cotton, which is the most widely cultivated crop in Pakistan, being 

grown on 15% of the nation's agricultural land during the monsoon (also known as the “Kharif”) 

season, between April and August each year. Pakistan accounted for approximately 7% of the global 

cotton production in 2017-2018 (OECD/FAO, 2019). The Punjab province produces nearly 75% of 

all Pakistan's cotton, while the Sindh province produces the remaining 25% (USDA, 2016).  

In Pakistan, cotton is mostly produced by an estimated 1.5 million smallholders (possessing 

less than five hectares of land), whose families depend on it for a living (Hassan, 2019). Unlike in the 

USA, Australia, and other western countries, where most cotton farming is done mechanically, in 
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Pakistan, it is mainly dependent on manual labour, with minimal levels of mechanization found in 

the cultivation cycle. This means that even smallholders are required to hire seasonal workers for 

particular key processes, such as harvesting (Kouser et al., 2017). A political map of Pakistan is 

provided in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Political map of Pakistan 
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The workers in the Pakistani cotton industry face highly hazardous work, a lack of formality, 

and underprivileged working conditions, and receive low pay. In addition, the evidence shows that 

the Pakistani government lacks the capability to ensure the basic rights of agricultural workers, who 

are thus often absent from the state’s sphere of responsibilities. In particular, workplace abuses often 

go unreported, and labour protection laws are frequently unenforced in informal sectors such as cotton 

production (Habib and Huang, 2018). At the same time, because of weak compliance with 

international labour standards and a lack of independent trade unions, international buyers face 

significant challenges in implementing and monitoring labour laws in Pakistan (Ethical Trading 

Initiative, 2017). 

The cotton production process involves land preparation, sowing, irrigation, fertilizers, 

pesticides, and harvesting. Whereas male workers are mostly involved in sowing, irrigating, 

fertilizing, and spraying, female workers act predominantly as cotton pickers, which is a seasonal 

activity that takes place from July to November each year. Female from rural areas in Pakistan thus 

make a significant contribution to the agricultural workforce through cotton picking (Kouser et al., 

2017). Most cotton pickers are illiterate and are entirely dependent on wages from that job. According 

to Siegmann and Shaheen (2008), around two million girls and women pick cotton each year to feed 

Pakistan’s export engine and represent by far the largest share of employment in the cotton production 

industry, accounting for more than 10 times the male farm workers in the industry. On average, a 

cotton picker works 10-12 hours per day, picking 40-50 kg of cotton (Hassan, 2019). In Pakistan, 

women pick cotton in addition to their household responsibilities of taking care of the children and 

the elderly at home, cooking food for the family, fetching fuel and water, and cleaning and 

maintaining the home.  

Cotton production is labour intensive, and men, who have opportunities in other industries, 

often opt for other sources of earnings. For instance, many men from the cotton-growing areas migrate 



34 
 

to the cities to find employment in construction and/or industrial work. Conversely, due to substantial 

gender gaps in health and education—along with the social norms that limit female’s involvement in 

the labour market—female have no other revenue generating opportunities than picking cotton. For 

example, in 2017, total adult literacy rate in Pakistan was 59.13%; female adult literacy was 46.47%, 

as opposed to 71.12% for men (Statista, 2017). The cotton production districts of Punjab and Sindh 

are the lowest ranking in terms of female literacy. This gender-based discrimination is explained by 

the societal view that investing in education for girls is not wise, because they will leave their parents’ 

homes and are not likely to become involve in paid work (Siegmann and Shaheen, 2008).  

Overall, Pakistani society is male-dominated, and the rights of female are violated in most areas 

of the country. Female have very little freedom to make decisions even in regard to their personal 

matters; for example, they are regularly denied any right in relation to inherited assets, and are 

expected to surrender their share in support of their husbands or brothers. Even though female make 

a significant contribution to the rural economy, they barely have any control over or possess financial 

resources and work land that they usually do not own. Besides, the cotton pickers’ wages are lower 

than those of their male agricultural counterparts (Hassan, 2019). The reasons for this gender-based 

differential may include the seasonal character of the job and social perceptions of men as the main 

sources of household income and females as supplemental breadwinners (Abbas et al., 2015).  

In Pakistan’s cotton production districts, when a woman wants to engage in cotton picking, she 

must first get approval from the man or, more often, the several men who are the heads of her family. 

Whether it is her husband or father, in some circumstances her brother(s), or maybe even her uncles 

and grandfather, a woman must obtain male consent to leave the home to go to work. Khatana (2020, 

p.186) argued that obtaining male approval is the hardest hurdle to overcome for a woman who wishes 

to work. She further pointed out the confrontation Pakistani female occasionally face within their 

households, a confrontation that sometimes becomes very intense, involving humiliation or even 
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violence. While many female are able to overcome this obstacle, when men resist through threats or 

violence, some female give in to male pressure and give up. The Pakistani female’s need to get male 

approval before leaving home for work shows the Pakistani men’s attitude to control and restrain 

them, which points at the respective household positions of men and female.  

Women cotton pickers are piece rate workers, because their pay is a function of the weight of 

cotton they pick. In a piece rate structure, wages are calculated and paid per unit of harvest, instead 

of per unit of time. This structure of payment benefits the farmers by decreasing their need to monitor 

the female cotton pickers. Traditionally, wages were paid in-kind; to be precise, 1/16th of the crop. 

In recent years, farmers have mostly been paying wages in cash (Orden et al., 2006). Hassan (2019) 

found Rs. 10-15 (US$ 0.1-0.15) per kg to be a common picking pay rate within the districts of Toba 

Tek Singh and Layyah in Punjab. The cotton pickers’ lack of education is also sometimes reflected 

in the fact that the farmers do not weight the cotton picked by female correctly, as most cotton pickers 

are incapable of checking the weight of their harvest (Siegmann and Shaheen, 2008).  

The limited income generation opportunities available to women in Pakistan’s rural economy 

leads to a surplus of female labour supply in the cotton production industry, which considerably 

decreases their bargaining power in relation to the farmers. There is also no collective worker 

involvement through unions or other formal worker organization (Kouser et al., 2017). The women 

within Pakistan’s cotton production industry are therefore among the most disregarded and right-

deprived workers. In addition, female cotton pickers regularly face serious health hazards because of 

their exposure to pesticides that affect their reproductive systems. According to Khan et al., (2011) 

80% of all pesticides used in Pakistan are consumed by the cotton production industry. Many women 

pick cotton while pregnant and breastfeeding, which poses further risks to their health and to that of 

their children. 
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4.4 Case selection – The Better Cotton Initiative in Pakistan 

Addressing any sustainability-related effects (e.g., improving working conditions) in a multifaceted 

and non-transparent production network such as that of cotton production and processing is a 

challenging mission. Nonetheless, over the last three decades, various sustainability standard systems 

have been implemented with exactly this intention (Ferrigno, 2016). In the late 1980s, Organic Cotton 

had started to address sustainability in the cotton production network, followed by Fairtrade in 2004. 

Both these initiatives were intended to improve the livelihood of smallholders and workers through 

the payment of a premium on certified produce cotton by consumers. Cotton Made In Africa (CMIA) 

was launched on the market in 2005, followed by the BCI in 2009.  

The BCI’s head offices are located in Geneva, Switzerland, and London, UK. In addition, the 

BCI has regional offices in Pakistan, India, and China. The initiative’s governance structure (the BCI 

council) is made up of various elected members, including international retailers and brands (e.g., the 

H&M group), suppliers and manufacturers (e.g., the Huafu Fashion Co. Ltd.), civil society (e.g., 

Solidaridad), producer organizations (e.g., Farmers Associates Pakistan), and independent 

representatives (e.g., Joost Oorthuizen). The BCI’s stated mission is to “make global cotton better for 

the people who produce it, better for the environment it grows in, and better for the sector’s future 

by developing Better Cotton as a sustainable mainstream commodity” (Hassan, 2019 p. 220).  

In order to encourage workers and farmers to engage in production practices that are more 

economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable in the global cotton production network, the 

BCI has implemented the Better Cotton standard system, which is based on the following six 

elements: 1) providing a global definition of Better Cotton through various production principles and 

criteria; 2) building the capacity of farmers and workers in cotton producing areas by supporting and 

training them; 3) establishing the BCI assurance programme; 4) taking the BCI chain of custody 

approach, which connects demand and supply in the Better Cotton supply chain; 5) setting up the BCI 
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claims framework; and 6) measuring the results to ensure that the BCI achieves its intended goals 

(Riisgaard et al., 2020).  

The second element related to capacity building is particularly significant to the addressing of 

this dissertation’s research questions. The BCI is dedicated to improving the livelihoods of cotton 

workers and farmers through the production of Better Cotton. To achieve this objective, it focusses 

its efforts on building the capacity of workers in order to support them in following the guidelines of 

the Better Cotton standard system (Sneyd, 2014). The BCI states that its worker capacity building 

emphasis distinguishes it from other MSIs, the focus of which is mainly on certification. Therefore, 

the BCI aims to support farm workers to improve their livelihoods, rather than merely verifying their 

compliance—or lack thereof—with the production codes written in the Better Cotton standard system 

(Hassan, 2019). 

The BCI coordinates its capacity-building approach through field-level expert partners, known 

as BCI Implementing Partners, who possess a better understanding of the local challenges present in 

each cotton-producing country and are intent on working with cotton workers and farmers. These 

implementing partners provide workers with regular and locally relevant learning opportunities to 

increase their awareness of the production principles of the Better Cotton standard system. 

Consequently, these local implementing partners are critically important actors in regard to the 

implementation of the capacity building approach, as they train cotton workers in a manner that is 

tailored to respond to their explicit challenges (Sneyd, 2014). During the 2018-19 cotton season, the 

BCI employed 76 expert implementing partners in 23 countries to provide training to around 2.3 

million workers and farmers (BCI, 2020). 

The BCI implementing partners produce countrywide guidance material aimed at informing, 

instructing, and enlightening workers on how to best implement the Better Cotton standard system in 

each country context. This type of guidance is crucial, as the BCI has developed an internationally 
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applicable definition of Better Cotton, the core concept of which is that all Better Cotton producers 

and workers must obey local and national regulations, unless such regulations are based on standards 

that are lower than well-known global principles and agreements such as the ILO convention. Should 

this be the case, the international standards prevail. Each implementing partner is required to facilitate 

a number of producer units—based on various smaller groups (known as learning groups) of BCI 

workers and farmers from the same region or community—which are supervised by producer unit 

managers. The members of each learning group are provided with regular training from field 

facilitators, who are field experts and often belong to the same community (Hassan, 2019).  

This dissertation focusses on a distinctive case—i.e., the BCI in Pakistan, which, after Brazil, 

is the second largest producer of Better Cotton in the world (BCI, 2020). To oversee the process of 

implementation and monitoring of the Better Cotton standard system in Pakistan, the BCI has a 

regional office in Lahore and is currently working with eight implementing partners who had until 

2017 provided training to more than 117,500 women cotton pickers in the Punjab and Sindh provinces 

(BCI, 2017). Thus, the BCI in Pakistan makes an ideal in-depth case study to address this 

dissertation’s research question. An overview of the key BCI stakeholders and their work descriptions 

is provided in Table 1 below. 

  

Table 1. Overview of the BCI stakeholders and their work description. 

Stakeholders Work descriptions 

Workers Cotton farm workers. 

Implementing 

partners 

Organisations dedicated to working with cotton farmers and workers to enable them to grow 

Better Cotton. They are linked to the BCI through an Implementation Partnership Agreement 

contract. They are responsible for the creation of an enabling environment for the workers to 

participate in the Better Cotton standard system and to grow and sell Better Cotton. 

Producer unit 

managers 

Selected by an implementing partner and trained by the BCI, they coordinate the internal 

management system of a producer unit. 

Field facilitators Selected and paid by the implementing partners and trained by the BCI, they support and train 

workers to implement the Better Cotton standard system. 
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Workers and 

farmers’ 

association 

It brings the views of the farmers and workers to the attention of the BCI Council, which ensures 

that the BCI has a clear policy and adequate resources to promote decent work. 

BCI country-level 

staff 

The BCI country manager makes the final decision on the licensing and selling of Better Cotton 

by the producer unit. BCI country-level staff members are the contact points for the BCI and are 

responsible for overseeing the implementation of the Better Cotton standard system. 

 

 

4.5 Data collection 

Each paper in this dissertation includes a detailed method section; therefore, to avoid repetition, I will 

not expound here the specific interviewing, coding, and analysis techniques utilized in the three 

papers. The objective of this section is to provide a general idea of my field visits and the related 

reflections on the supplementary data sourced in the form of documents, as well as the observations 

the author made during the fieldwork visits and participation in several relevant workshops and 

conferences. 

To address its central research question, this dissertation draws upon several data sources. The 

research began in February 2017, and the data collection was concluded in April 2020. During this 

period, the author made three field visits in Pakistan that were directly pertinent to this dissertation. 

During the first such visit between November and December 2017, the author conducted a pilot study 

that involved semi-structured in-depth interviews with three members of the BCI staff—the BCI 

implementing partner, a field facilitator, and a producer unit manager—and two women workers. 

This process served the purpose of testing the author’s ideas and interview protocol, provided him 

with an initial, limited understanding of the BCI’s practices in Pakistan, and helped him to revise the 

research design for the later stage. Moreover, this visit gave him an initial understanding of the main 

actors related to the BCI and their roles in implementing the Better Cotton standard system in 

Pakistan. An important event that gave the author access to these actors was a workshop led by 

Professor Lund-Thomsen, which was held at the Copenhagen Business School at the beginning of 
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2017. This workshop, which gathered some relevant actors—such as the BCI Director of Standards 

and Assurance and the BCI Monitoring and Evaluation Senior Manager—enabled the author to 

discuss his initial research idea with them. 

During the second field visit between September and October 2018, the author carried out 40 

semi-structured interviews with relevant actors involved in the BCI in Pakistan, including two BCI 

staff members, one local director of a workers and farmers’ association, two implementing partner 

top managers, four field facilitators, four producer unit managers, and 27 workers. 

During the third field visit in September 2019, the author conducted 18 semi-structured 

interviews with one implementing partner top manager, five field facilitators, five producer unit 

managers, and seven workers. Moreover, in April 2020, he conducted an interview with the leading 

international buyer of Pakistani cotton.  

Semi-structured interviews were an appropriate choice as the research questions sought to 

elucidate everyday experiences and perspectives. Semi-structured interviews are also a primary 

method that enables interviewees to clarify, explain, and story-tell their contributions to events, both 

current and past. This type of interview gives participants the opportunity to express their 

opinions/beliefs about effects that cannot be observed, and is mainly appropriate to studies on the 

working conditions of workers in GPNs (Searle, 1999). All interviews were conducted face-to-face, 

excluding the one with the international buyer that, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, was 

conducted remotely via Skype. Overall, the interviews produced approximately 46 hours of audio 

recordings, which were fully transcribed. Moreover, the author took extensive notes both during and 

after the interviews. The transcripts and notes filled approximately 850 pages (see Table 2).  

In addition to the interviews, the author made some observations during fieldwork visits, 

conducted informal debates with several actors related to the BCI in Pakistan, and joined in some 

important workshops and conferences—four in Pakistan and one in Denmark. The value of 
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observations resides in their suitability to uncover any complex and uncertain issues affecting workers 

in a specific context, such as Pakistan, as they enable the activities to be observed as they occur, 

which adds credibility to the interviewees’ stories and opinions (Vinten, 1994). Moreover, the author 

collected supplementary data in the form of documents (the BCI annual reports published between 

2013 and 2019, the Pakistani Ministry of Textile Industry Annual Report 2018, the Pakistan Central 

Cotton Committee Report 2018, and Provincial (Punjab) and Federal level labour regulations in 

Pakistan). 

 

Table 2. Overview of the collected data. 

Data sources Quantities 

Semi-structured interviews 

Field visit 1: eight interviews 

Field visit 2: 40 interviews 

Field visit 3: 18 interviews 

One interview with the leading international buyer 

Total: 67 interviews; 46 hours of audio recordings; 850 pages of 

transcripts and notes  

Observations 38 hours in cotton fields 

Workshops/conferences related to the BCI Five; four in Pakistan and one in Denmark; 18 hours of discussion 

Documents 11 reports 

 

 

4.6 Data analysis 

Being cognizant of the gap between subjective understanding and objective realism, this dissertation 

adopts an abductive perspective—i.e., it makes a recursive comparison between data and theory, to 

more closely approach reality (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). A theory constitutes an abstract form of 

understanding intended for practical use across contexts, geographies, and socio-temporal 

dimensions. The often context-free nature of a theory, however, cannot completely account for the 

practical reality, which includes a researcher and actors, each with their own subjective 
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understandings and views. Taking this disparity into account, this dissertation adopts an abductive 

perceptive with the aim of drawing extant theoretical concepts (i.e., MSIs and GPNs) in a new context 

(i.e., the BCI in Pakistan) and/or ascribing new theoretical concepts (i.e., self-determination theory) 

to an empirical context. 

This dissertation applies the abductive perspective by focussing on establishing regular links 

with theory-driven propositions, developing insights from data, making use of the capability to form 

connotations, and creativity (Bertilsson, 2004). When the author and co-authors wrote the three 

papers that make up this dissertation, reconceptualization and re-description were at the heart of the 

insight drawn from empirical and theoretical contributions, the data analysis, and the discussion of 

the findings. More specifically, once all the interviews had been completed, the author began carrying 

out the analysis of their transcripts. This involved the line-by-line analysis needed at the beginning 

of each paper to identify the primary themes (Strauss and Corbin, 1998); these were defined through 

numerous evaluations of the data by underlining the themes that came across interviews, any 

reiterated and contrary statements made in different interviews, and also outlier or uncommon data. 

In each paper, to retain the evolving analysis as close to the original data as possible, these pre-codes 

(Layder, 1998) were described through direct interviewee quotes. 

 

5.0 Research assessment 

The purpose of research assessment is to evaluate the quality of a dissertation and its underlying 

research process. The concepts of authenticity, validity, dependability, and reliability are used to 

evaluate the degree to which the explanations an author draws from case analyses are authentic, valid, 

dependable, and reliable (Cresswell and Miller, 2000, Kihn and Ihantola, 2015). The concept of 

authenticity refers to genuine field visits; in other words, the concept refers to whether an author 

actually went to the field to directly capture how the actors of focus view their world. As mentioned 
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in the methodology section, this author engaged in close research collaboration with the BCI Director 

of Standards and Assurance, and the BCI Monitoring and Evaluation Senior Manager, which enabled 

him to engage in in-depth discussions with both. In particular, to access the phenomenon in the field, 

the BCI senior manager and the author arranged regular collective conversations for the duration of 

this PhD dissertation’s research. The various forms of involvement and exchange enacted in the case 

study presented here enhance the authenticity of this dissertation. In addition, in this dissertation, the 

risk of misinterpretations of the phenomenon based on existing theoretical concepts is limited, as the 

field research enabled various voices from different actors to coexist in the data (Atkinson and Shaffir, 

1998).  

A validity assessment determines whether research delivers a precise representation of the 

phenomenon it was intended to explore (Easton, 1992). To ensure sufficient data and analysis validity 

for this dissertation, the case study utilized evidence drawn from various data sources—i.e., from 

semi-structured interviews with key related stakeholders in Pakistan, meetings, observations, and 

documents—which facilitated data source triangulation (Yin, 2013). To improve such triangulation, 

the author analysed all data in cooperation with other researchers (i.e., the co-authors), and discussed 

the findings of this dissertation at leading management conferences (e.g., the Academy of 

Management Annual Meeting). Furthermore, because of the abductive perspective applied within the 

case study, the central research question of this dissertation were framed and developed throughout 

the research process, which also increased the validity of the approach used. Moreover, to increase 

the validity of this dissertation, the author decided to continue conducting interviews until he noted 

the development of a point of saturation (Lindgreen et al., 2010).  

A dependability assessment considers whether a research process is traceable and meticulously 

documented. To increase the dependability of this dissertation, the author recorded and transcribed 

all of the interviews he conducted; developed a comprehensible set of notes from the field visits, 
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conferences, and research meetings; and stated all of the primary and secondary data and analysis 

techniques used for each paper.  

The concept of reliability refers to the regularity and replicability of a study’s findings. To 

increase the reliability of this dissertation, the three papers that make up this dissertation rely on the 

statements of key stakeholders related to the BCI in Pakistan. In the papers, the interpretations are 

supported by illustrative and unrevised quotes from the interviews, which confirm the reliability of 

the findings. 

 

6.0 Ethical considerations 

While conducting the fieldwork and writing the three papers that make up this dissertation, the author 

upheld the following five ethical aspects: (1) at the beginning of each interview, he provided the 

participants with all the necessary information related to the PhD project, such as its purpose and the 

reason for their selection; (2) he informed all the participants that he would maintain their identities 

completely anonymous, and that they had every right to decline participation and stop the interviews 

at any stage; (3) he stored the collected data in password-protected files, to maximize security, and 

used them only for research purposes; (4) as many of the workers interviewed were illiterate, he orally 

clarified the above concerns and secured their consent in their own local languages; and, finally, (5) 

he conducted all the interviews with women workers with the assistance of a local female student, in 

order to assist in mediating social challenges. 

 

7.0 Overview of three papers 

This dissertation consists of two parts, the second of which includes three papers, each addressing 

aspects of the central research question. This section presents a summary of each paper to provide its 

empirical and theoretical focus, key findings, and contributions. Then in table 3, an overview is 
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presented to illustrate how the three papers relate to each other in collectively addressing the central 

research question. 

 

Paper 1: Multi-stakeholder initiatives in an area of limited statehood: How implementing 

partners change labour practices of women workers and challenges they face  

The paper draws on the literature on areas of limited statehood—one of its principal contributions—

to investigate how the BCI implementing partners influence the labour practices of women workers 

in Pakistan and the challenges they face in doing so. The paper asserts that MSIs have become crucial 

in bridging the governance gaps that are left by state failures in fully framing and implementing 

comprehensive governance rules in the spheres of labour and working conditions, particularly in 

developing countries such as Pakistan. Limited statehood, then, legitimizes the existence of 

governance through MSIs. However, the role played implementing partners—intermediary 

organizations that facilitate the implementation of MSIs—in improving (or failing to improve) the 

working conditions of women has received very little attention in the existing literature on MSIs in 

GPNs. 

Based on 67 qualitative interviews conducted with implementing partners, their producer unit 

managers, their field facilitators, women workers, and a range of stakeholders involved in the BCI in 

Pakistan, this paper identifies the BCI implementing partners influence women’s labour practices 

concerning bargaining, livelihood, and health and safety practices. The paper further highlights the 

challenges that the BCI implementing partners encounter when attempting to influence the labour 

practices of women workers in Pakistan. In so doing, the paper contributes to the literature on MSIs 

in GPNs.  

The paper is relevant for this dissertation because it provides an initial empirical exploration of 

how the BCI implementing partners influence the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan and 
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what challenges the BCI implementing partners face in doing so. More specifically, being drawn from 

an area of the literature on limited statehood, this paper argues, conceptually, how the Pakistani 

context presents the BCI implementing partners with specific challenges. This realization helped the 

author to develop the next paper, which draws on specific theory-led debates within the MSIs in GPNs 

literature, explaining how BCI implementing partners can increase women workers’ involvement in 

Pakistan.  

 

Paper 2: Implementing partners and worker involvement in multi-stakeholder initiatives in 

global production networks 

The paper seeks to explore the micro-level conditions under which the BCI implementing partners in 

Pakistan can increase women workers’ involvement. The paper draws on self-determination theory 

(SDT) to demonstrate that implementing partners need to help women workers realize their 

autonomy, competency, and relatedness to increase their involvement in the BCI. The paper also 

highlights how the three dimensions of SDT are not sufficient to increase women workers’ 

involvement, calling for the importance of the added dimension of dignity. The paper makes a 

significant contribution to the research on MSIs in GPNs by adding to the limited theoretical and 

empirical understanding of the micro-level conditions under which implementing partners can 

increase women workers’ involvement.  

The paper draws on a rich dataset by combining government and BCI reports, observations, and 

48 interviews with women workers and key stakeholders of the BCI in Pakistan. The paper argues 

that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan can effectively increase women workers’ involvement 

in the Better Cotton standard system by helping them to realize their autonomy (e.g., by providing 

education and training programmes for workers, and supportive dialogue), competency (e.g., by 

raising awareness of and providing training related to the appropriate use of personal protective 
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equipment), relatedness (e.g., by establishing Decent Work Committees), and dignity (e.g., by 

ensuring the respect of the workers’ basic conditions of security and fairness). In this regard, the paper 

shows that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan engage in various activities aimed at achieving 

those objectives. 

The paper is also significant for this dissertation because it provides an in-depth understanding 

of how the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan can increase women workers’ involvement. This 

comprehension helped the author to develop the final paper, which is explicitly focussed on women 

workers, thus presenting an important and timely example of an investigation into women workers’ 

perspectives on their own workplace conditions and unpaid household activities. 

 

Paper 3. Multi-stakeholder initiatives in global production networks: Opportunities and 

challenges for women workers 

The paper examines how MSIs through their implementing partners provide opportunities and 

challenges for women workers in GPNs. The paper draws on “gendered GPNs” framework to 

empirically explore how the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for the 

members of a historically marginalized group—women workers—who receive lower wages than 

their male counterparts and, additionally, face health hazards caused by exposure to pesticides. The 

BCI implemented the Better Cotton standard system to address both environmental and socio-

economic concerns in order to ensure a sustainable global cotton production. 

The paper shows that gender discrimination remains a major hurdle to the economic and social 

development of women workers in Pakistan. On the one hand, the paper finds that the BCI 

implementing partners conduct regular training sessions aimed at women workers to bargain 

collectively for better wages, and to spread awareness about health hazards, with a particular focus 

on the integral cautionary measures that should be taken to avoid any health damage. The data reveals 
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that the BCI implementing partners enabled women workers to bargain better their wages with 

farmers, and thus potentially increased their income. In addition, the data shows that the BCI 

implementing partners in Pakistan potentially improved women workers’ health and safety 

conditions. On the other hand, the paper highlights that, in Pakistan, along with the paid labour they 

perform, women workers also have the complete responsibility of raising their children, looking after 

elderly family members, and other household chores. This dual burden puts constraints on the health 

and well-being of these women, who receive little to no help with these tasks from their male 

counterparts. 

The paper contributes to the literature on MSIs in GPNs by bringing together productive 

economy (paid work) and the reproductive economy (unpaid household work) to understand how 

these two interact to present unique challenges to women workers. While the BCI implementing 

partners have potentially contributed to increasing women workers’ income, and to spreading crucial 

awareness about health concerns, the initiative does not address the problems that women face due to 

their household responsibilities. The paper relates to this dissertation because it focuses on how the 

BCI implementing partners in Pakistan provide opportunities and challenges for women workers. 

 

7.1 Overview of the papers in the dissertation 

To provide a contribution, this dissertation aims at addressing the central research question drawing 

upon the findings from three papers. Table 3 summarises the links between the papers and with the 

central research question.  
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Table 3. Summary of how the three papers are linked to each other and with the central research 

question.  

 Paper 1. Multi-stakeholder 

initiatives in an area of limited 

statehood: How implementing 

partners change labour 

practices of women workers 

and challenges they face 

Paper 2. Implementing 

partners and worker 

involvement in multi-

stakeholder initiatives in 

global production networks 

Paper 3. Multi-stakeholder 

initiatives in global production 

networks: Opportunities and 

challenges for women workers  

Paper RQ How are the labour practices 

of women workers in Pakistan 

influenced by the BCI 

implementing partners and 

what challenges do 

implementing partners face in 

doing so? 

Under what conditions can the 

BCI implementing partners 

improve women workers’ 

involvement in the Better 

Cotton standard system in 

Pakistan? 

How do the BCI implementing 

partners provide opportunities 

and challenges for women 

cotton-pickers in Pakistan? 

Theoretical 

focus 

Areas of limited statehood 

(Risse, 2013) 

Self-determination theory 

(Ryan and Deci, 2011) 

“Gendered GPN” (Barrientos, 

2014)  

Unit of 

analysis 

Women workers’ conceptions 

of implementing partners’ 

influence on their labour 

practice and the challenges 

faced by implementing 

partners. 

Interactions between 

implementing partners and 

women workers. 

Women’s perceptions of their 

own workplace conditions and 

unpaid household activities. 

Empirical 

focus 

Based on implementing 

partners top management, their 

producer unit managers, their 

field facilitators, and women 

workers’ conceptions and 

realizations, the paper 

examines how the BCI 

implementing partners 

influence the labour practices 

of women workers in Pakistan 

and the challenges they face. 

Based on the interviewees’ 

interpretations and 

motivations of the BCI 

implementing partners’ 

activities in Pakistan, the 

paper explores the micro-level 

conditions under which the 

BCI implementing partners 

can increase women workers’ 

involvement.  

Based on the women workers’ 

own perceptions, the paper 

analyses how the BCI 

implementing partners provide 

opportunities and challenges for 

women cotton-pickers in 

Pakistan. 

Key findings The paper shows how the BCI 

implementing partners 

The implementing partners 

can effectively increase 

Through training, the BCI 

implementing partners 
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influence women’s labour 

practices concerning 

bargaining, livelihood, and 

health and safety practices, as 

well as the challenges they 

face in an area of limited 

statehood.  

women workers’ involvement 

in MSIs by facilitating women 

workers’ autonomy, 

competency, relatedness, and 

dignity.  

potentially increase women 

workers’ income and improve 

their health and safety 

conditions). The training does 

however not change the 

embedded female roles related to 

household activities or the 

attitudes concerning the overall 

role of women in society. 

Paper 

contribution  

The paper makes two 

contributions to the literature 

on MSIs in GPNs. First, it 

explores the influence of MSIs 

through implementing partners 

on the women workers’ labour 

practices in an area of limited 

statehood, which have rarely 

been studied. Second, it 

enables us to investigate 

women workers perceptions of 

changes incurred on their own 

labour practices and the 

challenges implementing 

partners face.  

The paper contributes to MSIs 

in GPNs literature by 

exploring the micro-level 

conditions under which the 

BCI implementing partners 

can increase women workers’ 

involvement in the 

implementation process of the 

Better Cotton standard system 

in Pakistan. The paper also 

contributes to SDT by 

integrating the novel 

dimension of dignity. 

The paper contributes with novel 

empirical data drawn from 

women workers and highlights, 

conceptually, a multi-level 

explanation (women workers’ 

involvement in income-

generating activities and intra-

household activities), which is 

essential to understand how, 

through their implementing 

partners, MSIs provide 

opportunities and challenges for 

women workers in GPNs. 

Dissertation 

contribution 

The paper highlights how 

regulatory intermediaries offer 

support in implementing MSIs 

in GPNs and make them useful 

to their end beneficiaries (e.g., 

women workers), but also face 

several challenges in the 

process of MSI 

implementation in GPNs in 

areas of limited statehood.  

 

The paper explores how 

regulatory intermediaries 

interpret and elaborate MSI 

requirements in ways that 

make them practical and 

understandable by the rule 

takers.  

 

 

The paper shows how regulatory 

intermediaries utilize their 

operating capacity and capability 

to improve the working 

conditions of rule takers. The 

paper also points out the limits of 

regulatory intermediaries in 

implementing MSIs in GPNs. 



51 
 

8.0 Research contributions and implications  

This PhD dissertation makes a number of contributions along theoretical, empirical, and practical 

lines. These contributions are explored in greater depth within the three individual papers of the 

dissertation; here, the author will summarise the ways in which this dissertation contributes to the 

existing knowledge.  

 

8.1 Theoretical contributions 

First, this dissertation contributes to management literature in general, and to MSIs in GPNs 

specifically, by conceptualizing how regulatory intermediaries—implementing partners—are 

enabled and/or constrained in their efforts aimed at improving the working conditions of women in 

GPNs. By focusing on the implementation of the Better Cotton standard system in Pakistan, this 

dissertation demonstrates the importance of implementing partners in implementing MSIs in GPNs, 

thus exposing a ‘missing link’ in the current literature.  

Second, this dissertation contributes to the literature on MSIs in GPNs by exploring the role 

played implementing partners in the implementation of MSIs in areas of limited statehood, which has 

rarely been investigated. More specifically, this dissertation highlights how the BCI implementing 

partners implement the Better Cotton standard system to influence the labour practices of women 

workers in Pakistan and the challenges they face. Pakistan constitutes a useful setting in which to 

make this contribution because its nation-state institutions are incapable of implementing the existing 

labour laws in regard to working conditions of women, Pakistan can thus be accurately described as 

an area of limited statehood. 

Third, the dissertation contributes by applying SDT—a theory that is still under-utilised in the 

management literature. While prior studies have explored how, through their implementing partners, 

MSIs can potentially improve the conditions of workers in GPNs (Soundararajan et al., 2018), they 
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have not hitherto explored the micro-level conditions under which the implementing partners can 

increase worker involvement in GPNs. This dissertation shows that SDT offers a relevant new 

theoretical perspective to understand these micro-level conditions.  

Fourth, this dissertation contributes to SDT by examining the self-determination conditions in 

a different life domain (i.e., women workers in GPNs) and by integrating the novel dimension of 

dignity. Prior SDT studies highlighted autonomy, competency, and relatedness as essential conditions 

for the maintenance of intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2011). Based on a rich empirical study 

of the BCI in Pakistan, this dissertation argues that, although the satisfaction of all three of these 

primary conditions is essential for increasing women workers’ involvement, an empirically derived 

dimension, dignity, is also important to increase their involvement. 

Fifth, this dissertation again contributes to the literature on MSIs in GPNs by exploring how 

the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women workers in Pakistan. 

More specifically, the dissertation outlines the steps the BCI implementing partners have taken to 

increase women workers’ income and improve their health and safety conditions, while 

simultaneously revealing the limits to such improvement and determining the extent to which those 

steps can be deemed successful. This dissertation thus responds to calls, made in the recent MSI 

literature (de Bakker et al., 2019), to elucidate the impact of these initiatives in terms of outcomes—

i.e., improvements in and hindrances to the conditions of women workers. 

 

8.2 Empirical contributions 

In empirical terms, this PhD dissertation is novel because it is the first academic work to analyse 

whether and how the BCI implementing partners do in fact improve the working conditions of women 

in Pakistan. By focussing on the BCI implementing partners and women workers, this dissertation 

provides an empirically grounded narrative, and therefore contributes to our knowledge of the 
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intended and unintended consequences of MSIs (de Bakker et al., 2019; Soundararajan, et al., 2019). 

More specifically, this dissertation demonstrates how MSI implementing partners may actually face 

serious challenges stemming from the wider socio-cultural context in which these initiatives are 

situated, challenges that can truly limit the outcomes of MSIs and, eventually, their success.  

Furthermore, by focussing on how the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan seek to improve 

the working conditions of women linked to the global cotton industry—an area that has so far not 

been scrutinised by activists, scholars, and consumers (Riisgaard et al., 2020; Sneyd 2014)—this 

dissertation contributes empirically to the call to include more ‘southern perspectives’ in how we 

understand the influence of MSIs in GPNs (Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2014).  

 

8.3 Practical implications 

Regarding this PhD dissertation’s practical implications, its findings can help to explain how the 

somewhat abstract MSIs are implemented in practice. As such, it reveals how the engagement 

between front-line local implementing partners and workers at the bottom of GPNs is a fruitful 

approach to ensuring MSI implementation. If MSIs are to realise their aim of improving the 

conditions of workers in GPNs, it is vital to realise how they are put into practice by the implementing 

partners. Therefore, how to select and work with implementing partners is a relevant question not 

only for organisations such as the BCI but also for the companies buying into their certification 

processes. 

This dissertation’s findings also demonstrate the importance of women’s perspectives of their 

own workplace conditions and unpaid household activities in enacting the broader approaches to 

exploring how MSIs through implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women 

workers in GPNs. A key message of this dissertation is that an active link between implementing 
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partners and women workers is important to move MSIs towards improving the conditions of women 

workers in GPNs. 

Finally, in practice, greater attention needs to be given to how MSIs connect with rule takers 

(e.g., women workers in GPNs). The findings of this dissertation suggest that, in order to explore how 

MSIs through their implementing partners improve (or fail to improve) the conditions of women 

workers in GPNs, a gender lens can further discern power relations and disempowered voices by 

focussing on the interconnectedness between the household lives of men and women. Therefore, the 

importance of intra-household bargaining in men and women’s domestic lives is immensely 

significant in the context of gender.  

 

9.0 Limitations and potentials for future research  

This study has several limitations. First, the dissertation places itself within the general management 

literature and in that on MSIs in GPNs in particular. However, even given the limited scope of MSIs, 

this dissertation does not essentially address all of the topics within it; for example, the numerous 

questions about democratic legitimacy of cooperation-based initiatives or any of the other many 

philosophical viewpoints. As the focus of the dissertation is to address, how the BCI implementing 

partners influence the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan and what challenges they face; 

how they can increase women workers’ involvement in the Better Cotton standard system; and how 

they provide opportunities and challenges for women cotton-pickers. Hence, it does not potentially 

provide a normative assessment of the cooperation-based initiatives themselves. Nevertheless, it does 

explore their varying potential to improve the working conditions of women in GPNs. 

Second, a significant question concerns which methods to use in evaluating the influence 

exerted by MSIs through their implementing partners on the working conditions of women in GPNs. 

This dissertation adopted a case study method, as it was suited to provide an in-depth understanding 
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of a specific MSI (i.e., the BCI) in a particular context (i.e., Pakistan). However, a case study method 

does not essentially enable us to evaluate the effects of such initiative with the same efficacy of more 

quantitative approaches—for instance, quantitative impact assessments. Specifically, studies based 

on statistical methods and primarily quantitative data are aimed at understanding the general 

characteristics and patterns of larger populations distributed in taxonomic groups of objects. The 

downside to such quantitative impact assessment method is that events and relations are simply 

described, without providing any underlying reasons for how and why the objects are formed. In 

addition, the benefits of such large-scale information-gathering assessments may not be perceived as 

particularly relevant by the workers, who are likely to be the intended beneficiaries of MSIs. 

Nevertheless, the author would recommend future research in this area to combine these two distinct 

research methods (qualitative and quantitative), as each provides the useful understandings that are 

required for theorization and generalization. 

Third, the empirics of this dissertation are focussed on and related to the BCI implementing 

partners, their field facilitators, their producer unit managers, women workers, and the BCI staff 

members in Pakistan, within a relatively focussed research area—i.e., the working conditions of 

women. More specifically, the interviews with field facilitators, producer unit managers, and workers 

were held in the Toba Tek Singh and Layyah districts, which belong to the Punjab cotton belt, in 

Pakistan. Therefore, this dissertation is, by nature, of limited generalization and is not intended to be 

representative of other contexts and/or MSIs. A key objective of future research in this area could be 

the exploration of the applicability of the findings of this dissertation to other contexts. In other words, 

the analytic generalisations yielded by this dissertation can provide a way to better understand how 

MSIs, through their implementing partners, improve (or fail to improve) the working conditions of 

women in other contexts and/or sectors, even when those contexts and sectors may yield different 

findings. 
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The fourth limitation of this dissertation concerns the interpretation and understanding of its 

empirical findings. The labour practices, micro-level conditions, opportunities, and challenges 

presented are not ultimate. While the empirical findings of this dissertation are mainly based on 

interviewee interpretations and subjective understanding, the author was also a part of what was being 

observed, and his subjective understanding of situations will have influenced the data interpretation. 

The author attempted to reduce any bias by triangulating the interview and observational data with 

secondary sources. Future research may expand and/or criticize the labour practices, micro-level 

conditions, opportunities, and challenges presented in this dissertation by examining other MSIs or 

even broader cooperation based initiatives aimed at improving the conditions of workers in GPNs.  
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Paper 1. Multi-stakeholder Initiatives in an Area of Limited Statehood: How Implementing 

Partners Change Labour Practices of Women Workers and Challenges They Face 

Ahmad Hassan and Mai Skjøtt Linneberg  

 

Abstract 

Pakistan is one of the world’s largest producers of cotton, where it is mainly picked by women 

workers and subsequently circulated into global production networks. Women have a marginalised 

position in this society and work under poor conditions, with existing labour laws not being 

implemented, giving Pakistan the status of an area of limited statehood. The Better Cotton Initiative 

(BCI), a multi-stakeholder initiative (MSI), has been introduced as a collaborative governance 

mechanism to regulate social and environmental conditions for these women workers. Thus far, 

scholarly attention has largely overlooked the role played implementing partners - organizations that 

facilitate the implementation of MSIs - in influencing the labour practices of women workers even if 

they constitute the base of the global production network and western consumption. Based on 67 

qualitative interviews conducted with implementing partners, their producer unit managers, their field 

facilitators, women workers, and a range of stakeholders involved in the BCI in Pakistan, this paper 

shows how the BCI implementing partners influence women’s labour practices concerning 

bargaining, livelihood, and health and safety practices. The paper further highlights the challenges 

faced by implementing partners in doing so.  Hence, there are real limits to what extend such forms 

of labour practices can change through MSIs in an area of limited statehood.  

  

Keywords: Areas of limited statehood; multi-stakeholder initiatives; implementing partners; global 

production networks; women workers; labour practices. 
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1.0 Introduction 

In recent decades, scholarly attention has begun to focus on areas of limited statehood, resulting in 

important contributions to the theme of how and why governance can arise even though state capacity 

is weak (Holzgrefe and Keohane, 2003; Raeymaekers et al., 2008; Risse, 2011). Limited statehood 

does not imply an absence of governance, but rather constitutes an arena for the exercise of novel 

forms of authority, including ‘various combinations of state and non-state actors…’ (Risse, 2013, p. 

11). Multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) have emerged as one such form of collaborative governance 

through the coordination of various stakeholder interests, mainly international buyers and local non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) (de Bakker et al., 2019; Soundararajan et al., 2019). The aim of 

such initiatives is to address local challenges, such as poor working conditions in local business 

activities partaking in global production networks (GPNs), i.e., nexuses of interrelated tasks, 

operations, and transactions, through which goods and services are designed, produced, consumed, 

and reprocessed globally (Coe et al., 2008). 

Usually, the extant literature takes the view that such challenges cannot be solved by a single 

actor alone, especially in areas in which national and local governments are less willing or able to 

prioritize these issues, and where the reach of the state is limited (Risse, 2013). Consequently, the 

absence of the state in some spheres of a society provides opportunities for non-state actors to fill 

such gaps and take part in processes of governance (Börzel and Risse, 2010). This results in a situation 

in which “governance [is] exercised in complex relations between non-state actors operating 

individually and/or in collaboration with other non-state actors and/or the state” (Azizi and Jamali, 

2016, p. 173). Thus, the existence of limited statehood in some areas of a state can facilitate and 

legitimize the existence of governance through MSIs (Lake and Fariss, 2014). 

There is no unanimously acknowledged classification of MSIs, and they can be initiated by a 

range of actors in diverse contexts (Gilbert et al., 2011). Taking a GPN perspective is useful for 
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understanding the nuances of multifaceted interactions across social, economic, political, and 

governing boundaries. MSIs in GPNs range from compliance-based initiatives, in which international 

buyers demand their suppliers to conform with a set of social and environmental standards, to more 

collaborative-based initiatives, in which various actors are involved in the pursuit of mutual benefits 

at the network level instead of the firm level (Kabeer et al., 2020; Soundararajan et al., 2019). Even 

amongst compliance-based MSIs, differences could exist in practice, scope, and governance 

arrangements (de Bakker et al., 2019). 

Although the academic debate on the governance role of MSIs has addressed labour issues, the 

main focus has been on the impact of MSIs on the conditions of workers (Egels-Zandén, 2017). 

Recent studies have also highlighted some severe challenges to improve the working conditions of 

women through the implementation of MSIs in GPNs (see, for instance, Barrientos, 2019; Barrientos 

et al., 2003; Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Grosser, 2016; Kabeer et al., 2020; Nadvi, 2008; Prieto-

Carrón, 2008). However, prior research has largely overlooked the very specific situation of women 

workers in GPNs, and how MSIs through implementing partners influence their labour practices. In 

other words, existing studies have not fully examined the role played by implementing partners — 

organizations that facilitate the implementation of MSIs — in influencing the labour practices of 

women workers in GPNs, in an area of limited statehood.  

Coe and Yeung (2015) argued that implementing partners mediate the benefits of various 

actors—including lead firms, suppliers, and workers—in the implementation process of MSIs. As 

MSIs are global in nature, their implementation is highly dependent on local partners, which can be 

seen as facilitators of GPNs. This speaks to the relevancy of scrutinizing their influence on labour 

practices and understanding the challenges these partners face in relation to the implementation of 

MSIs in GPNs. 
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The aim of this paper is to explore the influence of the BCI implementing partners on labour 

practices of women workers in Pakistan and the challenges faced by implementing partners in doing 

so. In particular, in areas of limited statehood, such as Pakistan, women are underprivileged due to 

their lower status, which makes them vulnerable to greater levels of discrimination and exploitation. 

Although the country has national labour laws, local implementation suffers from weak enforcement 

and monitoring (Ijaz, 2019). The objective of this paper can be summed up in the following research 

question: How are the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan influenced by the BCI 

implementing partners and what challenges do implementing partners face in doing so? 

The paper makes two contributions to the literature on MSIs in areas of limited statehood. First, 

it explores the influence of MSIs through implementing partners on the women workers’ labour 

practices in GPNs; it thus takes an women centric approach in looking at their labour practices as 

understood by them.  In doing so, we respond to calls in the recent literature (de Bakker et al., 2019; 

Kabeer et al., 2020) to elucidate the impact of MSIs in terms of outcomes. While, earlier studies have 

mainly focussed on formal work settings as set out by MSIs (see, for example, Munir et al., 2018), 

this paper examines informal spheres at the base of GPNs, where most women workers work. At the 

same time, the country and industry context can be characterised as a context with limited statehood 

regarding women workers, which is rarely studied. Second, the paper zooms in on the implementing 

partners and the liaison role they play in bridging the global MSI and the local workers to change 

their labour practices. This micro oriented approach allows an in-depth analysis of women workers 

perceptions of changes incurred on their own labour practices and the challenges implementing 

partners face in playing this role. 

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 first provides a review of the 

literature on the role of MSIs as a governance mechanism that is used to fill gaps in governance 

including how literature on areas of limited statehood relates to the MSIs literature. This section then 
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presents the literature dealing with labour agency at the bottom of GPNs and conceptually links labour 

agency with labour practices. Section 3 discusses the background of the cotton sector in Pakistan, and 

explains the concept of limited statehood in this specific context. Section 4 outlines the methodology. 

Section 5 presents the main findings of the study. Section 6 provides the discussion, and section 7 

recaps the findings and outlines the conclusion. 

 

2.0 Literature review  

2.1 Governance, multi-stakeholder initiatives, and areas of limited statehood 

A core element in the literature on MSIs is their ability to sustain change – with respect to changes at 

the workers’ level in GPNs; this is a question with divergent answers (Jerbi, 2012). MSIs have been 

seen as more democratic than traditional labour practices, and as improving standards and methods 

of production, as well as introducing novel monitoring procedures and certification mechanisms 

(Bernstein, 2001; Jerbi, 2012). In addition, they possess an increased ability to come up with 

appropriate solutions for governance-related matters by integrating resources among stakeholders and 

producing applicable knowledge (Rein and Stott, 2009; Utting, 2015). However, MSI have also been 

accused of constituting a form of privatized elite regulation that is largely intended to protect 

international buyers, instead of actually solving local challenges, such as poor working conditions 

(O’Rourke, 2006). In this way, this governance mechanism may leave customers with a false 

perception that problems have been fixed, thus diluting support for struggles for better labour 

conditions. 

Many of the challenges of business and human rights are caused by “the governance gaps 

created by globalization – between the scope and impact of economic forces and actors, and the 

capacity of societies to manage their adverse consequences” (Ruggie, 2008, p. 3). With the rise of 

GPNs, some with their bases in emerging economies and areas of limited statehood, such gaps in 
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governance become visible globally. Through their production of soft law – which, although not 

legally binding, prescribes corporate sustainable behaviour as a way of dealing with social or 

environmental problems, and is therefore socially binding (Baumann-Pauly et al., 2017) – MSIs can 

be understood as a mechanism for filling such gaps in governance (Abbott and Snidal, 2009; Lund-

Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2014).  

In particular, the literature on political corporate social responsibility emphasizes the role of 

business in participating “in public deliberations, collective decisions, and the provision of public 

goods or the restriction of public bads, in cases where public authorities are unable or unwilling to 

fulfil this role” (Scherer et al., 2016, p. 276), as a description of what MSIs can accomplish. Thus, 

reflecting on the role of MSIs in areas of limited statehood, we can understand their emergence as 

implicitly acknowledging the limitations of traditional command-and-control regulations (Baumann-

Pauly et al., 2017). Complementing this perspective, the ability of MSIs to play a political role and 

take over governance has been much debated (Ehrnström-Fuentes, 2016; Moog et al., 2015; Scherer 

and Palazzo, 2011). This depends on their ability to develop rules that are perceived to be justified, 

i.e., they provide a sense of legitimacy and of the effectiveness of such rules to solve challenges, what 

has been termed ‘output legitimacy’ (Mena and Palazzo, 2012). As a consequence, in areas in which 

state regulations are not implemented thoroughly, MSIs through implementing partners have the 

potential to improve the legitimacy of non-state forms of governance (Dolan and Opondo, 2005). 

Given the increased risk of corporate abuses in states in which governments take a narrow approach 

to their responsibilities, MSIs through implementing partners could compensate for such gaps in 

governance, as they tend to be permissive with respect to wrongful firm behaviour (Ruggie, 2008), 

which is also the case for MSIs. 

In addition, in the MSI literature, which takes a limited statehood perspective, contextualised 

analyses have a strong concern for the society in which these initiatives are embedded. For this reason, 
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it has been advocated that the effective implementation of MSIs requires a high level of 

institutionalization, which involves not only the monitoring of outputs and the optimal choice and 

utilization of resources, but also permits for the tailoring and adaptation of initiatives to local 

requirements through implementing partners (Beisheim et al., 2014). In relation to the overall success 

of MSIs in areas of limited statehood, Beisheim and Simon (2015) found how a high level of 

institutionalization process correlates intensely with level of success. They argue that, for MSIs in 

areas of limited statehood, it is the interchange, or somewhat the ideal fit, between project intention 

and the particular social and economic conditions in these areas that matters most for project 

effectiveness, such as improvements in working conditions for workers.  

  

2.2 Women workers and labour agency at the base of global production networks  

Traditionally, analyses of global value chains (GVCs) focus on upgrading and downgrading the 

potential of local suppliers in export-oriented industries (Gibbon et al., 2008). What is traditionally 

absent is a differentiation between the suppliers and the workers that they hire. However, looking at 

GPNs, one can identify an analytical space in which to explore the possible effects of MSIs on labour 

in terms of the workers’ own conditions. This responds well to the calls to reintroduce the concept of 

labour with an emphasis on agency as relationally situated and contextually embedded (Herod, 2001; 

Coe et al., 2008; Coe and Jordhus-Lier, 2010; Warren, 2019). 

An intimate link exists between individual practice agency and collective agency; thus, when 

groups of individuals have similar values and purposes, agency can be collectively pursued (Pelenc 

et al., 2015). For the sake of conceptual clarification, individual agency is constituted relationally 

both in terms of the individual’s situatedness, but also in relation to social level. Therefore, collective 

agency and action can result from social interaction fostering shared commitment and values (Pahl-

Wostl, 2006; Pelenc, Bazile, and Ceruti, 2015). In this manner, a group serves as a collective space 
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in which individuals can articulate shared values and preferences (Pahl-Wostl, 2006). For an 

individual, group participation also implies being embedded within the group. Such embeddedness 

can act as both a constraint and a lever to individual action, depending on group dynamics (Pelenc et 

al., 2015). There is an intimate link between individual practice and agency. Focusing on workers’ 

practices is a means to understand individual and collective labour agency: this requires perceiving 

workers as actors and linking workers’ economic and social practices (Herod, 2001, p. 31).  

Katz (2004) and Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011), in particular, have taken important steps in 

recognizing the agency of workers through a process perspective (Warren, 2019). Katz’s (2004) 

conceptualisation of labour as agency introduced a broader perspective on the social practices of 

resilience, reworking and resistance, with corresponding discussions of consciousness. The practices 

were described as social strategies adopted by situated actors. This leads the way to “incorporating 

lived experiences within the everyday spaces and places of work … to sharpen understandings of the 

shifting opportunities, struggles, divisions, and constraints facing workers and their communities” 

(Warren, 2019, p. 702), similar to analysing the everyday nature of labour (Carswell and De Neve, 

2013). Agency is thus also workers’ ‘lived experiences’, making it meaningful to trace both 

significant and mundane practices that can depict agency (Smets and Jarzabkowski, 2013; Chia and 

MacKay, 2007). 

Instead of viewing labour as a resource, this paper sees workers as essential actors. This is in 

line with what Herod (2001, p. 31) called “a focus on workers as actors… which required a more 

serious attempt to link workers’ own economic and social practice”, while at the same time 

acknowledging how the agency of workers unfolds and realizes interests within particular settings. 

This is a way to give voice to labour, not least because we need to examine “lived experiences” in 

order to trace the impact of MSI on workers’ lives in any significant manner, even if mundane (Smets 

and Jarzabkowski, 2013). Thus, even mundane activities are important to take note of, even when 
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they are not particularly aimed at achieving change; indeed, change can result from actors’ practical 

work practices (e.g., Chia and MacKay, 2007).  

There is a recent interest in examining the role women workers play in GPNs (see Anner, 2012; 

Barrientos, 2013, 2014, 2019; Barrientos et al., 2003; Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Mezzadri, 2016; 

Mezzadri and Fan, 2018; Munir et al., 2018; Prieto-Carrón, 2008; Siegmann, 2006; Thieme and 

Siegmann, 2010). But in many cases , studies on GPNs have an unclear concept of labour (Carswell 

and De Neve, 2013), view workers as passive actors, or consider labour agency only under the rubrics 

of unionization as collective action (Niforou, 2015). Based on detailed empirical studies of export-

oriented industries, these studies, however, show that men mostly take permanent jobs, whereas 

women are primarily expected to perform household duties, such as collecting water and firewood 

for the family or community, and carrying out responsibilities related to childcare (Butler, 2014; 

McCarthy, 2018). This means that women who work outside of the household are most likely to 

participate in part-time, flexible, and possibly home-based forms of employment in informal 

production environments.  

Moreover, these authors point out that women are less healthy, less educated, and less free 

because of a systemic lack of fairness and disadvantages as cultural norms, particularly in developing 

countries (Bexell, 2012). In a recent study of the apparel industry in Bangladesh, the author received 

many complaints from women workers regarding certain issues, including dangerous factory 

environments, insufficient toilet (water) facilities, low levels of income, delayed payment or non-

payment for overtime work, a lack of maternity leave, and no leave for religious holidays (Ahmed, 

2018). This literature further describes the women constraints that form and limit women’s agency in 

these situations including how women workers face both institutional and structural hurdles to their 

adoption of customary methods of unionization (Tighe, 2016). 
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To summarise, prior literature on women workers and labour agency at the base of GPNs  

mainly focusses on identifying women’s positions and challenges but not women workers’ 

perspectives on their own working practices, or how local women workers perceive and understand 

MSIs (Knudsen, 2013). This paper instead views women workers as an actor important to 

understanding the influence of MSIs on their labour practices (Lund-Thomsen and Coe, 2015). We 

examine practices rooted in women workers’ everyday labour and livelihoods. By doing so, we 

extend our understanding of how workers experience labour practices and account for women 

workers’ multiple and everyday circumstances. These practices provide an understanding of changes 

in social relations and workers’ livelihoods (Carswell & De Neve, 2013). 

 

3.0 Background of the study: Women workers in a limited statehood context in Pakistan 

Pakistan was created in 1947, and throughout the postcolonial era, it has undergone a continuous 

struggle to create and maintain its sense of statehood (see Pavkovic and Radan, 2007). Pakistan has 

been ascribed as having a lack of ‘statedness’ – the effective absence of a monopoly of violence – as 

is depicted in numerous domestic insurgencies (Naseemullah, 2014; Patrick, 2010). This makes it a 

state with contested or limited statehood (Risse and Lehmkuhl, 2006), and with serious deficiencies 

concerning its capacity to implement and enforce its decisions. Limited statehood can pertain to some 

areas and state contexts, whereas the state can be strong in other areas. As such, Pakistan exhibits 

“areas of limited statehood” both in parts of its territory and in policy areas regarding working 

conditions, due to the central government lacking the capacity to implement decisions (Börzel and 

Risse, 2016). International labour law and human rights organizations require the government of 

Pakistan to ensure respect for workers’ basic rights, and that workers should have the right to 

compensation when the laws are broken (Ijaz, 2019).  
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In principle, labour departments in Pakistan’s four provinces have the responsibility for 

enforcing laws to oversee working conditions and can turn to enforcement action. However, 

“Pakistan’s labour inspection mechanism has been wholly ineffectual, and the subject of numerous 

corruption allegations” (Ijaz, 2019 p. 7). Indeed, although laws are passed, enforcement is generally 

lacking (Asad and Haider, 2018). Women workers, in particular, who occupy the lowest tiers of the 

production network, suffer from this lack of labour law enforcement, leaving them excluded from the 

state’s sphere of responsibilities (Tewari, 2017). Despite the labour laws, employment occurs under 

unsafe conditions that go unnoticed due to the multiple layers of informal contracts outside of the 

spheres of the state’s influence (Asad and Haider, 2018). 

In the past 25 years, the liberalization of trade and faster fashion cycles in the developed world 

have contributed to a rising demand for cotton from areas of limited statehood, such as Pakistan, 

which is the world’s fourth-largest cotton producer and approximately 1.5 million Pakistani 

smallholders rely on cotton for a living (APTMA, 2020). Cotton production also forms part of GPNs 

driven by large northern companies, such as IKEA, Lévi Strauss and Co. and H&M, and therefore it 

has faced increasing pressure to improve labour standards. Cotton-picking is a seasonal activity: the 

strict gender division of labour is enforced by the seasonal character of the work and its low pay, even 

when compared to other seasonal agricultural work, such as harvesting wheat (Siegmann and 

Shaheen, 2008).  

Overall, Pakistan is also considered to be a male-dominated society, one in which women have 

firm restrictions placed on their independence of views and, in several ways, are denied the ability to 

make decisions about their personal lives, such as choices over whom they marry (Tarar and Pulla, 

2014). Pakistani women workers face challenges in relation to employment rights, such as 

discrimination in wages, concerns regarding sexual and reproductive rights in employment, and 

sexual harassment at their workplaces (Husain and Lund-Thomsen, 2015). In these contexts, women 
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are also restricted spatially, their decision-making being determined by their inability to be spatially 

mobile (Carswell and De Neve, 2013). In addition, women are exposed to pesticides that harm their 

health, and they lack education, which exacerbates their marginalized position (Kouser et al., 2017).  

The labour market is also dominated by patriarchal gender relations, which are reflected in the 

distribution of female and male employment across economic sectors and occupations (Elson, 1999). 

Women are highly concentrated in agriculture, accounting for more than two-thirds of overall female 

employment (Akram, 2017), and some jobs such as cotton-picking are almost exclusively performed 

by women, while sprayers and tractor-drivers are usually men (Siegmann and Shaheen, 2008).  

These features of the labour market are shaped by social norms that constrain choices and 

stereotype gender roles by associating them with particular tasks, thus providing a link between paid 

labour market work and unpaid reproductive work, and making both “bearers of gender” (Elson, 

1999). Although women’s involvement in the rural economy is high, women work and produce crops 

on land that they normally neither own nor control (Kouser et al., 2017). Because women are 

commonly perceived to be earners of only supplementary income, they have limited access to and 

control over financial resources. The harvest is sold by and through men, and men control the resulting 

income. Overall, women agricultural workers’ earnings in Pakistan are also lower than those of men. 

Cotton-picking is demanding work, and while men, in having more choices in the labour market, can 

migrate to urban areas to enter industrial employment or construction, women have fewer alternatives 

for purposes of income generation (Siegmann and Shaheen, 2008). Women associated with the cotton 

industry are, therefore, among the most marginalized of workers. Their privileges are precarious, and 

their unionization is comparatively recent and still rare.  

A recent study has found examples of multilateral agencies having facilitated dynamic 

interactions among the actors in production networks. However, the outcome of the reforms mostly 

reflected the interests of international and local elites. Even if more women were included in the 
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workforce, causing the division of labour to shift to some extent, this was partly viewed as a way of 

promoting labour obedience and protecting the ability of the industry to pay low wages, and much 

less as a means of emancipating women (Munir et al., 2018). 

Combining the dimensions of population and sector, where governance is largely left to non-

state actors, such as MSIs, the cotton industry shows the relevance of limited statehood to women 

workers in the agricultural sector in Pakistan. With this background, we explore how the BCI 

implementing partners influence the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan and the 

challenges they face.  

  

4.0 Methods 

4.1 Selection and description of case study 

The study is designed as a single case study based on a qualitative approach because it allows personal 

interactions with implementing partners, their producer unit managers, their field facilitators, and 

women workers that are sensitive to a variety of understandings. The analysis focusses on the women 

workers’ perception of implementing partners’ influence on their labour practice, which includes 

practices around employment, livelihoods, and health and safety, as well as the challenges for 

implementing partners.  

The case study enables an empirical examination of a phenomenon in its real-life situation, 

particularly where the limitations between context and phenomenon are not clearly evident. A case-

study method focuses on a limited number of actions in a specific context in order to increase in-

depth understanding of how such events are shaped and produced by tools that have evolved from 

abstract structures (Eisenhardt, 1989). We, therefore, work intensively with the BCI implementing 

partners and their interactions in order to influence the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan, 

and the challenges they face. More specifically, we studied the BCI implementing partners and 
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women workers in the Pakistani cotton-picking industry because the Pakistani state declines its 

responsibility for these women; cf. our description of an area of limited statehood.  

  

4.2 Data collection 

The case-study design permits us to collect a variety of data in order to increase knowledge of the 

phenomena being investigated and allow for triangulation. In total, 67 interviews with various actors 

involved in the BCI network in Pakistan were conducted between 2017 and 2020 (see a description 

of interviewees in Part 1 of this dissertation).  

Interviews with the BCI implementing partners focussed on probing their degrees of 

understanding, awareness, and collaboration with the BCI country office in Pakistan. We asked the 

implementing partners broader questions about the purpose of their business, their relations with 

funding agencies, how they perceive their role in promoting women workers’ well-being in the Better 

Cotton production network, and the challenges they face. Interviews with field facilitators focussed 

on their work tasks, information on the Better Cotton standard system, and in particular inclusive 

details related to the challenges they face in influencing the labour practices of women workers. In 

our interviews with workers, we inquired about their relationships with the implementing partners 

and field facilitators, their awareness of the Better Cotton standard system overall, and their 

experiences working in the Better Cotton production network. In terms of influence, we asked about 

any changes in practices after implementation of the Better Cotton standard system relating to the 

cotton-rates received, workers’ monthly incomes and expenditure, opportunities to organize trade 

unions or farmers’ associations collectively, occupational health and safety hazards related to cotton-

spraying, etc. 

Interviews lasted between 25 and 60 minutes, and were conducted in English or Punjabi, 

depending on who was being interviewed. Interviews with workers, field facilitators, and producer 
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unit managers were conducted in the districts of Toba Tek Singh and Layyah in the Punjab province 

of Pakistan, because these are known as cotton-growing districts. Interviewing women workers about 

these topics caused some complications, as conducting research on sensitive topics, such as issues 

related to women workers in an Asian context, with several stereotypical social customs, norms and 

values, can contribute to further culture-related challenges for researchers, even when they are fully 

cognizant of the cultural context (Adikaram, 2018). Therefore, in order to underscore the 

independence of the interviewer and ensure confidentiality, all of the interviews with women workers 

were carried out with the assistance of a local female student to assist in mediating social challenges. 

We did not experience the women not being willing to share their experiences (Fatima and Asad, 

2018), but we had to make use of narrative techniques to obtain more elaborate responses. All of the 

interviews were recorded and transcribed, and retained their anonymized form.  

 

4.3 Data analysis 

The categorisation of the interview data took point of departure in the open categories as perceived 

changes to practices; experienced challenges of implementing partners. From a line-by-line coding, 

we iterated between the empirical materials (interviews), existing literature on MSIs, areas of limited 

statehood, and women workers, and emergent structures in the empirical material. Thus, this process 

remained close to the interviewee centric terms, while focussing on the central elements of the 

research question (Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). This resulted in an initial set of open codes 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994). To increase the trustworthiness, we comprehensively debated resulting 

open codes.  

We then focused on the embeddedness of the codes within the narrative, instead of providing a 

description and fulfilling the empirical considerations with superfluous data excerpts. To this end, we 

made a conscious effort to embed data excerpts in such a manner as to show the story of the research 
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(Soundararajan et al., 2018). We then reviewed open codes several times to create second order codes. 

We established three themes (bargaining practices, livelihood practice, and health and safety 

practices) to explore how the BCI implementing partners influence the labour practices of women 

workers in Pakistan. We then used the same procedure and examined the data again to explore the 

challenges, focussing on a single theme at a time—such as the bargaining practices—, the BCI 

implementing partners faced in influencing the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan. See 

table 1 for an illustration of this data analysis. 

 

Table 1: Structure of data analysis: Themes in the empirical materials and brief explanation of the 

challenges  

Themes Second-order codes Brief explanation of the challenges 

Bargaining practices Selecting a leader to negotiate with 

farmers; facilitating effective 

communication between workers and 

farmers; enhancing professionalism of 

the leader; developing consensus; 

joining and going with others; bringing 

women workers together; improving 

workers’ self-confidence. 

Absence of formal worker organisations; 

workers working part-time without formal 

contracts. 

Livelihood practices Fitting working time into family time; 

working wage labour while also taking 

care of children; getting early in the 

morning. 

Women workers involved in both the 

productive (paid work) and the reproductive 

(unpaid household activities) economy. 

Therefore, women tend to have higher 

workloads than men do. 

Health and safety 

practices 

Getting training about health and safety; 

covering head and body while working; 

changing working clothes; awareness of 

the possible harmful effects of 

chemicals; protecting themselves against 

chemicals. 

Limited availability of suitable personnel 

protective equipment; limited availability of 

medicine and treatment; working in extremely 

hot weather. 
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5.0 Findings  

In this section, we first present the particular role of the BCI implementing partners in implementing 

the Better Cotton standard system in an area of limited statehood. We then explore the perceived 

changes to women workers’ labour practices and challenges faced by the BCI implementing partners. 

 

5.1 The role played by the BCI implementing partners  

As a standard-setting organization, the BCI views itself as aiming to support farmers and workers to 

comply with the Better Cotton standard system through capacity-building methods. The BCI 

organizes capacity-building programs through collaboration with local implementing partners in 

order to support farmers and workers in adopting practices that are consistent with the production 

principles of Better Cotton standard system. This was illustrated by an implementing partner: “We all 

work like a team, rather than a donor or a partner. There may be some feelings that some areas need 

to be improved. If there is any identification for it, we do help to improve it. It is a very comfortable 

relationship without compromising on the standards and procedures”.  

Thus, implementing partners consider the capacity-building approach of the BCI to be quite 

cooperative with regard to their project activities. Implementing partners can develop different 

capacity-building tools that apply to their respective contexts. Accordingly, the implementing 

partners maintain flexibility in developing different capacity-building tools that seem applicable to 

them specifically within their own institutional contexts.  

Moreover, an implementing partner framed their motivation to collaborate with the BCI in the 

following ways: “We have been working since 1996, and the main objective … is to upgrade the 

conditions of workers. The BCI is an international organization, and the concern of the BCI is related 

to cotton, particularly improving the social and environmental conditions of workers. Therefore, 
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considering all these things in retrospect, the BCI and our organization decided to collaborate 

together to promote the Better Cotton standard system”.  

Being charge of facilitating the cotton farmers and workers in producing and selling Better 

Cotton, implementing partners are most important actors in implementing the Better Cotton standards 

system (including its capacity-building element). Notably this happens in a void of governance and 

throughout the empirical material, we clearly found that the role of the Pakistani state as limited in 

relation to policies to improve the working conditions of women. This also constitute a particular 

situation for the BCI implementing partners as expectedly they are working without governmental 

support structures for women workers in Pakistan. 

 

5.2 Changes to women workers’ labour practices and challenges faced by the BCI implementing 

partners 

Implementing partners reorganised women workers, bringing them together in learning groups of 10–

15 workers (although this number varied in practice across locations) to focus on their capacity 

building. Women workers, implementing partners, their field facilitators, and their producer unit 

managers uniformly perceive learning as a central element of the capacity building programmes. The 

BCI implementing partners link themselves closely with women workers through these learning 

groups to provide a learning environment for workers. Learning groups meet several times during the 

cotton season, with meetings being more frequent at the beginning of a season. Through these 

structures, the implementing partners engage in various activities to influence labour practices of 

women cotton-pickers. These include (i) bargaining practices, (ii) livelihood practices, and (iii) health 

and safety practices.  
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5.2.1 Bargaining practices 

We found that the formation of learning groups not only influenced the learning environment but also 

in various ways influenced the bargaining practices of women. 

First, the creation of learning groups enhanced communication between the women workers 

and their farmers. The group of women selects a leader to be their contact person with the farmers 

(zamindar) who negotiate their matters with the farmers, including their wages rates. A producer unit 

manager explained: “Women workers select their chief/group leader to negotiate their matters with 

the farmers, including their wages rates. They have this chief as a collective representative or 

spokesperson to discuss and negotiate all the affairs. In grouping, they can negotiate things better”. 

A woman worker further described: “We discuss issues related to wages within the group. 

Everyone shares the consensus on the wage-rate settlement and everyone receives the same rate. We 

convey this developed consensus through the one selected person to the farmers”. 

This shows that the structure of learning groups enabled women to bargain their wages with 

farmers collectively. 

Second, some interviewees emphasised that participating in learning groups enabled women to 

bargain with their families over participating in paid work. The authors found that women workers in 

Pakistan are constrained by the need for their family’s permission to move around freely – a restriction 

based on arguments “citing tradition and women’s need for protection” (according to a field 

facilitator).  

The creation of learning groups by the BCI implementing partners made it possible for women 

to take a job without being chaperoned by family members. A producer unit manager argued: “The 

families have no hesitation for them to go in groups…. Then, since these pickers also move to some 

faraway lying field, safety becomes the key concern. Joining and going in a group for picking, the 

concerned families feel security for their female members and allow their permission”. 
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A woman worker further explained: “Sometimes, my husband advises me not to go out to pick 

cotton. But after participating in learning groups arranged by the BCI implementing partners, I have 

come to realise that, without my contribution to the family income pool, our children’s upbringing 

may be affected negatively, and I really feel that I must keep up my contribution to family income 

generation. Hence, I’m doing my job. However, my husband still needs to be ultimately convinced”. 

Whether the women were formerly afraid of their families, their co-workers, or individuals in 

the wider community, participation in learning groups improved their self-confidence and led to them 

bargaining with their husbands. However, some interviewees stated that women commonly would 

need to obtain permission. According to a woman worker: “of course, I need to obtain approval from 

my husband before I leave home”.  

In short, our data showed that the learning groups enables women cotton-pickers to practice 

wage bargaining and do so both collectively and successfully. The learning groups result in a 

community-like constellation of women and enables labour practices enhancing the professionalism 

of work while providing a stronger female voice viz-à-viz their families and farmers.  

 

5.2.1.1 Challenges faced by the BCI implementing partners in influencing bargaining practices 

Our data also revealed that the BCI implementing partners face challenges in their efforts to influence 

the bargaining practices of women workers in Pakistan. For example, one of the main challenge the 

BCI implementing partners face is that there is no concept of bargaining practices through formal 

worker organization (e.g. trade unions) in the cotton production sector of Pakistan. 

According to a workers and farmers’ association director, “no concept exists of a formal worker 

association through which workers could report their workplace problems, especially in sectors such 

as cotton, with few permanent workers”.  



91 
 

Farmers in Pakistan mostly hire their workers from local communities, within the nearby 

villages, during sowing and harvesting time. These workers work informally, have no formal written 

contracts, and are called ‘contract workers’. According to a BCI implementing partner, “workers 

work part-time, informally, with no permanent jobs, and are dispersed over geographically large 

regions”. “We have tried to establish one association, but nobody is willing to be part of it. They 

[workers] are not sure about it”. Establishing a formal worker organization could thus be difficult in 

a sector such as cotton production in Pakistan. 

Although both the constitution of Pakistan and the Better Cotton standard system provide 

workers with the fundamental right to form and join organizations representing their interests. It is 

clear that there is minimal knowledge of decent work principles concerning the workers’ right to 

freedom of association, as not a single worker including women workers interviewed was part of any 

form of association and/or collective bargaining system.  

 

5.2.2 Livelihood practices 

Our data showed that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan influenced the livelihood practices 

of women workers in several ways. For example, some interviews with women workers revealed that 

implementing partners helped them begin paid work (cotton-picking). A woman worker explained: 

“With support from the field facilitator, I participated in a training session about cotton-picking 

techniques and started my job”. 

Another woman worker described how she organizes her work as follows: “Before the BCI, we 

(pickers) used to get up earlier in the morning, offer our prayers, make our breakfast, and then go 

out for the picking work. But now, after the training, we start to pick cotton after 9:00 am and benefit 

from the fact that, since the picking starts in the later hours of the morning, we are able to manage 
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our household matters, cook food, send the kids to schools, and then after being free from domestic 

responsibilities, go picking”. 

In short, the findings of this study revealed that the creation of learning groups by the BCI 

implementing partners has probably facilitated women workers to participate in the initiative, and 

this has potentially changed their livelihood practices through possibly increasing their household 

income. Moreover, the practice of a later picking time constitutes an example of local 

contextualization because the agency of women workers remains structured by their reproductive 

responsibilities.  

 

5.2.2.1 Challenges faced by the BCI implementing partners in influencing livelihood practices 

We found that the societal expectation, that women carry the responsibility of household work, 

invokes challenges to the BCI implementing partners in their efforts to influence the livelihood 

practices of women workers in Pakistan. Influencing livelihood practices thus relates closely to the 

role played by women in the reproductive economy (unpaid household activities). In other words, the 

labour practices of women workers in Pakistan are interlinked with their livelihood practices, and the 

agency of women workers remains structured by their reproductive responsibilities. For example, one 

worker argued, “we have to work even when we are tired or sick, we are poor and everyone in the 

family has to work for survival”.  

Our data confirmed that most cotton women workers in Pakistan face several social and 

economic problems, resulting in uncertain livelihoods. A woman worker explained: “The BCI 

implementing partners should pay attention to our problems by recognizing both our domestic and 

work-related duties”. In brief, the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan should recognize this 

challenge when they seek to influence the livelihood practices of women workers in Pakistan. 
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5.2.3 Health and safety practices 

Our data showed that the BCI implementing partners provide training and support workers on health 

and safety practices. A woman worker explained: “We used to wear the same clothes at work and 

home. After the training session, we started to change our working clothes before we start our routine 

household activities”. This shows that the implementing partners developed training techniques that 

seemed appropriate to women workers, particularly within their own institutional contexts.  

Another woman explained: “Earlier, we didn’t know about these things, but after learning these 

methods through training, things have been changed. The trainer told us to wear a dupatta (shawl) 

tightly around our heads, and cover our nose and mouth with the shawl while picking cotton. We 

remain safer from the sun and our hair from cotton and dust”. This reveals that the BCI implementing 

partners trained women workers to dress differently to protect their health.  

In particular, a woman worker explained the benefits of regular training and awareness sessions 

conducted by the BCI implementing partners “I personally pick cotton and they (BCI) taught me 

about picking…. These trainings have brought some changes in the picking methods. Now, picking is 

done from lower to upper end of the plant. Earlier, this was done from upper to lower. As a result, 

now the cotton is cleaner, and we get a good price for it”. This also shows that the BCI implementing 

partners provide essential training to influence the health and safety practices of women workers. 

 

5.2.3.1 Challenges faced by the BCI implementing partners in influencing health and safety practices 

We found that that the BCI implementing partners face some challenges in influencing health and 

safety practices of women cotton-pickers in Pakistan. A BCI field facilitator stated, “The main danger 

for women workers’ health and safety is that they are not protected from dangerous toxins, largely 

because they do not have, or do not wear, suitable personal protective equipment while picking 
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cotton. In particular, this has severe consequences for women workers in terms of the impact of 

insecticides on their reproductive health”.  

Especially in a context of limited statehood, this clarifies that the absence of a lawful and 

representative safety framework for workers and the existence of potentially harmful materials on 

farms are significant problems for women workers in the cotton production sector in Pakistan. 

Moreover, we found that women workers remain generally unaware of the need to dress for 

safety or to keep away from cured fields for a specific period. For example, a woman worker 

explained, “during cotton-picking, the cotton bolls stab my eyes, sometimes my skin is scuffed and my 

clothes are torn”. In many other cases, the interviewees said that only the bare minimum necessary 

protective measures were being taken and that the level of awareness of worker health and safety was 

minimum. 

Another challenge related to health and safety is the nature of cotton-picking as a manual labour 

in a rather warm environment. This is reflected in the following quote: “We [women] get severe pain 

in our back and legs due to the cotton-picking work, which requires us to stand for several hours”. 

Besides, the interviewees emphasized that working in the cotton fields in hot weather affects 

workers in many ways. For example, a field facilitator explained, “some workers who swelter while 

picking cotton in the summertime can become feverish as a result”. 

Throughout the empirical material, we found clearly that the role of the Pakistani state as limited 

in relation to policies to improve the working conditions of women. Moreover, informal workers, 

such as women cotton-pickers, are not able to assert themselves and may well be unaware of their 

privileges under the law. One implementing partner argued the following: “The state does not show 

any interest in improving the working conditions of women cotton-pickers. There is absence of any 

such institute at government level, which may help women workers and contribute to improving their 

working conditions. I think that the will of the government is the basic issue”.  
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A woman worker stated, “BCI is doing work to fill the gap between the government and 

workers’ communities. Actually, frankly speaking, providing worker’s rights is the role of the state”. 

A lack of health care infrastructure from the Pakistani state also reveals health care related 

challenges: for instance, a woman worker stated, “I have had a serious issue with allergies and 

stomach related diseases after entering cotton-picking sites and working there. There should be some 

remedies to these problems in the form of medicine and treatment… we do not have any nearby 

hospital. We work without any sense of appreciation or respect by the state and without having access 

to basic living conditions such as health and safety”.  

 A producer unit manager also asserted: “I think the government should provide basic health 

facilities to women cotton-pickers, because agriculture is the backbone of our country’s economy, so 

the concerning government department should be responsible for it”.   

To summarise, our findings show that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan set up learning 

groups and develop various training techniques relevant to influence the labour practices (e.g. 

bargaining, livelihood, health and safety) of women workers. Our data also show the challenges faced 

by the BCI implementing partners in their efforts to influence the labour practices of women workers 

in Pakistan.   

 

6.0 Discussion 

In the current system of globalization, many states face problems of limited statehood (Börzel and 

Risse, 2016), opposed to the ideal of statehood, which concerns the ability to govern convincingly 

and to enforce and implement decisions. This paper shows the challenges faced by the BCI 

implementing partners in Pakistan when they attempt to influence the labour practices of women 

workers. Pakistan can be described as an area of limited statehood (Beisheim and Simon, 2015), 
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because the nation-state institutions in the country are incapable of successfully enforcing and 

implementing current labour laws concerning working conditions for women (Ijaz, 2019). 

The BCI promotes broader principles through a standard system, depending primarily on its 

implementing partners to implement the standard system locally. The guiding principle is that the 

implementing partners work in concert with field facilitators and local workers to develop activities 

that suit the local context, permitting adaptation of initiatives to fit local necessities (Beisheim et al., 

2014). Current research has studied the centrality of such agents (Tewari, 2017), but we have yet to 

acquire in-depth knowledge of lower-tier suppliers, or of agents and their links with the mediators as 

part of MSIs (Niforou, 2015; Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018; Wilhelm et al., 2016). The findings 

of this study emphasise how implementing partners are central to implement an MSI. Evidently, the 

results illustrate that global MSIs strongly rely on implementing partners for local implementation to 

be embedded in “the local social context – including gender and household relations, and the ways 

in which these impact on local work practices and work organization” (Nadvi, 2008, p. 340).  

Previous literature identified the relational nature of mediation in linking workers to GPNs, as 

well as pointing out that bringing different actors together can leverage knowledge capable of 

endowing the new processes and standards with legitimacy. Consequently, from this perspective, 

mediation can be rendered legitimate by means of a network structure involving both private- and 

public-sector actors (Tewari, 2017; Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018; Soundararajan and Brown, 

2016). However, local implementing partners can only begin to play a meaningful role locally through 

their ability to comprehend the local context and to bridge different institutional settings, and thus 

connect the global mission with local practices, as is done, for example, by the field facilitators in the 

case of the BCI. Lund-Thomsen and Coe (2015) also emphasise that, while initiatives to grant rights 

to workers are the first step, their effectiveness largely depends on the activities of local implementing 

partners in the production context.  
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The earlier literature on areas of limited statehood indicated that at least a “shadow of hierarchy” 

on the part of the state is required in order for it to govern effectively (Börzel, 2010; Börzel and Risse, 

2016). However, Börzel and Risse (2010) reported that the lack of state governance offers non-state 

actors, such as NGOs, a reason to participate in the provision of public goods (shadow of anarchy). 

Furthermore, other actors, such as international businesses, may provide public services and goods 

directly, or they may offer a substitute for the lack of a shadow of hierarchy and oblige these non-

state actors to become involved in governance (external shadow of hierarchy). Finally, social and 

cultural norms might create reputational legitimacy for non-state actors to engage in governance 

(shadow of the socially embedded market). 

The current study starts from the premise that women workers are marginalized members of 

the workforce earning low wages. Women face institutional and structural hurdles to customary 

methods of trade unionization (Tighe, 2016) and the centralization of workers, as opposed to their 

being placed in disparate locations, promotes agency (Lund-Thomsen and Coe, 2015). From this point 

of departure, this study shows that capacity building is central in the governance role, along with a 

pertinent focus and adaptation to the women workers, but there are real limits to whether and how 

implementing partners can influence the labour practices of women workers in GPNs.  

Specifically the BCI implementing partners face several challenges in their efforts aimed at 

influencing the labour practices of women workers in Pakistan. The regulatory systems and enforcing 

mechanisms that facilitate workers’ conditions are undeveloped and/or do not function as expected 

because the Pakistani government does not have the capacity required to ensure the implementation 

of fundamental workers’ rights. We argue that filling the governance gap, particularly in a limited 

statehood context, is a long process that is neither straightforward nor uncontested.  

To summarise, MSIs like the BCI can potentially influence the labour practices (e.g. bargaining, 

livelihood, and health and safety) of marginalized women workers at the bottom of GPNs. Such 
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influence is largely based on capacity building efforts in implementing MSIs, along with a pertinent 

focus and adaptation to the context. One might characterize the influence on women workers as a 

two-edged sword. While the influence on labour practices can improve women’s bargaining power, 

immediate their livelihood conditions, and may change their health and safety practices, the informal 

environment of women’s labour means that women generally remain marginalised, immobile, and 

dependent on male spouse approval. This constitute one of the situated challenges for the 

implementing partners. Emancipatory changes depart from the current position and situatedness of 

women workers, and it is unlikely MSIs will bring women to a higher position in society. However, 

it is noteworthy that women cotton-pickers in Pakistan saw some aspects of implementing partner 

behavior in the BCI as a positive development. 

 

7.0 Conclusion  

The aim of this paper was to explore how the BCI implementing partners influence the labour 

practices of women workers in Pakistan and the challenges they face in doing so. Drawing on 

literature on an area of the limited statehood, this paper focusses on the ability of implementing 

partners to reach the women workers positioned at the base of GPNs—i.e., Pakistan—in which any 

existing labour laws are not being implemented by the state. We argue that MSIs through 

implementing partners have become crucial in bridging the governance gaps that are left by state 

failures in fully framing and implementing comprehensive governance rules in the spheres of working 

conditions, particularly in areas of limited statehood such as Pakistan. Limited statehood, then, 

legitimizes the existence of governance through implementing partners.  

Based on 67 qualitative interviews conducted with implementing partners, their producer unit 

managers, their field facilitators, women workers, and a range of stakeholders involved in the BCI in 

Pakistan, the paper explores how the BCI implementing partners influence women’s labour practices 
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concerning bargaining, livelihood, and health and safety practices, and the challenges they face in 

doing so. 

In relation to future research, the present paper has identified the significant role played by the 

implementing partners as the liaison agents who have to bridge the different contexts in order to 

implement MSIs. These implementing partners has the ability to implement global standards at the 

base of GPNs. Concerning the issue being scrutinized here, scholars have adopted top-down 

approaches, looking primarily at the upper levels and first-tier suppliers. However, we suggest further 

research to focus on the role played by the implementing partners to bring actual changes or 

decoupling as they connect the uppermost and lowest levels. Such research can investigate how the 

pressure to reach global standards is met in seemingly different contexts in such a way that it results 

in changes locally. In addition, we demonstrate that, MSIs through implementing partners, some of 

these areas of limited statehood are governed in a manner that potentially delivers governance 

services, such as influencing the labour practices of women cotton-pickers in Pakistan. The range of 

non-state governance mechanisms is usually limited to a particular area (region, community) or social 

group – in our case women cotton-pickers in Pakistan.  
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Abstract 

While prior research has started to highlight the role of implementing partners in increasing worker 

involvement in multi-stakeholder initiatives in global production networks, it has offered limited 

insights into the micro-level conditions under which such increase takes place. We address this gap 

by building on self-determination theory (SDT) and on a rich empirical study of the Better Cotton 

Initiative (BCI), an MSI, in Pakistan. This paper draws on 11 government and BCI reports, 38 hours 

of observations, and 48 interviews with key stakeholders. The BCI was selected as a leading global 

MSI focussed on the cotton industry and, specifically, on workers in developing countries. This paper 

shows that implementing partners can effectively increase women workers’ involvement in the BCI 

in Pakistan by enabling them to realize autonomy, competency, relatedness, and dignity. The paper 

makes three critical contributions to: (i) research on MSIs in GPNs, by adding to the limited 

theoretical and empirical understanding of the micro-level conditions necessary for implementing 

partners to increase worker involvement in MSIs; (ii) by focussing on implementing partners in 

Pakistan, this paper contributes to the literature on social sustainability in GPNs, which had hitherto 

mainly explored the role played by lead firms in implementing MSIs; and (iii) SDT theory, by 

introducing a fourth dimension—dignity—and studying its interaction with other aspects within the 

context of MSIs. 

Keywords: Multi-stakeholder initiatives; Global production networks; Women workers; Self-

determination theory; Pakistan; Better Cotton Initiative 
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1.0 Introduction 

In recent years, the global dispersion of production facilities has created multiple challenges for lead 

firms in managing social sustainability in their global production networks (GPNs) (Abdul-Rashid et 

al., 2017; Hsu et al., 2016; Wilhelm et al., 2016). Social sustainability is mainly related to improving 

the entitlements, well-being, and rights of workers and ameliorating the quality of their working 

conditions (Huq et al., 2016). Social sustainability has taken on particular importance in the wake of 

exploitation scandals occurring across sourcing locations in developing economies such as the Rana 

Plaza tragedy in Bangladesh and the Ali Enterprise fire incident in Pakistan, which killed around 300 

workers (e.g. Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen, 2014). Consequently, socially conscious stakeholders—

including customers, governments, supranational institutions, unions, and non-government 

organizations (NGOs)—demand that lead firms improve conditions for workers across their GPNs 

(Hoejmose et al., 2014; Roehrich et al., 2014).  

Lead firms have responded to these pressures by developing—or adopting—and implementing, 

often in collaboration with governments and NGOs, various multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) such 

as the UK Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), the Fairtrade 

Movement, and the Fair Wear Foundation (de Bakker et al., 2019). While the number of these 

initiatives has dramatically increased over the last few years, prior work has emphasized some severe 

challenges linked to the implementation of such initiatives and, in particular, to worker involvement 

(e.g., Reinecke and Donaghey, 2020), an area which is under-explored in management research. 

Research suggests that worker involvement—which can encompass an active engagement in the 

development, implementation, and monitoring of these initiatives (Raynolds, 2018)—can improve 

the effectiveness of MSIs (Soundararajan et al., 2019). In this paper, we focus on the implementation 

aspect of MSIs, which involves the process aimed at transferring to and executing at the lower-tier 

level the developed guidelines or benchmarks, and has so far been given little attention. Besides, the 
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on-the-ground implementation of MSIs is a core and complex aspect that shapes their eventual 

outcomes.  

With regard to MSI implementation, the role played by implementing partners has become 

increasingly significant, as they better understand the local contextual conditions and the workers’ 

life experiences and expectations (Raynolds, 2018). These implementing partners can include local 

grassroots organizations (Kaine and Josserand, 2018), sourcing agents (Soundararajan et al., 2018), 

or even first-tier suppliers (Wilhelm et al., 2016) based mostly in developing countries. For example, 

Soundararajan et al. (2018) explored how sourcing agents, as implementing partners, engage in 

boundary work with the aim of connecting the interests of buyers and local suppliers in regard to MSI 

implementation. 

Recent studies have begun to examine the role played by implementing partners in enabling 

worker involvement in MSIs (e.g., Kaine and Josserand, 2018). Nevertheless, such studies have not 

explored the micro-level conditions required for such enabling activities. In this paper, the term 

‘micro-level conditions’ refers to the factors that shape the interactions between workers and 

implementing partners. An exploration of such factors, associated with the everyday ground-level 

interactions between workers and implementing partners, is crucial for the implementation of MSIs 

in GPNs. Thus, we sought to answer the following research question: Under what conditions can the 

BCI implementing partners increase women workers’ involvement in the Better Cotton standard 

system in Pakistan?  

We conducted an in-depth study of the BCI in Pakistan, an MSI aimed at improving the well-

being of workers in the global cotton production network. We drew upon rich primary and secondary 

datasets by studying various industry and policy reports, conducting nine site visits to the cotton farms 

in Pakistan, and accumulating 38 hours of observational data, as well as holding 48 interviews with 

critical stakeholders, including 16 with women workers. We built on self-determination theory (SDT) 
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(Ryan and Deci, 2011) to uncover the micro-level enabling conditions that can help the BCI 

implementing partners increase women workers’ involvement in Pakistan.  

Our paper makes three significant contributions. First, it contributes to research on MSIs in 

GPNs by unravelling four micro-level enabling conditions set by the BCI implementing partners—

i.e., autonomy, competency, relatedness, and dignity—in increasing women workers’ involvement in 

Pakistan. Second, by exclusively focussing on implementing partners in a developing country, 

Pakistan, our paper adds to the literature on social sustainability in GPNs, the focus of which had 

hitherto mainly been on the role played by lead firms in implementing MSIs (Croom et al., 2018; Hsu 

et al., 2016; Roehrich et al., 2017). Third, our paper contributes to SDT (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan 

and Deci, 2011; Van den Broeck et al., 2016) by showing  that three conditions (autonomy, 

competency, and relatedness) prescribed by SDT cannot fully explain women workers’ involvement 

in the BCI in Pakistan; our data furthermore suggest dignity as another vital construct referring to an 

individual’s basic deserving of respect, and his/her ability to obtain such respect from others at work 

(Lucas et al., 2013). Dignity is core to self-esteem and healthy human interaction, and it thus expands 

the boundaries of SDT.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The second section reviews the existing 

literature on social sustainability in GPNs and worker involvement in MSIs. SDT and its key concepts 

are then positioned. The focus is then turned to the contextual background of Pakistan’s cotton sector 

and our methods are described before our findings are reported. Finally, based on the findings, key 

theoretical contributions are identified. 
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2.0 Literature review 

2.1 Social sustainability in global production networks 

Most of the social sustainability issues found in GPNs are the unavoidable result of practices enacted 

beyond the boundaries of lead firms (Abdul-Rashid et al., 2017; Gong et al., 2018; Mena et al., 2013). 

Lead firms trying to manage social sustainability in GPNs are faced with specific challenges linked 

to the increasing volume of production activities carried out in developing countries with institutional 

environments categorized by weak legal frameworks (Soundararjan et al., 2018). Given such fragile 

regulatory settings, the responsibility of lead firms for addressing these issues has become even more 

salient (Khalid et al., 2015); in this regard, governments, NGOs, and scholars alike have called for 

lead firms to manage any social sustainability issues in GPNs (Grimm et al., 2014; Wilhelm et al., 

2016). 

Lead firms have responded by introducing codes of conduct (CoCs) and MSIs as mechanisms 

of private self-regulation and collaboration-based governance to be developed alongside or in the 

absence of state regulation (Bartley, 2011; de Bakker et al., 2019). MSIs are often more broadly 

accepted by supply chain partners and other stakeholders, as these initiatives offer lead firms an 

opportunity to work with their suppliers and sub-suppliers in developing countries by involving a 

myriad of public and private stakeholders for their implementation (Soundararjan et al., 2019). MSIs, 

which are embedded in the International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions and local 

regulations, are based on shared intentions of improving social sustainability in GPNs (Soundararajan 

and Brammer, 2018).  

Prior studies have identified MSIs as a possible solution whereby lead firms can monitor and 

improve social sustainability in their production networks (Croom et al., 2018; Gong et al., 2018). 

These studies have examined how MSIs may be conceptualized and implemented for better 

compliance among suppliers from developing countries. For example, Bartley (2011) developed an 
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institutional layering framework and claimed that, in order to improve compliance, MSIs must be 

layered on various institutional rules and norms in the developing country contexts in which most 

suppliers are situated. Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen (2014) argued that a collaboration-based 

management approach improves compliance among suppliers in developing countries, while an arm's 

length relationship decreases it.  

While prior work has focussed on ways to improve compliance among suppliers through MSIs, 

it offers minimal insights into how significant or appropriate these initiatives are from the viewpoint 

of the workers at the bottom of GPNs (Raynolds, 2018). Increasing worker involvement in MSIs is 

an essential factor in the management of social sustainability in GPNs; this is because workers’ rights 

and interests are the most critical subject matter of these initiatives (Kaine and Josserand, 2018; Merk 

and Zajak, 2019).  

 

2.2 Worker involvement in multi-stakeholder initiatives  

A main criticism levelled at MSIs pertains to their lack of mechanisms aimed at compensating for the 

grave disparities rooted in production networks and at ensuring that workers can speak safely about 

their rights and needs (Raynolds, 2018). Workers may not have a real influence over the trajectory of 

MSIs, and thus remain marginalized. For example, Egels-Zandén and Merk (2014) showed how 

workers are considered to be passive entities and are thus often left out of the formulation and 

implementation processes of these initiatives. Other empirical studies have indicated that workers are 

barely aware of their rights at the factories where they work (Soundararajan et al., 2019). Overall, 

prior studies have strongly emphasized how current MSIs neither consider workers as central actors 

nor view their involvement as vital for ensuring their effectiveness and success (e.g., Lund-Thomsen 

and Lindgreen, 2014; Reinecke and Donaghey, 2020). 
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In recent years, those few studies that have started to address the limited attention given to 

workers in GPNs (Kaine and Josserand, 2018; Raynolds, 2018; Reinecke and Donaghey, 2020) have 

found that any efforts aimed at involving workers are highly dependent on the capabilities of local 

implementing partners. For instance, Bartley and Egels-Zandén (2015) highlighted the role played by 

implementing partners as front-line fighters in influencing the working conditions of Indonesian 

workers in apparel and footwear GPNs. Raynolds (2018) revealed how implementing partners have 

actively tried to facilitate worker involvement in the implementation of the Fairtrade standards 

system, including education programmes aimed at workers’ children, the development of complaint 

mechanisms, and support for worker freedom of association. Wilhelm et al. (2016) explored the role 

played by first-tier suppliers as implementing partners in regard to MSIs in their operations and in 

confirming that their sub-suppliers comply with the requirements laid down by such initiatives. 

Moreover, Reinecke and Donaghey, (2020) investigated the ways in which lead firms, through 

implementing partners, affirm their position as lead actors in facilitating workplace dialogue in 

Bangladeshi apparel factories.  

These important insights notwithstanding, the extant literature offers minimal insights into the 

micro-level conditions that are required for implementing partners to increase worker involvement in 

MSIs; we thus explore such micro-level conditions through SDT (Ryan and Deci, 2011). We also 

believe that, beyond enabling us to understand the micro-level conditions needed to increase worker 

involvement, the adoption of SDT can offer insights into increasing the likelihood of voluntary 

worker engagement in MSIs.   

 

2.3 Self-determination theory  

While SDT, which has its roots in social psychology, has been more recently adopted in general 

management studies (e.g., Van den Broeck et al., 2016), its key dimensions have, with some 
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exceptions, been hitherto surprisingly under-utilized in prior GPNs studies. SDT may represent a 

powerful theoretical lens for those GPNs scholars who are interested in exploring human motivation 

in relation to people's innate psychological needs. For instance, Daily et al. (2012) referred to self-

determination and empowerment (but not SDT) as important determinants for environmental 

performance in the Mexican manufacturing sector. Roehrich et al. (2017) were among the first 

scholars to explicitly use SDT in their exploration of how improvements in Global Supply Chain 

Management (GSCM) performance in the aerospace industry were contingent upon that theory’s 

mechanisms of autonomy, competency, and relatedness.  

SDT defines both intrinsic and extrinsic forms of motivation, outlining how these influence 

individual responses to particular situations, but also how they are influenced by a regulatory process 

(Deci and Ryan, 1985; Van den Broeck et al., 2016). More specifically, most intrinsic motivation is 

driven by autonomously regulated activities, which involves individuals performing an activity that 

they find interesting, and thus developing feelings of enjoyment and attaining an inherent satisfaction 

from the activity itself. By contrast, activities controlled and regulated through either power dynamics 

or contingent rewards relate to extrinsic motivation, which involves individuals carrying out an 

activity in order to achieve a separable consequence, like a verbal or tangible reward; therefore, 

satisfaction does not originate from the activity itself but, rather, from the extrinsic consequences to 

which it leads (Deci et al., 2017).  

Prior research on SDT has consistently found that, when they are intrinsically motivated, 

individuals usually feel more competent and connected to the organization or to the tasks themselves, 

which, in turn, promotes reliable and trustworthy behaviours (Van den Broeck et al., 2016; Weibel, 

2007). SDT supports the notion of three innate and universal individual needs: autonomy, 

competency, and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 2000). In the context of our paper, we argue that 

enabling the Pakistani women workers to realization of self-determination will lead to higher levels 
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of effectiveness and efficiencies in the implementation of the BCI, which will directly improve the 

women workers’ involvement in the BCI. 

First, autonomy is related to an individual experiencing a sense of freedom of choice, 

endorsement, and ownership of behaviour (Meyer and Gagné, 2008). In other words, autonomous 

motivation shows that the behaviours in which individuals are engaged are congruent with their 

interests and values (i.e., value internalization) (Reinholt et al., 2011), which leads to effort and 

persistence in engaging in those behaviours (e.g., Robson et al., 2012). Autonomy is central if active 

external factors (e.g., regulations or initiatives) can be transformed into inner principles. Second, 

competency refers to individuals feeling effective in their ongoing interactions with the social 

environment and trying to maintain and increase their capacities and skills through actions (Ryan and 

Deci, 2000). In other words, when individuals satisfy their need for competency, they feel effective 

in engaging in and completing a task. Lastly, relatedness is concerned with individuals feeling 

connected to other people and organizations that are important to them, relating to them, caring (or 

wanting to care) for them, and being cared by them (Deci et al., 2017; Van den Broeck et al., 2016). 

In other words, this need is satisfied when people see themselves as members of a group, experience 

a sense of communion, and develop close relations (Van den Broeck et al., 2016).  

These three SDT dimensions can be supported by a context that provides opportunities for 

choices (to drive autonomy), positive feedback and non-controlling information (to drive 

competency), and a context that allows interaction and is characterized by the signalling of care and 

cooperation (to drive relatedness) (e.g., Silva et al., 2014). Building on these insights, we explore the 

micro-level conditions that enable Pakistani women workers’ involvement in the BCI. 
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3.0 Methods 

3.1 Research setting, design, and case selection  

To explore the micro-level conditions under which implementing partners can increase worker 

involvement in MSIs, we conducted an in-depth case study (Siggelkow, 2007); we opted to do so 

because of this method’s ability to yield multiple observations of complex challenges (Golden-Biddle 

and Locke, 2007). The unit of analysis was the interaction between implementing partners and women 

workers.  

To select our case study, we identified an MSI in which the implementing partners aimed to 

work with workers to increase their involvement. We focused on BCI, which is the largest cotton 

industry MSI in the world, representing 22% of all global cotton production (BCI, 2020). The BCI 

comprises large fashion brands (e.g., the H&M group), retailers (e.g., Gap), manufacturers and 

suppliers (e.g., ADS Textil Handel GmbH), producer organizations (e.g., Calcot Ltd.), and civil 

society members (e.g., the C&A Foundation). To increase worker involvement in more socially, 

environmentally, and economically sustainable production and work practices in the global cotton 

production network, the BCI has implemented the Better Cotton standard system (Lund-Thomsen et 

al., 2018). Even though the Decent Work principle of the Better Cotton standard system is formulated 

in detail, when trying to clarify the content of this principle, the BCI has mainly referred to the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) convention and to other private voluntary MSIs in the 

agricultural sector (Hassan, 2019). The core concept is that all Better Cotton producers and workers 

must obey local and national regulations unless those standards are lower than well-known global 

principles and agreements. 

The case we investigated had several unique qualities that made it a strong case for sampling 

(Shah and Corley, 2006). First, our purposively selected MSI was ideal because women workers’ 

involvement in it had been a recurring challenge (e.g., Hassan, 2019; Lund-Thomsen et al., 2018), 
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and it sought to increase it, thus making it an ideal context for our in-depth case study. Our study’s 

focus was on Pakistan, which is the fourth leading cotton-producing country in the world, the second 

leading supplier of cotton yarn, and the third leading exporter of cotton textiles (Hassan, 2019). In 

Pakistan, the livelihoods of around 1.5 million smallholder farmers and workers depend on cotton, 

which is the country’s main cultivated crop and provides the significant raw material for its growing 

textile manufacturing industry, representing 9.5% of the country's GDP (APTMA, 2020). The vast 

majority of cotton farming in Pakistan is dependent on manual labour, as farms have minimal access 

to productive resources.  

Second, the employment of female workers in cotton farming is mainly informal. Also, 

evidence indicates that the Pakistani government lacks the capacity to ensure the implementation of 

the agricultural workers’ fundamental rights, which leaves them outside of the state’s sphere of 

responsibilities (Habib and Huang, 2018). Male workers are mostly hired to carry out groundwork on 

agricultural lands, such as fertilizing, sowing of the cotton seed, irrigating, and soil softening. Female 

workers work predominantly as cotton pickers, which is a seasonal activity that runs from July to 

November each year (Hassan, 2019). Currently, Pakistani cotton workers have a high acceptance of 

low pay and underprivileged working conditions and, on average, six out of ten of them do not 

experience decent working conditions (Ethical Trading Initiative, 2017). Thus, worker involvement 

in general, and women workers’ involvement in the BCI in particular is vital to educate them on their 

rights and to improve their working conditions.  

Third, in Pakistan, lead firms face substantial challenges in implementing and managing the 

labour laws due to weak compliance with international labour standards and a minimal number of 

implementing partners, such as independent trade unions. In particular, abuses against workers’ rights 

are often not discovered or prosecuted, and the Pakistani worker protection laws are frequently not 

enforced in sectors such as cotton production (Habib and Huang, 2018). The BCI, as a standard 
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implementing organization, aims at increasing worker involvement in order to fulfil the guidelines of 

the standard system via the local implementing partners with which the BCI works, which provide 

training and learning opportunities for workers to improve their awareness of the principles of the 

standard system. Additionally, the implementing partners involve the workers in a continual process 

of learning; developing their skillset and assisting in increasing public confidence in the standard 

system through external assessments, such as third-party verification, an evaluation mechanism that 

is also vital to measure whether the implementing partners meet the clearly defined standards aimed 

at increasing worker involvement in the BCI (Lund-Thomsen et al., 2018). In Pakistan, commencing 

with the 2017-18 cotton season, 290,973 cotton smallholder farmers and workers including 117,500 

women cotton pickers received training from the BCI implementing partners (BCI, 2018). Worker 

involvement—rather than the mere documentation of (non-) compliance with the production codes 

laid out by the BCI—is vital to meeting the guidelines of the standard system (Hassan, 2019).  

 

3.2 Data collection and sources  

Between 2017 and 2020, we gathered rich datasets by collecting information from publicly available 

reports (e.g., newsletters, industry reports, and BCI’s annual reports), recording observational data, 

as well as conducting interviews with multiple informants across the production network, and 

especially women workers. All interviews were conducted face-to-face, which enabled us to deepen 

our understanding of how the implementing partners sought to increase women workers’ involvement 

in the BCI. We identified our sample interviewees either via referral from Pakistan’s BCI country 

manager or through personal contacts, ensuring that they had extensive experience in the cotton 

industry in Pakistan and were familiar with both the work practices and the BCI. We kept gathering 

data until we had reached an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon and data saturation. To do 

so, we adopted a two-step recursive strategy.  
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In the first step, in December 2017, the lead researcher conducted a pilot study involving eight 

interviews with three BCI staff members, one implementing partner, one field facilitator, one 

production unit manager responsible for BCI engagement, and two women workers. This helped to 

test ideas, fine-tune the interview protocol, better understand the initiative, and revise the research 

design for the subsequent stage. For instance, we learned that, in Pakistan, the BCI implementing 

partners organised field-level training sessions for workers throughout the season, to increase their 

involvement in the initiative.  

In the second step, the lead researcher conducted 40 additional semi-structured interviews with 

key stakeholders involved in the BCI in Pakistan. These interviews helped us to further explore what 

the BCI implementing partners had done about women workers’ involvement in the initiative. The 

following sections explain in detail the data sources we used.  

Secondary data and observations made during site visits. We collected and analysed secondary 

data—including policy and industry reports, BCI annual reports, and PowerPoint presentations from 

workshops and conferences, as well as observational data recorded during site visits (Gibbert et al., 

2008). More specifically, we collected 11 reports, including the BCI annual reports published 

between 2013 and 2019, the Pakistani Ministry of Textile Industry yearly report 2018, the Pakistan 

Central Cotton Committee report 2018, and Pakistan’s Province (Punjab, Pakistan) and Federal level 

labour regulations. The lead researcher made nine site visits to the cotton farms in Pakistan and, 

overall, collected 38 hours of observational data. Additionally, the lead researcher participated in five 

workshops—one in Denmark and four in Pakistan—and in 19 Skype meetings with relevant 

stakeholders (e.g., Pakistan’s BCI country manager, the BCI senior manager in Switzerland, and the 

BCI implementing partners). Each workshop ran for a full day and the total length of the Skype 

meetings was of around 15 hours. This gave us a deeper understanding of the industry and of the 

critical issues faced by the implementing partners and women workers.  
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Interviews. We conducted, recorded, and transcribed a total of 48 interviews. More specifically, 

our informants (Miller et al., 1997) in Pakistan included five BCI staff members, one local workers’ 

and farmers’ association director, three implementing partners top management, five field facilitators, 

five producer unit managers, and 29 workers including 16 women workers. An overview of the 

interviewees is provided in Table 1. The interviews with workers, field facilitators, and production 

unit managers took place in the districts of Layyah and Toba Tek Singh, which are located in 

Pakistan's Punjab ‘cotton belt’. The interviewees were able to communicate effortlessly with the lead 

researcher, who is fluent in Punjabi, the region’s primary language, and who then checked the 

translated transcripts in detail. The interviews with the other actors were conducted in English. 

The interviews we conducted were semi-structured, with general questions oriented toward 

understanding social sustainability and how the workers and other actors interpreted the concept. We 

concluded each interview by asking about the challenges related to worker involvement in the BCI. 

To build internal validity, the lead researcher probed any inconsistencies and encouraged the 

interviewees to explain their statements with examples drawn from different situations (Alvesson, 

2003). To access diverse perspectives, we also interviewed various stakeholders with varying lengths 

of tenure in the sector and the BCI in disparate hierarchical and functional roles (e.g., top 

management, field facilitators, and producer unit managers), as well as different organizations (e.g., 

implementing partners) across the production network, which enabled us to triangulate the data. To 

minimize respondent bias (Golden, 1992), we designed an interview protocol (Alvesson, 2003) that 

was adapted to the characteristics of different informants and refined over time, as the research 

progressed. 
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Table 1. Overview of interviewees 

Roles                                                                                                                                               Labels 

Women Workers                              WW1….WW16 

Field facilitators     FF1….FF5 

Producer unit managers     PUM1….PUM5 

Implementing partners     IP1….IP3 

Workers and farmers’ association    WFA  

BCI staff       BCI1….BCI5 

 

 

3.3 Data analysis  

In the first step, we analysed our rich secondary data, observational data, workshops, and conference 

calls (Golden-Biddle and Locke 2007). This helped us to better understand the activities undertaken 

by the BCI implementing partners to increase women workers’ involvement in the initiative. We then 

made a conscious effort to embed the data excerpts in a manner that would outline the story of the 

research.  

In the second step of our analysis, we analysed the 48 transcripts of the interviews. Once we 

had open coded the data (Miles and Huberman, 1994), we extensively discussed the resulting codes 

in the research team to increase validity. We then axial coded the data, focussing on a single 

dimension at a time—such as autonomy and women workers’ involvement—thus supporting the 

process and revealing the correlations between the concepts under study (Strauss, 1987). We then 

reviewed the resulting axial codes following Patton’s (2002) criteria for judging categories: (i) that 

they contained consistent data (internal homogeneity); and (ii) that a clear difference existed between 

each possible code (external heterogeneity). We achieved internal homogeneity by reading the codes 

several times, deleting any unique data excerpts or combining them with an appropriate code. We 

attained external heterogeneity by ensuring that a clear boundary existed between different categories. 

Ultimately, we reviewed the entity of the transcriptions and selectively coded any further data 

according to a predefined set of categories based on theoretical topics. Studies in STD, such as Ryan 
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and Deci (2011), guided us in the creation of these categories. An illustration of the data analysis is 

provided in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Structure of data analysis and emerging categories 

 

                                                                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.0 Findings 

4.1 Implementing partners, women workers’ involvement, and self-determination  

Our findings show how that BCI implementing partners can increase the involvement of women 

workers by facilitating their autonomy, competency, and relatedness. Moreover, our data revealed the 

importance of dignity—a concept that is not found in SDT—as vital in increasing women workers’ 
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in a friendly social environment  

 Providing training and time to 

workers 
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workers and field facilitators 

 Providing clear guidelines to 

workers 

 Listening to workers 
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system 

 Feelings to produce desired outcomes  

 Collecting data related to appropriate 
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involvement in the Better Cotton standard system in Pakistan. The following sub-sections uncover 

the significance of these four key conditions in improving women workers’ involvement in the Better 

Cotton standard system.  

 

4.1.1 Autonomy  

In Pakistan, the BCI implementing partners engage in various activities aimed at facilitating women 

worker autonomy; i.e., the provision of (i) education and training programmes for workers and (ii) 

supportive dialogue.  

In regard to programmes aimed at worker training and education, one of our interviewees stated, 

“to facilitate worker autonomy, it is vital to educate workers about the basic rights provided by the 

Better Cotton standard system” (IP1). Some interviewees pointed out that, to facilitate women 

workers’ autonomy, the BCI’s implementing partners organised numerous informal activities with 

various degrees of worker involvement. For example, the “implementing partners carried out 

participatory rural appraisals, which comprised conversations with workers, probing them to find 

out what their issues are and how they might be addressed” (BCI1). The interviews conducted with 

the women workers highlighted that, through the learning materials developed in these training 

programmes, they had learned about decent working condition issues related to cotton production and 

had then been able to exchange knowledge. For instance, many women workers underlined the 

significance of the implementing partners and of their field facilitators in providing “clear relevance 

of why and how workers should get involved in the BCI” (WW2). As such, to facilitate women 

workers’ autonomy, the implementing partners play an active role in explaining the relevance of the 

Better Cotton standard system on the ground in the areas where cotton is produced. 

The interviewees also emphasized the importance of the implementing partners in providing 

supportive dialogue aimed at facilitating women workers’ autonomy; “If you do not provide an 
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environment for supportive dialogue that starts with the exploration of a vital problem related to 

them, the workers will not get involved in the initiative” (IP2). In addition, the overall aim of 

supportive dialogue is to facilitate worker freedom of choice by “listening to workers—instead of 

imposing viewpoints on them—and providing them with an opportunity to suggest solutions to their 

issues” (IP1). To this end, the implementing partners conduct field visits and hold training 

programmes aimed at improving the BCI workers’ awareness of topical issues. Besides, some women 

workers emphasized, “no one from the BCI implementing partners forced us to be part of the initiative 

if we did not want to” (WW9). This portrayed the local implementing partners as vital players in 

relation to facilitating worker autonomy, as they educate, train, and provide an environment for 

supportive dialogue. 

  

4.1.2 Competence 

Our data revealed that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan engage in various activities aimed 

at facilitating women workers’ competency; i.e., (i) the formation of learning groups, and (ii) training 

sessions related to the appropriate use of personal protective equipment. 

We observed that the formation of learning groups is vital to facilitate women workers’ 

competency. “Each implementing partner works with a number of learning groups, including workers 

from the same region or community. The purpose of these learning groups is to increase the workers’ 

skills and capacity in how they can best complete a task” (BCI 3). Learning group members receive 

regular training from facilitators, who are field experts and often belong to the same community. “All 

workers have the right to decent work—work that offers fair pay, security and equal opportunities 

for learning and progression, in an environment where people feel safe, respected, and able to 

express their concerns or negotiate better conditions” (BCI, 2016, p. 10). 
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Our data also showed that “learning the appropriate use of personal protective equipment is 

key to feel more competent” (WW5). The BCI implementing partners provide relevant training and 

receive feedback from workers on all related aspects of decent work to make sure that they understand 

the intent of the Better Cotton standard system. “Awareness-raising and training related to the 

appropriate use of personal protective equipment” is the key building block of the BCI strategy to 

“keep workers alive during the cotton season” (BCI1). The BCI implementing partners and women 

workers set joint and optimal expectations for training on the proper use of personal protective 

equipment (PPE). Several women workers underlined some of the outcomes of such awareness-

raising sessions. “The proper use of PPE helped me not only to feel more competent but also improved 

my confidence at work” (WW16). During the training sessions, some women workers learn about the 

use of proper clothes and head coverings in order to be “protected from pests flying into our hair and 

from allergic infections” (WW4).  

Besides, the implementing partners remain flexible in developing various training techniques 

that they deem to be applicable to women workers, especially within their institutional contexts. For 

example, one women worker explained that “prior to the training by BCI, we used to go picking 

cotton without being dressed in working clothes, and we used to continue our routine household tasks 

without changing clothes after returning home. This would become the main cause of spreading 

diseases at our homes” (WW1). One implementing partner further argued, “The purpose of these 

training and awareness sessions is to ensure that workers have good knowledge of the practices to 

implement the initiative successfully” (IP1). This shows that training sessions related to the 

appropriate use of PPE is a key activity arranged by the BCI implementing partners to facilitate 

women workers’ competency. 
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4.1.3 Relatedness  

In Pakistan, the BCI implementing partners engage in various activities aimed at facilitating women 

workers’ relatedness—a sense of belonging—and interactions in a social environment. This includes: 

(i) ongoing interactions among women workers, farmers, and field facilitators, and (ii) the formation 

of the Decent Work Committees. 

The interviewees highlighted that the need for relatedness is linked to the ongoing interactions 

among women workers, farmers, and field facilitators. “We [field facilitators] would love to provide 

assistance in relation to training the workers, visiting their homes to support them, and in helping the 

whole community to get involved in sustainable cotton practices” (FF4). These continuing 

interactions between women workers and field facilitators also helped to strengthen relatedness as an 

essential dimension for the increased involvement of workers in the initiative. Some workers 

highlighted the “key role of field facilitators in making the initiative happen” (WW8). One field 

facilitator explained the level of their dedication to enable women workers to realize their relatedness. 

“At one of our projects, we started training female workers who used to work in the field. Initially, 

we found that many of these women were uncomfortable to attend and sit along with men in the 

training sessions. We then organized specific sessions for them and, afterwards, we saw that those 

women went on to do very well” (FF1). 

According to various interviewees, the formation of the Decent Work Committees is “one of 

the BCI most dynamic activities aimed at increasing worker involvement” (IP1). While “local 

workers including women and farmers are significant members” (PUM2) of these committees, other 

noticeable local individuals also usually join in, including religious leaders, Numberdar (the elected 

village-level council of the government), which are “helping us a lot” (WW6). According to a BCI 

implementing partner (IP2), the members of each committee meet regularly throughout the cotton-
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growing season to discuss and manage local activities related to decent working conditions in a 

friendly social environment.  

 

4.1.4 Dignity  

During our observations and interviews, we noticed a gap with regard to worker involvement that 

could not be accounted for by the three SDT dimensions. We found that, in addition to the three 

conditions of autonomy, competency, and relatedness prescribed by SDT, dignity played an essential 

role in increasing women workers’ involvement. To understand dignity in the context of the BCI in 

Pakistan, we drew upon Lucas et al. (2013), who argued that workplace dignity, referred to as the 

carrying out of meaningful and respectable work, is an essential antecedent to self-determination. In 

other words, this need for dignity is satisfied when workers feel safe and equal, and that they are 

engaging in and fulfilling an activity in a fair environment.  

We observed that dignity is vital to the Better Cotton standard system, as our data showed how 

the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan engage in various activities to facilitate women workers’ 

dignity. Some interviewees argued that the BCI implementing partners had been working hard to 

realise worker dignity by promoting safe, equal, and fair environments. “We have made workers 

aware of all their rights, including the settlement of wages, health and safety measures, and other 

cooperation in the field. And all these rights and safety methods are determined by the BCI, everyone 

knows it” (FF1). The decent work component of the Better Cotton standard system clearly states, “All 

practices of involuntary or enforced, containing trafficked or bonded labour, are forbidden” (PUM2). 

Our findings illustrate how some women workers felt that their need for fairness was being met. 

“Nobody ever forced me to pick cotton, and I have never experienced any use of physical punishment, 

sexual or verbal harassment of any form at work” (WW3).  
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Moreover, we observed that the women workers’ experienced the achievement of dignity 

through the respect afforded to their work by society. “I am enjoying deep respect in the eyes of our 

landlord/farmer, who gives me due respect” (WW1). This also shows that dignity embodies social 

relations of equality, whereby some dominant sections of society (e.g., landlords/farmers) are capable 

of feeling a sense of community with and respect for the more marginalized sections (e.g., women 

workers).  

To summarise, our findings show that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan engage in 

various activities to facilitate women workers’ autonomy (e.g., the provision of education and training 

programmes for workers, and supportive dialogue); competency (e.g., training related to the 

appropriate use of personal protective equipment); relatedness (e.g., ongoing interactions among 

workers, farmers, and field facilitators, and the formation of the Decent Work Committees); and 

dignity (e.g., respecting workers’ necessary conditions of equality and fairness). Table 2 shows some 

further illustrative quotes across our key dimensions.  
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Table 2. Key SDT dimensions, sub-dimensions, representative quotes  

Dimen

sions 

Representative quotes Sub-dimension Brief explanation 

A
u

to
n

o
m

y
 

“The BCI provides clear rules and 

guidance to cover the most important 

concerns related to cotton cultivation 

and explains how to promote decent 

work through adopting of these rules 

and guidance.” (WW13) 

Relevance Provide a clear inspiration to women 

workers who are involved in the BCI in 

Pakistan. 

“Our relationship with the field 

facilitators is very good. We meet 

quite often. I used to give a lot of 

suggestions to them, they listen 

everything” (WW3).  

“We all work like a team. No one 

forced us; we work with our own 

choice.” (WW5) 

Freedom and 

choice 

Importance of women workers’ viewpoint; 

encouraging women workers to express 

own concerns and offer chances to 

integrate recommendations. 

 

 “Many new recommendations can be 

discussed as this is a practice based 

standard. However, we are a 

certifying organization, as a part of 

this, there are certain criteria, 

certain requirements, certain 

documentations.” (BCI3) 

Balanced use of 

control 

Avoid implementing forced and 

authoritarian mechanisms. 

C
o

m
p

et
en

ce
 

“The main objective of our 

organization is to improve workers’ 

conditions. Therefore, considering all 

the things in background, the BCI has 

given projects to our organization to 

promote the better cotton standard 

systems through increasing workers’ 

involvement.” (IP3) 

Joint and optimal 

expectations 

Setting mutual and genuine goals.  

“There is a plan in our BCI 

documents known as continuous 

improvement plan (CIP), which is 

based on the local social and 

economic conditions. We conduct 

survey regularly in the areas where 

better cotton is growing and adopt 

recommendations to revise CIP every 

year.” (BCI1) 

Feedback Providing clear and timely feedback to 

help women workers to implement 

practices consistent with the Better Cotton 

standard system. 

“The BCI implementing partner has 

contacted me this year. They have 

taught me training about proper use 

of personal protective equipment.” 

(WW15)  

Training Providing regular training to women 

workers related to proper use of personal 

protective equipment.  

R
el

a
te

d
n

es
s “All activities in relation to decent 

work are happening on account of the 

positive working environment 

Empathy and 

atonement 

Paying consideration to women workers’ 

needs and concerns in a friendly social 

environment. 
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between our organization and the 

workers. If there is any 

challenge/issue, we may share it with 

the higher management at the BCI.” 

(IP3)   

“Regular interaction with field 

facilitators attract workers to involve 

in the initiative.” (WW9) 

Dedication Providing resources and time. 

“Workers have my cell number, they 

can call me anytime and I even reach 

their homes to help them.” (FF3)  

Dependability Availability in situation of crisis/help. 

D
ig

n
it

y
 

“I feel safe at work without any fear 

of harassment.” (WW3)  

“We are treated well. We work in a 

friendly and protected environment.” 

(WW5)  

Facilitating safe 

environment  

Conveying women workers about their 

rights and safety methods. 

“We get equal access to the training 

given by the BCI implementing 

partners.” (WW11) 

“We get equal pay for equal work.” 

(WW16) 

Equality  Providing equal access to training. 

“We regularly ask workers whether 

they are getting wages on time.” 

(PU4)  

“We get our salaries timely. Usually 

we get salaries within two to three 

days after the working. We do not 

have any problem.” (WW2) 

Fairness Respecting women workers’ basic 

conditions of fairness.  

 

 

 

5.0 Discussions 

5.1 Theoretical contributions  

Drawing on SDT (Ryan and Deci, 2011), we find that, to increase worker involvement in MSIs, 

implementing partners should facilitate worker autonomy, competency, relatedness, and dignity. We 

identified the key activities enacted by the BCI implementing partners to increase women workers’ 

involvement in the Better Cotton standard system in Pakistan. These findings make three key 

contributions.  

First, prior work (Raynolds, 2018; Soundararajan et al., 2019) had begun to recognize that the 

involvement of individual workers is key to the success of MSIs in GPNs, and had highlighted the 
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vital role played by implementing partners in increasing worker involvement (Kaine and Josserand, 

2018). However, the micro-level conditions brought forward by the implementing partners to improve 

worker involvement in the MSI implementation process had not hitherto been the subject of much 

exploration. This paper unearthed compelling evidence to suggest the crucial role played by a set of 

micro-level activities undertaken by local BCI implementing partners, in Pakistan, in increasing 

women workers’ involvement in the initiative. 

To facilitate women workers’ autonomy, the BCI implementing partners engage in supportive 

dialogue and in the creation of awareness through the establishment of education and training 

programmes for workers. Individuals realize autonomy whenever they find support for the clear 

relevance of their activities, combined with the addressing of their interests in a non-threatening and 

supportive approach (Reinholt et al., 2011)—and the realization of autonomy leads to positive 

reciprocity (Weibel, 2007). Accordingly, we argue that, when the BCI implementing partners 

facilitate women workers’ autonomy by highlighting the clear relevance of the initiative, combined 

with addressing women workers’ interests through a non-threatening and supportive approach, the 

workers reciprocate positively by engaging in activities that increase their involvement in the Better 

Cotton standard system. To facilitate women workers’ competency, the BCI implementing partners 

engage in training on the proper use of PPE. Whenever individuals find support for their timely and 

constructive feedback aimed at achieving desired outcomes, they realize their competency (Roehrich 

et al., 2017). To facilitate women workers’ relatedness, the BCI implementing partners engage in 

ongoing interactions among workers, farmers, and field facilitators, and in the formation of the Decent 

Work Committees. Whenever individuals are supported in jointly addressing their needs and concerns 

in a friendly social environment, and find dependability in times of need, they realize relatedness 

(Reinholt et al., 2011; Roehrich et al., 2017).  
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Second, this paper contributes to the literature on social sustainability in GPNs, which calls for 

more research on individual workers in such production networks (e.g., Reinecke and Donaghey, 

2020). The extant work on social sustainability has mainly focussed on buyer-supplier relationships 

in GPNs, and on issues related to the formulation and implementation of MSIs (Croom et al., 2018; 

Hsu et al., 2016). However, these studies have overlooked the intrinsic complexity of worker 

involvement, often assuming that workers are simply eager to become involved in MSIs in GPNs 

(Kaine and Josserand, 2018). We problematized this perspective by digging deeper into the factors 

that shape worker involvement. We found that Pakistani women workers do not passively become 

involved in the Better Cotton standard system; rather, they make decisions about their involvement 

based on how they are treated and on how the interactions between them and the implementing 

partners unfold. 

Third, this study advances SDT by integrating in it the novel dimension of dignity. Van den 

Broeck et al. (2016) suggested that researchers should combine the three SDT conditions with other 

theories. This study thus enriches SDT by adding dignity to its three basic conditions. A recent study 

on the notion of dignity showed that workers in developing countries are often subjected to attacks to 

their dignity in terms of social marginalization and of a lack of acknowledgment for their work efforts 

and accomplishments (Mahalingam et al., 2019). Also, indignity and exclusion signal insensitive 

social relationships in which the leading divisions of society would prefer not to visualize a sense of 

attachment with its more marginalized members, who are usually categorized as possessions and/or 

objects, rather than as people. Therefore, the members of such marginalized communities, like manual 

labourers, may feel that they are not treated with dignity and their labour is merely exploited (Lucas 

et al., 2013). 

To bolster women workers’ dignity, the BCI implementing partners engage in the facilitation 

of safe and healthy working environments, providing equal access to training, and treating women 
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workers with respect. Whenever individuals find basic deservingness of respect and are able to obtain 

respect from others at work, they realize dignity, which leads to positive reciprocity (Lucas et al., 

2013). Accordingly, we argue that, when the BCI implementing partners respect women workers’ 

dignity by facilitating the establishment of safe and healthy working environments and by providing 

equal access to training, the women workers’ reciprocate positively by engaging in activities that 

increase their involvement in the Better Cotton standard system. 

  

6.0 Conclusion 

We explored how implementing partners facilitate worker autonomy, competency, relatedness, and 

dignity in order to increase their involvement in MSIs in GPNs. Analysing rich datasets, we found 

empirical evidence suited to address our theoretically grounded research question. We investigated 

the micro-level conditions (facilitating women workers’ autonomy, competency, and relatedness) 

through which the implementing partners can increase women workers’ involvement in MSIs—in 

our case, the BCI in Pakistan. We also found empirical evidence relating to the importance of dignity 

in improving women workers’ involvement in the Better Cotton standard system in Pakistan, thus 

enriching SDT in the process. Therefore, we extended the understanding of how facilitating the 

autonomy, competency, relatedness, and dignity of workers can increase their involvement in MSIs. 

We hope that our findings will encourage further research aimed at augmenting our understanding 

related to increasing worker involvement in MSIs as a vital step for GPNs to ensure the effectiveness 

and success of such initiatives. 
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Paper 3. Multi-stakeholder Initiatives in Global Production Networks: Opportunities and 

Challenges for Women Workers 

Ahmad Hassan 

 

Abstract 

The overall purpose of this paper is to explore how multi-stakeholder initiatives through 

implementing partners that train women workers in global production networks provide opportunities 

and challenges for them. Based on a study of women workers working in the production network for 

the Better Cotton Initiative in Pakistan, this paper highlights that through training implementing 

partners potentially improve women workers’ income, and health and safety conditions. The training 

does however not change the embedded female roles related to household activities or the attitudes 

concerning the overall role of women in society. Thus, the author argues that to examine how multi-

stakeholder initiatives through implementing partners improve (or fail to improve) the conditions of 

women workers, it is essential to understand that global production networks activities are intimately 

linked to both the productive economy (paid work) and the reproductive economy (unpaid household 

activities usually carried out by women). 

 

Keywords: Global production networks; multi-stakeholder initiatives; Better Cotton Initiative; 

implementing partners; women workers 
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1.0 Introduction 

In the last two decades, multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) have emerged as a form of collaborative 

governance coordinating various stakeholders to find alternative methods to improve social 

sustainability in global production networks (GPNs) (Kabeer et al., 2020). MSIs are defined as 

voluntary rule-systems that mainly involve international buyers and nongovernmental organisations, 

and seek to improve social sustainability in GPNs (de Bakker et al., 2019; Jastram and Klingenberg, 

2018). Social sustainability in GPNs is mainly related to the labour conditions, well-being, and 

entitlements of workers (Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018).  

Prior research on social sustainability in GPNs has focused mostly on working conditions and 

living wages (see, for instance, Egels-Zandén, 2017), but overlooked the gendered aspect of labour 

(Barrientos et al., 2019). Scholars have particular criticized GPNs for failing to integrate women 

workers’ own opinions about the reality of their working conditions (Prieto-Carrón, 2008). Women 

workers may have certain desires and worries that can push them into flexible, informal work that 

better connects with their reproductive economy (unpaid household activities) (de Neve, 2014; 

McCarthy, 2018). With international buyers coordinating up to 80% of global trade through GPNs 

(ITUC, 2016), there is reason to pay attention to the conditions of women workers and how these 

women see MSIs through implementing partners affecting their productive and reproductive 

economy. Implementing partners are the intermediary organisations that facilitate the implementation 

of MSI standards in GPNs (Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018; Kourula et al., 2019); as such, they 

are the embodiment of the MSIs at the worker level.  

This paper aims to explore how MSIs through implementing partners provide opportunities and 

challenges for women workers in GPNs. Specifically, the paper poses the following research 

question: How do the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women 
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cotton-pickers in Pakistan? It focusses on both the workplace conditions and unpaid household 

activities of women cotton-pickers in Pakistan.  

Pakistan is suitable for this study because the country is the world’s fourth-largest cotton 

producer, third-largest exporter of cotton textiles, and second-largest supplier of cotton yarn (Abbas 

et al., 2015). Approximately 1.5 million Pakistani smallholders and their families rely on cotton 

production for a living and it provides the significant raw material for Pakistani textile sector, 

representing 9.5% of the country's GDP (APTMA, 2020). Cotton production occurs in GPNs 

involving large companies in the global north that pressure Pakistani cotton producers to improve 

labour standards. Employment occurs under unsafe conditions, and employers avoid accountability 

with multiple layers of informal contracts. In Pakistan, women have fewer privileges and lower status 

than men, making women vulnerable to discrimination and exploitation (Munir et al., 2018).  

Consequently, women cotton-pickers in Pakistan in particular remain marginalised (Kouser et al., 

2017). Adopting a gendered focus, the paper studies the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) in Pakistan, 

because it the largest MSI in the global cotton industry, representing 22% of global cotton production 

and aimed at improving social sustainability in the cotton GPN (BCI, 2020).  

In so doing, the paper makes two contributions. First, the paper contributes to the field of MSIs 

in GPNs by empirically demonstrating opportunities and challenges the implementing partners may 

provide for women workers. Second, the paper contributes by drawing on “gendered GPN” 

framework, improving gender equality in GPNs through MSIs, so that the literature on MSIs extends 

beyond leading firms and their suppliers, and includes those marginalised stakeholders (e.g. women 

workers) who could most benefit through implementing partners who implement these initiatives. In 

empirical terms, this is one of the first independent studies, which focuses on how the BCI 

implementing partners seek to address the women workers’ concerns and problems in Pakistan.   
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The next section reviews the literature on the role of MSIs and implementing partners in GPNs, 

and the literature on gendered GPNs. Section 3 describes the research methods. Section 4 reports the 

findings, and section 5 presents the discussion. Section 6 concludes by summarising the findings, and 

describing the contributions. 

 

2.0 Literature review  

2.1 The role of multi-stakeholder initiatives and implementing partners in global production 

networks 

In the process of globalization, the proliferation of MSIs is taking place to promote voluntary 

governance solutions in GPNs that link dispersed consumers and international buyers in developed 

countries with local producers and workers in the developing world (Coe and Yeung, 2019). MSIs 

are perceived to be more inclusive compared to corporate self-regulation because the local 

stakeholders, such as civil society organizations, suppliers/producers, local governments, etc., 

participate (de Bakker et al., 2019). The inclusion of various stakeholders from both public and 

private sectors in the process of standard making and execution presumably renders a higher degree 

of legitimacy (Jastram and Klingenberg, 2018).   

MSIs are also seen to have the potential to find innovative solutions for problems arising from 

the economic, social, and environmental externalities related to GPNs because they contribute to the 

expert knowledge and they connect resources among the stakeholders (Hassan and Lund-Thomsen, 

2019). Participants with diverse knowledge and skills can address environmental and social problems 

under the umbrella of multi-stakeholder partnership, specifically because several solutions need 

access to noneconomic acquaintance (Utting, 2015). Finally, MSIs are acknowledged for their 

potential to create possibilities to pool finances, and their cooperative nature makes it possible to 
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integrate the efforts of various stakeholders to enable long-lasting collaboration, dialogue, and 

continual interface that can lead to mutual respect, trust, and learning respect (Fransen, 2012). 

However, the literature on MSIs is diverges on their ability to improve social sustainability in 

GPNs (Soundararajan et al., 2019). On the one hand, MSIs are more democratic than traditional 

labour practices, improve standards and methods of production, and introduce novel monitoring 

procedures and certification mechanisms (Jastram and Klingenberg, 2018). They increase actors’ 

ability to come up with solutions for governance-related problems by integrating resources among 

stakeholders and producing useful knowledge (Utting, 2015). On the other hand, MSIs have been 

criticised as a form of privatised regulation that protects elite international buyers (Locke, 2013; 

O’Rourke, 2006). 

Scholars have only recently begun to focus on the role played by implementing partners that 

implement MSIs in GPNs (Kourula et al., 2019). These implementing partners assist rule-makers 

(e.g. lead firms) and rule-takers (e.g. workers), so MSIs seeking to improve social sustainability in 

GPNs depend on the strength of local implementing partners (Abbott et al., 2017). The results of 

initiatives to grant rights to workers largely depend on the activities of national implementing partners 

in the production context (Lund-Thomsen and Coe, 2015). Moreover, these scholars have pointed out 

the intermediary roles of implementing partners in enabling, managing, and influencing social 

sustainability in GPNs. Through their in-depth understating of local working conditions in developing 

countries, implementing partners are often better positioned than the international buyers to address 

social sustainability related issues in GPNs (Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018). Tewari (2017), for 

example, highlighted the role of implementing partners as forefront agents in implementing MSIs at 

the lower level of GPNs, whereas workers are mostly left out of these implementation processes. An 

important question, then, is how to establish a link between the implementing partners and the 

workers at the bottom of GPNs. The author draws on “gendered GPN” (Barrientos, 2014) framework 
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to explore further the linkages between MSIs through implementing partners, and their impact on 

women workers in GPNs. 

 

2.2 Gendered global production networks 

The literature on GPNs focuses on social arrangements and practices around production networks, 

and the directness to formal and informal corporations among various stakeholders within these 

networks (Coe and Yeung, 2019). These networks are simultaneously local as well as global 

structures; they have specific institutional and physical features that form the production strategies 

and the interactions between nodules in a production network (Bartley and Egels Zandén, 2015). 

Similarly, Yeung and Coe (2015) argue that these production networks are regularly altering and 

developing, and are thus more active in nature than the static notion of inter-firm relationships that is 

often predominant in the prior global value chain literature. Nevertheless, the literature on GPNs is 

in practice inclined to focus on global buyers and their interactions with local suppliers, as well as 

power relations, and decision-making processes within these firms (Coe et al., 2008).  

Barrientos (2013, 2014, and 2019) has particular criticized GPNs studies for mostly remaining 

quiet on the opportunities and challenges for the gendered dimensions of women in the context of 

globalization. She explained that in order to integrate a gender viewpoint, it is very essential to expand 

the notion of the GPNs beyond firms to the wide range of institutions and stakeholders that are 

involved in and affect the economic and social aspects of the value chain. By “gendered GPN” 

(Barrientos, 2014), the author refers to the recent proliferation of MSIs that aim to contribute to gender 

equality in numerous contexts, but mainly in the global South. In the context of MSIs, gendered GPNs 

is the key to a sustainable economic growth; therefore, it is essential to understand the opportunities 

and challenges that MSIs through implementing partners may have on economic and social 

development goals in general, and gender equality in particular (Grosser, 2016; Rai et al., 2019).  
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In recent years, a number of researchers have pointed out that it is difficult to improve gender 

equality in GPNs (see Ahmed, 2018; Barrientos, 2013; Barrientos et al., 2019; Carswell and De Neve, 

2013; McCarthy, 2018; Mezzadri, 2016; Mezzadri and Fan, 2018; Munir et al., 2018; Said-Allsopp 

and Tallontire, 2015; Siegmann and Shaheen, 2008). These studies have highlighted that gender 

inequalities are frequently described in GPNs as (1) sexual, physical, and verbal harassment; (2) less 

appreciation for women’s reproductive work; (3) unequal pay and contextual barriers that prevent 

women from contributing to social, economic, and political life; (4) poor health and safety conditions; 

etc. These gender inequalities hamper women’s productivity and downgrade their roles in the 

agriculture sector and in the accomplishment of wider economic and social development goals. 

Gender inequality is a worldwide phenomenon; however, it is a pressing element in the developing 

countries, particularly as globalization and trade liberalization have inclined progress to equality 

backwards (Barrientos et al., 2019).  

Beath and colleagues (2013) argued that promoting gender equality has proven to be 

particularly challenging in the developing countries, with long-lasting values and customs that endure 

discrimination against women in all areas of life. For example, women are mostly working in 

domestic activities and unpaid work. Carswell and De Neve, (2013) showed how labour agency for 

garment production network in the Tiruppur, India is formed not only by workplace conditions in the 

broader GPNs perspective, but also by local livelihood approaches and social relationships that reveal 

the wider cultural system and regional economy. Baglioni (2018), in turn, looked at how labour 

control in Senegalese horticulture operates beyond the workplace, supporting to building gendered 

relations between households and firms. Finally, in regards to these studies, Barrientos (2014) 

explored how the domains of both consumption and production are greatly gendered in various means 

across interrelated social contexts in the cocoa GPNs between Europe and India/Ghana. 
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To summarise, prior literature especially focuses on identifying women’s positions and 

challenges, but often neglects women workers’ perspectives on their own workplace conditions and 

unpaid household activities (McCarthy, 2018; Rai et al., 2019). In this paper, the author argues that 

whilst “gendered GPN”, contributing to gender equality through MSIs, may go some way to provide 

opportunities for women workers in GPNs, it is primarily flawed unless it is observed considering the 

gendered macroeconomic context in which MSIs operate. For example, McCarthy (2018) pointed out 

that if we consider “gendered GPN” as efforts at improving gender equality, particularly through 

MSIs, there remains a pressing requirement to integrate reproductive economy (unpaid household 

work, caring of children, and elderly people normally done by women) into the research both 

empirically and theoretically. Along the same lines, Pearson (2014) called out that business are only 

concerned with workers for the time they in fact devote in the production process, therefore 

disregarding the resources and time they spend to rising and restarting the labour muscle necessary 

for that production process. She further highlighted the ineffectiveness of MSIs in that these initiatives 

fail to take into account the reproductive economy, which mainly women involve in, and from which 

the global economy benefits enormously.  

My point of departure is to the emphasis outside the workplace to explore how the conditions 

of women workers can only be examined by analytically considering the productive economy (paid 

work) and the reproductive economy (unpaid household work). I draw upon “gendered GPN” 

framework to empirically explore how MSIs through their implementing partners provide 

opportunities and challenges for women workers in GPNs. More specifically, the author examines 

how the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women cotton-pickers 

in Pakistan. 
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3.0 Methodology 

3.1 Selection and description of case study 

This study is designed as a single case study based on qualitative analysis. The unit of analysis was 

women’s perceptions of their own workplace conditions and unpaid household activities. 

Understanding how local implementing partners of the BCI provide opportunities and challenges for 

women cotton-pickers in Pakistan requires studying the women workers involved in the BCI. More 

specifically, to select the case study for this paper, the author identified an MSI in which the 

implementing partners aimed to improve the conditions of women workers.   

The MSI known as the BCI primarily supported by a group of key multinational corporations 

such as Gap, Inc., Adidas, IKEA, and H&M, launched the Better Cotton standard system in 2009. 

The BCI designed the Better Cotton standard system to encourage the scaling up of joint efforts and 

to communicate good practices among stakeholders to develop Better Cotton as a sustainable 

mainstream commodity. In line with the traditional understanding of sustainability, the BCI considers 

that sustainability of the global cotton production requires not only environmental but also social and 

economic concerns (BCI, 2016).  

In particular, the Decent Work principle of the Better Cotton standard system is of significance 

to the situation of women workers in the cotton industry. The BCI considers decent work as the notion 

initiated by the International Labour Organization (ILO) to describe work that gives prospects for 

men and women to work effectively in conditions of equity, freedom, human dignity, and security. 

For defining how work promotes inclusive, fair, and sustainable development, this notion of decent 

work facilitates the BCI to develop a wide-ranging and reliable method to the diversity of national 

and local contexts in which cotton is produced from family-based, small-scale producers to large-

scale farms (Riisgaard et al., 2020).  



152 
 

The BCI understands the ILO, the United Nations (UN) expert organization on work and 

employment, to be the global specialist on labour related issues. Although the Decent Work principle 

of the Better Cotton standard system is phrased in specific expressions, the BCI has primarily referred 

to the ILO convention and to other private voluntary standards related to agriculture when trying to 

explain the content of this production principle (BCI, 2016, 2020). The basic idea is that all Better 

Cotton producers must follow national and regional laws, unless those laws that regulate standards 

that are lower than the referenced global renowned standards and conventions such as the ILO 

convention, and if this is the case, the global standards prevail. This is particularly relevant to a 

country like Pakistan, where agriculture is not included in the labour laws (Kouser et al., 2017). 

The case, the BCI in Pakistan, the author investigated had several unique qualities that made it 

a strong case for this paper (Shah and Corley, 2006). First, the author purposively selected to 

investigate how the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women 

cotton-pickers in Pakistan because women in the Pakistani cotton industry are among the most 

marginalised workers, and any privileges they do have are precarious (Kouser et al., 2017; Siegmann 

and Shaheen, 2008). The BCI coordinates via local implementing partners to assist workers to follow 

practices that are in accordance with the Decent Work principle of the Better Cotton standard system. 

These local implementing partners are crucial actors in relation to the execution of the Better Cotton 

standard system, because they are intent on working with cotton workers and are in charge of helping 

farmers to harvest and sell Better Cotton. The BCI implementing partners provide relevant training 

and pay regular visits the workers to receive feedback from them on the Decent Work principle of 

the Better Cotton standard system to make sure that workers understand the intent of the Better Cotton 

standard system (Riisgaard et al., 2020). 

Second, in a male-dominated society such as Pakistan, men restrict women’s independence and 

deny them the ability to make decisions about their personal lives (Tarar and Pulla, 2014). In addition, 
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in Pakistan, patriarchal gender relations define the labour market. Two-thirds of employed women 

work in agriculture and low remunerated occupations (Abbas et al., 2015). Gender divisions persist 

within industries. For example, in agriculture, cotton-picking is performed almost exclusively by 

women, while men work as sprayers and drive tractors. In addition, although women’s involvement 

in the rural economy is high, women rarely own or control the land they work (Siegmann and 

Shaheen, 2008).  

Third, women workers, apart from receiving extremely low wages for their job of cotton 

picking, are also exposed to pesticides that poses serious risks to their health (Kouser et al., 2017). 

Some studies showed that insecticide remains greatly influence the health of cotton-picking female 

workers because pesticides affect the hormone levels of cotton pickers in Pakistan. Furthermore, 

despite the fact that women work in the cotton field, which requires hard work, and long working 

days (on average 10 to 12 hours per day), their domestic responsibilities of reproduction and 

caregiving are not accommodated or given any flexibility (Abbas et al., 2015; Siegmann and Shaheen, 

2008). 

 

3.2 Data collection and data analysis 

To address its research question, this paper draws upon 67 semi-structured interviews conducted in 

three field visits in Pakistan between 2017 and 2020 with stakeholders related to the BCI. As such, 

the focus was on the use of semi-structured interviews, because the purpose was to understand, 

explain, and discover how the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for 

women cotton-pickers in Pakistan (Saunders et al., 2009). The interviewees comprise five members 

of the BCI staff—4 interviews with the BCI implementing partner top managers, ten field facilitators, 

and ten producer unit managers—one local farmers’ association representative, twenty three women 

workers, thirteen male workers in the BCI, and an interview with the leading international buyer of 
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Pakistani cotton. This selection criterion shows that interviews were conducted with representatives 

from all stakeholders involved in the BCI in Pakistan. An overview of the interviewees is provided 

in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Overview of interviewees 

Roles                                                                                                                                    Labels 

Women Workers                 WW1….WW23 

Male workers                  MW1….MW13 

Field facilitators                 FF1….FF10 

Producer unit managers                 PUM1….PUM10 

Implementing partners                 IP1….IP4 

Workers and farmers’ association                WFA  

BCI staff                   BCI1….BCI5 

International buyer                 IB 

 

Before starting an interview, the author asked for approval from the interviewees to record the 

interviews, and thus all interviews were recorded digitally. Interviews with workers, field facilitators, 

and producer unit managers were conducted in Punjabi, the native language of the interviewees, and 

interviews with other stakeholders were conducted in English. However, all interviews were 

transcribed in full and translated into English. The interviews each lasted between 25 and 60 minutes. 

An interview generally started with stating the overall objective of the research, a brief introduction 

of the interviewer, and explanations about the significance of the interviewees’ viewpoints for this 

specific research project.  

Interviews with women workers were conducted to gain unique data to understand their 

perspectives on their own workplace conditions and unpaid household activities, and how they 

perceive the influence of the BCI implementing partners. The interviews with other key stakeholders 

were considered valuable to develop a better understanding of the phenomenon studied and to 

increase the value of the collected data (Stake, 2010). The selection process for conducting interviews 
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with women workers was based on the aim to interview those workers who were likely to know the 

BCI, such as those joining the learning groups conducted by the implementing partners – learning 

groups meant to raise women workers’ awareness in relation to promote decent work. As a whole, 

the interviews gave the author entrenched and context-dependent findings regarding how the BCI 

implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women cotton-pickers in Pakistan. 

The coding focussed on the gendered aspects of the BCI impact, this means that inductive line-

by-line coding of the data kept close to interview-centric terms (Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). 

The data analysis focused on the how the BCI implementing partners were seen to provide 

opportunities and challenges for women workers. Codes were aggregated into three themes, as 

depicted in Table 2. Concurrent with coding, the author wrote narratives relating to emerging central 

themes using within-case analytical techniques (Eisenhardt, 1989). Findings are extractions from 

overall narratives. The author iterated between the literature on MSIs, the literature on gendered GPN, 

and emergent themes in the interview data. 

 

4.0 Findings   

This paper illustrates how the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for 

women cotton-pickers in Pakistan. The BCI claims to “make global cotton better for the people who 

produce it, better for the environment it grows in, and better for the sector’s future by developing 

Better Cotton as a sustainable mainstream commodity” (BCI, 2016 p.9). The BCI standard system 

contain six key elements: (i) production principles and criteria, which define the BCI’s main 

principles; (ii) capacity-building, a program that provides training to farmers and workers on how to 

grow Better Cotton, and that supports them in the fields through experienced local implementing 

partners; (iii) an assurance program, which assesses farmers by means of result indicators; (iv) a 

chain of custody, a program that links supply and demand in the value chain; (v) a claims framework, 
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which shares stories and information from the field to disseminate the notion of Better Cotton; and 

(vi) results and impact, which refers to regularly measuring change and progress to make sure that 

the BCI continues to meet its intended objectives (Riisgaard et al., 2020).  

 The implementing partners play an active role in implementing the Better Cotton standard 

system and they are connected to the BCI through Implementation Partnership Agreement. According 

to the BCI secretariat in Pakistan, “the purpose of this agreement is to develop partnerships with 

implementing partners with clear goals and objectives and defined responsibilities and roles” (BCI1). 

This shows that BCI implementing partners in Pakistan explain and operationalise the Better Cotton 

standard system on the ground in the areas where Better Cotton is produced.   

 

4.1 Opportunities 

Through a capacity building approach, the BCI implementing partners conduct training sessions to 

raise women workers’ awareness about the initiative. A woman worker put it: “I have been picking 

cotton for twenty-five years. During the last year, I was for the first time in my life trained two to 

three times from the BCI” (WW15).  

These training sessions are considered particularly valuable for bringing women into the 

production network for the BCI, for example, a woman worker stated: “Before this training, only my 

husband was earning money. The female trainer was good. After the training, I began to pick cotton. 

Now we can easily manage our monthly expenses, previously it was hard to manage” (WW3). 

This shows that implementing partners helped women workers to participate in the initiative 

and this has potentially increased their household income.  

In addition, these training programs enable women cotton workers to participate in learning 

groups and to bargain collectively for better wages. As a number of women workers explained in 

interviews: “We work in a group. It increases our bargaining power. The group leader negotiates 
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with farmers on our behalf; she then comes back to us (her team) and discuss the wages with us. We 

get better wages now” (WW8). 

Directly put by another woman worker: “Before the formation of learning groups by the BCI 

implementing partners, the cotton picking rate in our village was RS 10 (around $ 0.10) per kg. In 

other villages, wages were increased to RS 15 (around $ 0.15) per kg. After joining the learning 

group, we as a group began to go to other villages for work, and they (farmers from our villages) 

then came and offered us the same amount (RS 15) per kg for picking cotton in their fields” (WW7). 

This highlights that the implementing partners enabled women workers to bargain better their 

wages with farmers, and thus increased their income. 

In addition, the author found that through increased training and awareness, the BCI 

implementing partners in Pakistan potentially improved women workers’ health and safety 

conditions. As a women worker said during interview with her: “Earlier, the picking process started 

one day after spraying. In this way, many women pickers were exposed to the harms of these 

dangerous chemicals. Now, after having training, we are aware of the possible dangerous effects of 

these chemicals. We start picking after some days when the effects of these chemicals have vanished” 

(WW11). 

Knowing about the harmful effects of pesticides provide opportunity for women cotton-pickers 

by delaying cotton-picking after spraying. Women also learned to dress properly to protect their 

health: “Yes, I got training. The sister (the trainer) told us how to cover our heads while picking 

cotton and that our bodies should be covered to protect us against spraying” (WW2).  

Another worker stated: “I had asthma and developed [an] allergy from spraying of pesticides. 

After having been trained, I became aware of precautionary measures such as to cover my body while 

working in the cotton fields and now I am doing fine. It has improved my health” (WW9). 
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In short, the findings of this study revealed how the BCI implementing partners provide 

opportunities for women cotton-pickers in Pakistan. More specifically, the study shows that through 

regular training and awareness sessions the BCI implementing partners have probably facilitated 

women workers to participate in the initiative and enabled them to bargain better with farmers, and 

thus has possibly increasing their household income. Moreover, the study outlines how regular 

training and awareness sessions conducted by the BCI implementing partners provide possible 

opportunities for women cotton-pickers in relation to improving their health and safety conditions. 

 

4.2 Challenges 

The author found that although the productive economy (paid work) is vital for women cotton-pickers 

in Pakistan, it is essential to keep in mind that women still carry out the majority of the reproductive 

economy (unpaid work) in their homes. This reveals that women face challenges when it comes to 

employment because of their domestic duties. In other words, women involved in salaried work, such 

as cotton picking, usually have a double workday, as they are perhaps only permitted to work in the 

fields as long as their household activities are still satisfied. According to a woman worker: “(Women) 

still have to do the bulk of their unpaid work in their homes, such as taking care of children and 

preparing meals for their families” (WW5). 

This means that women who work carry a larger burden, as expressed by a women cotton-

picker: “Picking cotton in addition to our usual household responsibilities of food preparation, taking 

care of families, and cleaning the house is really difficult for us” (WW22). This shows that even if 

cotton-picking women are involved in paid work, they are also a main figure in the household.  

One of the women workers stated: “Yes, I get tired because I do work at home, then go to fields 

and then return and do more work at home”. She further explained: “I have to do all types of work, 

and work has increased over time. My husband’s work is down as the looms are closed for two to 
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three months. It creates problems for the entire family and I have to do all kinds of work to earn our 

livelihood” (WW7).  

Another woman worker also argued along similar lines. Interviewer: “Do you get help from any 

male member in the household when you have to manage all household activities along with picking 

cotton”? 

Respondent (WW3): “No, I have to manage all work at home and in the fields. It is difficult to 

live, poor women have many problems, and we have to earn our own livelihood”. 

In short, this study shows that the ability and desire of women cotton-pickers to participate in 

paid work is closely interlinked with their unpaid responsibilities. The latter includes the primary 

obligation for child care and care of elderly people or vulnerable members of the family, as well as 

obligations for doing activities such as carrying firewood and water, cooking for the family, washing 

pots and pans and clothing, sweeping the house, etc. Therefore, even when not participating in paid 

work, women are faced by heavy household requirements amounting to a substantial time burden. 

This necessarily also inflicts on their possible participation in paid work and may affect their well-

being and health.   

 

5.0 Discussion 

This paper explores how the BCI implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for 

women cotton-pickers in Pakistan. Prior research points out the centrality of such implementing 

partners (Tewari, 2017), but we have yet to acquire in-depth knowledge about their particular role 

and their ability to improve (or fail to improve) social sustainability at the bottom of GPNs (Niforou, 

2015; Soundararajan and Brammer, 2018; Kourula et al., 2019). 

Continuing this work, this paper shows how implementing partners engage with local women 

workers through regular training and awareness sessions that suit the local context, permit adaptation 
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of the standard system to fit local necessities. Previous research also identified that MSIs have usually 

been unable to reach the most marginalised workers, such as women in GPNs (Barrientos, 2019). The 

mobilisation of women workers into the work force was less a tool of women’s emancipation and 

more a means of promoting labour obedience and protecting the practice of paying low wages (Munir 

et al., 2018).  

This paper illustrates that the BCI implementing partners potentially extended bargaining power 

of women workers, and improved their health and safety conditions. More specifically, this paper 

indicates that the training sessions arranged by the BCI implementing partners have probably 

facilitated women workers to work together in groups, and this has potentially improved their 

collective bargaining power for getting better salaries, and thus have possibly increased their 

household income. These training sessions also have provided opportunities for women cotton-

pickers in relation to an encouraging effect on their health and safety conditions. 

However, the findings of this paper also confirmed that women workers endure discrimination 

(Ahmed, 2018; McCarthy, 2018), and MSIs that consider local customs might reinforce local customs 

of discrimination against women. Thus, the improvement of women’s income can manifest in a 

greater labour load for women due to intra-household bargaining between women and men, reflecting 

the institutionalised gender position in these spheres of Pakistan. The study shows that MSIs cannot 

improve the gender equality in GPNs unless these initiatives take into account unpaid work that 

remains to be mostly done by women (Barrientos, 2013, 2014; Barrientos et al., 2019).   

In short, the Better Cotton standard system does not overall have much effect on the position 

of women with regard to their role in household activities. Certainly, as this paper has demonstrated, 

there is a strong possibility that putting excessive focus on women workers’ participation in GPNs 

could increase their amount of work and thus possibly harm them, as they have to work in the fields 
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but still have to carry out their household activities. Such issues must be carefully considered and 

highlighted in the training sessions aiming to improve social sustainability in GPNs.  

To summarise, the findings of this paper confirms that Pakistani women cotton-pickers in the 

BCI are involved in the productive as well as the reproductive economy. From the perspective of the 

women workers, there are strong interdependencies between the productive and the reproductive 

roles, which enforce a duality of life. However, the participation in the productive economy is held 

in check by the role played by the women workers in the reproductive economy. This shows that 

MSIs should expand its responsibility for improving gender equality beyond the productive economy 

and the inclusion of the reproductive economy is crucial for sustainable economic growth (Rai et al., 

2019). To point out the analytical links between the productive and reproductive economy, MSIs may 

seek partnerships with experts implementing partners that aim to improve gender equality in GPNs. 

As suggested by McCarthy (2018), the main idea here is that MSIs could be development actors with 

regard to improve gender equality in GPNs, but only if they work with experienced implementing 

partners. This might help to increase the effectiveness of MSIs in this area, and possibly elude some 

of the unintended negative impact that might arises when addressing gender inequalities in GPNs 

(Grosser, 2016). 

 

6.0 Conclusion 

This paper aimed to explore how implementing partners of an MSI provide opportunities and 

challenges for women workers in GPNs. By focusing on the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan, 

the author showed how, implementing partners potentially increase women workers’ income, and 

improve their health and safety conditions. Such opportunities are largely based on capacity building 

efforts in implementing MSIs, along with a pertinent focus and adaptation to the context. These efforts 

do however not change the embedded women roles correlated to their reproductive economy. The 
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informal environment of women workers means that women generally remain marginalised and it is 

unlikely that MSIs will bring women to a higher position in society. In doing so, this paper makes 

two contributions.  

First, this paper shows that the BCI implementing partners in Pakistan are pivotal in 

implementing the Better Cotton standard system, in particular by facilitating training sessions. 

Women workers are in a better position to participate in paid work and to bargain with farmers. In 

addition, the BCI implementing partners have potentially improved women workers’ health and 

safety conditions. Hence, it is noteworthy that the BCI implementing partners provided some 

opportunities for women cotton-pickers in Pakistan and thus women saw these aspects of the BCI 

implementing partner behaviour as a positive development.  

Second, this paper contributes by combining the notion of GPNs with intra-household struggles 

over paid work, as women workers still do the bulk of unpaid work in their homes. Women workers’ 

activities in GPNs are connected to both the productive economy (paid work) and the reproductive 

economy (unpaid household work and caring of children and elderly people normally done by 

females) – the latter is considered necessary for the effectiveness of the productive economy through 

the reproduction of the labour force. Hence, this paper concludes that to explore how an MSI through 

implementing partners provide opportunities and challenges for women workers at the bottom of 

GPNs, it is crucial to take a holistic perspective and include both women workers’ involvement in 

income-generating activities and intra-household activities and demands. 
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