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Best practices in factory training in China:
Contributing to more worker participation
In the improvement of working conditions
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1. The Chinese context of factory training

It has become widely acknowledged that the
implementation of labour standards requires
more than audits and corrective action plans.
For sustainable improvement of working
conditions, workers need to be involved in the
process. Thus, a logical next step for multi-
stakeholder initiatives is the implementation of
factory training programmes, aimed at
strengthening worker involvement.

- .

Southern and eastern China form the centre of
production for many industries that have been
outsourced by multinational companies. Most
factory training projects related to the
implementation of international labour standards
therefore take place in China, where the
implementation of labour standards has proved
challenging. Prices of orders are subject to
intense competitive pressure, pushing down
wages. Labour turnover in factories is high as
business practices tend to be short-term
orientated. There is no freedom of association
and collective bargaining is in its infancy.
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This paper rests on the assumption that
increased worker participation is a major
component of effective worker training. For
factory training to be as effective as possible
in the sustainable improvement of working
conditions in China, it is necessary to find and
assess best practices.

In March 2009 Fair Wear Foundation (FWF)
organised a seminar to identify and discuss
best practices in factory training in China.
Representatives from fifteen Mainland and
Hong Kong-based Ilabour and women’s
NGOs, along with academics from three
institutions took part in the event. > The
seminar was held on 26-27 March at the Hong
Kong Polytechnic University.

Given that nearly all the participants had
extensive experience of factory training, the
seminar naturally focused on their first-hand
knowledge as service providers. As host of
the seminar, FWF concentrated on drawing
out key themes concerning best practices for
involving workers in the implementation of
sustainable  improvements  of  working
conditions.

FWF has incorporated the input from the
seminar participants into this paper. However,
the contents do not necessarily represent the
views of all seminar participants. By
publishing this paper FWF intends to
contribute to further development of best
practices in factory training.

2. Trust as a principal requirement

The Dbuilding of trust emerged as an
underlying theme of the two day seminar.
Successful factory training requires that
building trust actively worked on during
discussions between the parties involved.
When trust is absent between involved

% Please refer to Annex 1 for a list of participant organisations.

3/18



BaAfE, I BIREREFLS. &
TERT LW ER T Z 8 €M
THRAREZTHE L SEESN, Kt
Z Rz —ANRENEEEMS. KT,
I WEBEEMERT L ERZ AW
MERFE, STERAGENT HH <
ENTHRNEEXEEN. Sk, T
TEBERERNNERTAFUTH
g Hh, TEEHEOL BIIFTEME
AT HE T INHEREFSTAEN
BUBR; Hk, EEEHEOEH NI
HLAL B9 A N o i fm 2o, 4 51 A2 24 3 ik
BEE AT B

Lk T #HATHEIE, B%
BEERAMLEGE M — AP RE A @ N E
Ry T KHAAREREZANI 22X
EZW., BEEERLNE L Bl E
¥, BB ERZFEIEA—A
5% 5 PR B B T S A X Y B

BT EEERIERE, BXRX
FREERBAMIER Y ETFRIT 5
G-I FTEXNFE. BREIRE
B & 55 | B9 T 2 8] K B BT b & 1
MAELREXRER, GIEAR, FH
MESLEZEEREI FIEARFTH
N7 Rt | P A R o N
. EFREMNERER—EE L#
THE T,

BREIANGEENTHERI F
REXREEWN, BEEALT, TA—K
WAL BN ERZHAE, RTE
THEA/MNNEEHERTEZ L
B, [B] B AT BE 45 38 IR B AR S A A
A AR BT (E .

GaZikA: “TAFTEZEATAWN
B At RE A . 3F BURF A R AL A

EffmpEr dT I MeE£h 2R
Sh N BATRZALE A Z&LE5 T AW
AfEH FMAIRAR £ i o DR (it

—2

FAIR
WEAR

FOUNDATION
parties, factory training can never be more
than partially successful. As a result of a
widespread preference among international
buyers and factories to remain flexible in
business commitments, a solid basis of trust
does not exist between these parties. Trust
between factory managements and
international buyers, however, is crucial to the
identification of appropriate factories for
training projects. In general, factory
management resist training for two reasons:
first, factory training arms a restive workforce
with the latest labour rights information.
Second, management may fear arousing the
suspicions of local law enforcement agencies
opposed to influence from external parties.

When selecting a factory for a training
program it is important to focus on long-term
suppliers that have developed an effective
relationship with the brand company or
companies. Management should agree with
the objectives of factory training and be
inclined to use the training as a means to
strengthen internal dialogue.

Trust building with factory management
requires that buyers and their agents create a
receptive environment for factory training.
Crucially, this includes long-term business
commitments with the factory where training is
to take place. Indeed, trust building may
require making factory training part of
business-to-business negotiations, putting it
on equal terms with discussions on standard
lead times, quality and prices.

Trust from workers is imperative for effective
factory training. Whereas they are often
regarded as the main beneficiaries of training
programmes, their trust is not self-evident and
should not be assumed.

Participant: ‘Workers are not automatically
interested in training. NGOs and international
buyers are outsiders to the life of the factory.
We need time to build up a relationship of
trust and time to demonstrate to workers that
there are tools available that can be used to
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solve work problems that will minimise the
need for strikes, threats or fear of dismissal’.
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To a large degree, the initial situation in the
factory defines if sufficient basis exists for
trust building among workers. Factories that
have developed expertise in the field of CSR
are often led by managers who possess a
long-term view to business operations. This
includes developing the capacity and
expertise to improve working conditions.
These tend to be the factories where workers
are more inclined to participate in factory
training and understand its potential.

Participant: ‘factories that permit factory
training are usually the ones with more
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acceptable working conditions’.

Trust among workers is also highly dependent
on the personality of trainers. They must ‘win’
the trust of workers by communicating in a
way that workers understand and feel
comfortable with. No matter in what setting
training happens, all training needs to
motivate workers to respond and get involved.
For this reason, the role and personality of the
trainers themselves is held to be crucial.

Sufficient trust must exist among factory
management and the local NGO that carries
out training. Trust may be difficult to build as a
result of existing prejudices that both parties
may have with regard to each other. Trust
building between management and NGOs
requires time and frequent interaction. Before
starting detailed discussions on training it
must be ensured that management and NGOs
respect each others’ views.

Next to the above mentioned parties, trust
must also exist among the other parties
involved: international buyers, international
NGOs and local NGOs. One option to assure
that trust is built and strengthened among all
parties is to organise a roundtable meeting
before training sets off. Such a roundtable
could be facilitated by a multi-stakeholder
initiative, given that all parties feel that they
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are crucial for the decision making process.

3. Obijectives of factory training

Factory training does not in itself improve
working conditions. At best, it is a step in the
right direction. Participants at the seminar
pointed out that many parties engaging in
factory training have an unrealistic idea of
what training can deliver. By sponsoring one
or two training sessions, brands are often
hoping to smooth out problems in industrial
relations in their supply chains. Clearly,
however, even best practice factory training
cannot deliver a one-stop ‘labour rights
package’ to factories, complete with working
grievance procedures, a functioning trade
union, a safe working environment and
improved pay.

According to participants, many training
projects in the past suffered from a lack of
terms of reference and assessment
benchmarks. As a result, quality management
and evaluation of training programmes
remained weak.

It is essential to ensure that the expectations
of all parties involved in factory training are
sufficiently  aligned and understood.
Formulating realistic and modest objectives
before engaging factories in worker training is
imperative. Sustainable improvements in
working conditions require a long-term
commitment to a sometimes steep learning
curve.

Participants voiced three objectives for best
practice factory training that they deemed
realistic:

1. Facilitating more awareness  of
international labour standards among
workers;

2. Help establish a climate in which
workers and management can
negotiate over topics that affect their
well-being and performance in the
workplace;

3. Raising awareness of those channels
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of dispute resolution that are permitted
by Chinese law and that can be used
in case of grievances which cannot be
solved inside the factory.

4. Training approaches

Scope
During the seminar, distinct differences

emerged between the mainland groups’
approach to worker training and that of the
groups originating from Hong Kong. The
former tended to adopt a more individual
approach to issues such as grievance
procedures and had devised their training
programmes accordingly. The Hong Kong
groups on the other hand were more
interested in moving towards collective
contracts and collective bargaining, which was
reflected in how they saw the future of factory
training in China.

On the whole, there are two main categories
of factory training. The first is a generalised
educational approach aimed at rank and file
workers or even the whole workforce. This
kind of training concentrates on basic safety
training, core labour rights and legislation. As
2008 was a good year for legal development
in labour relations in China, there is a need for
training to empower workers with the
knowledge and skills to pursue their legal
rights. Especially the clarification brought by
the Labour Contract Law to the issue of
contracts and the lengthened time workers
now have to file a case for arbitration are
opportunities for factory training.

The second category of training is aimed at
committee building and representation skills. It
is aimed at a specific target group: workers
and other employees with an interest in
representation. This kind of training
concentrates on equipping workers with the
skills to organise meetings, negotiate with
management and represent the views of
others. Part of the training process is that
workers are chosen by means of fair election.
A combination of both kinds of training is
regarded best practice. Ideally the entire
workforce receives at least a basic level of
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training on Chinese labour legislation and
channels to seek redress in case of

grievances. As a next step, workers with an
interest in representation are trained with the
specific objective to represent the workforce in
periodical meetings with management.
Workers should organise the election
themselves, with management and trainers
playing only a facilitating role. Ideally at least
one worker is chosen from each production
department to assure that all constituents
have easy access to the workers committee.
After the election, sufficient follow-up training
must be provided so elected worker
representatives can grow into their role of
speaking on behalf of their constituents.

Conventional committees vs. OHS
committees

There have been various examples in
Chinese factories of both conventional worker
committees and occupational health and
safety committees being set up through
factory training programmes.  Training
occupational health and safety committees is
often deemed the ‘safer option’, since this
kind of committee already exists in many
factories. As OHS committees focus on
maintaining a safe and healthy workplace,
training of such committees focuses on
building more technical knowledge among
workers, with less emphasis on generic
representation skills.

Establishing conventional worker committees
was regarded by participants as more
sustainable. Conventional worker committees
have a broader mandate, and training of such
committees allows for the exchange of more
generic skills supporting workplace
cooperation. Worker committees have a
strong basis in Chinese legislation and
potentially generate three positive results:
provide workers with a sense of ownership of
the training process; maintain a high level of
interest in workplace cooperation among
workers; provide a channel for consultation,
negotiation and dispute resolution.

As best practice, a worker committee needs to
be formally embedded in the factory decision
making process. For training of worker
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committees to be effective, the mandate of the
committee needs to be established and
accepted by all parties as this has a direct
effect on the content of the training.
Experience has taught that worker
committees must be included in the outcomes
of audit reports and formulation of corrective
action programmes.

Agenda
Best practice factory training touches upon

the daily reality of workers and ensures that
sufficient time is allocated to discuss the
issues that matter to workers: the amount of
overtime hours and rest time, food prices and
quality, occupational health and safety, quality
of accommodation and, of course, wages. It
should also raise awareness on social
security entitlements and payments. This
latter subject has largely been neglected in
training to date, often because (migrant)
workers have little faith in the as yet nascent
social security system. It is important that
participants of factory training understand the
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concept of social security, and why social
security payments matter.

While factory training as a process has no
fixed outcome, it is nevertheless important
that discussions on specific subjects do have
a well-defined ‘conclusion’, such as a set of
topics prioritised by workers to be negotiated
with management. One example could be the
negotiation of factory-level social security
schemes that may gradually reduce labour
turnover.

5. Training environment

Due to the considerable variation in the size
and type of factories within the garment
sector, it is not feasible to define a single ideal
training environment. However, the seminar
participants identified various questions that
must be addressed in order to promote
effective factory training. The factors listed
below were all discussed during the seminar.
This list of factors is by no means exhaustive
and no single issue is principal: All of them
need to be at least considered to create a
good training environment. Good training
conditions are the result if the mix of all
factors is right.

Factory size
Participants voiced no preference for small or

large factories. In practice the choice of
factory size will be subject to the sourcing
approach of buying companies. Evidently,
small factories may be more flexible to the
training demands of the buyer. Large factories
may be better able to contribute training
facilities and may have more experience in
the implementation of labour standards which
could create a basis for factory training.

Timing of the training

Sufficient time needs to be allocated for a
training program. The ideal period is the low
season of a factory’s production cycle, if that
exists. Importantly, training programmes
should be scheduled within a compact time-
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frame. Long intervals between consecutive
training sessions tend to diminish the level of
interest that workers and managers take in
training.

Number of workers involved

The number of workers involved in training
depends on the approach which is chosen
(rank and file training targeting more
awareness of legal rights vs. building worker
representation). There is no minimum as
such, but a substantial amount of workers
should be trained to ensure a spill-over effect
throughout the entire workforce. It is important
to ensure that a sufficient percentage of the
total workforce takes part in the programme,
and that workers from all stages of factory
operations are included in the training
programme.

Including managers in the training programme
There is a consensus that managers at all
levels can benefit from training as it can
promote a better understanding of the
advantages of corporate social responsibility
in general and worker training in particular. On
the other hand, the presence of managers
encumbers participation of workers in training
sessions. As best practice, separate training
sessions are organised for workers and
management, with at least one joint meeting
during which trainers are coaching both
groups on their interaction.

Location of training

Training may be organised in the factory or in
the dormitories on factory premises. Benefits
of on-site training are that management can
be present during some of the training
sessions, training rooms and other facilities
may be available and no travel time is
required from workers. Off-site training, for
example in service centres of a local labour
NGO, facilitates a higher level of participation
by workers due to the physical distance from
management. As best practice, a combination
of both kinds of training location is chosen.
This contributes to a dynamic training
environment, it gives management some but
not complete ownership of training, and it
motivates workers to speak freely. It is
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beneficial to organise training sessions on
factory premises in the first stage, followed-by
off-site training sessions.

Setting of training

Classroom training is most efficient for raising
awareness in a high number of workers. More
interactive forms of training such as theatre,
role play and small group discussions are
more resource-intensive but tend to render a
higher degree of engagement among training
participants, allowing them to apply their
knowledge. A combination of both kinds of
training is regarded as best practice as this
allows for both the exchange of knowledge
and skills and encourages trainees to apply
their acquired skills. The availability of
accessible reading materials is of much added
value in either setting.

6. Sustainability

Sustainability and training follow-up was
perhaps the most keenly debated topic at the
seminar. Even the best training programmes
end and knowledge acquisition is easily
forgotten after an eighty-hour working week.
Trainers, moreover, are external to factory life.
The challenge is to build on the experience of
factory training once factory training has
ended. Acknowledging this, participants
exchanged ideas on how factory training can
be made more sustainable.

Motivation

To assure that training is sustainable there
needs to be a long term motivation effect for
workers, especially those involved in a
worker's committee. It is important to
determine at an early stage how the members
of the workers committee are compensated
for their representation activities. This is
especially important in factories that mostly
work on the basis of piece rates. Next to
financial compensation it is key that elected
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representatives and  their  constituents
perceive that their efforts are constructive and
effective in improving their factory in

cooperation with management.
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For management and the international buyer it
is important to get recognition for their efforts
in building a social dialogue in the factory. It is
regarded as best practice to let multi-
stakeholder initiatives verify the effectiveness
of training and gives recognition to factories
and buyers if sufficient efforts have been
made. An example could be a yearly
testimonial for factories where training has
taken place.

Integrating training and monitoring

It is essential to link monitoring and training
together. Making use of audit reports to fuel
discussion among workers who attend training
sessions can be a useful resource. This may
lead to discussions with management over
prioritising improvements that are in the
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corrective action plan that was drawn up after
an audit. To ensure that training leads to
effective involvement of workers during the
process of following up on corrective actions,
workers must actively be involved in the
establishment of corrective action plans. In
this respect, a situation where the follow-up
on audit reports is a formal element of worker
committee discussions is regarded as best
practice.

Training technigue

Existing experience with adult learning
teaches that a combination of learning by
doing and specific on-the-job coaching
generates the best results. During discussions
on sustainability, the suggestion was made to
ask workers to choose their own training
techniques. This option had not yet been put
into practice on a significant scale by any of
the participating organisations, but it was
agreed that it demands further exploration.

Involving local NGOs

Labour NGOs (LNGOs) in mainland China
often run worker centres and/or telephone
hotlines. During the seminar, there was
discussion on how these services can be
integrated with training. The participants
stressed that LNGOs do not represent
workers: this is the job of trade unions.
Participants agreed, however, that such
centres are in a good position to access
workers, they have good knowledge of the
local labour situation and labour relations and
they often have relevant experience in
organising discussion groups or similar
activities. By encouraging workers to consult
local LNGOs on labour issues, an ongoing
flow of information and skills into the
workforce can be ascertained. Phone hotlines
and other interactive media of LNGOs are
believed to facilitate this flow of
communication as long as they support the
development of social dialogue inside the
factory.

Use of resources

Participants emphasised the challenge of
identifying and combining external and
internal resources to further worker training.
While a wide array of organisations engages
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in factory training, practical cooperation
between all these players remains limited.

Organisations originating in Hong Kong and
mainland China over the years developed
different kinds of resource networks. While
there is considerable crossover, a divergence
occurred in  cooperative  relationships.
Mainland groups tend to work closely with
local resources such as universities and local
government departments, while Hong Kong
groups have stronger links with international
buyers, multi-stakeholder initiatives and the
international labour community.

Sharing resources for factory training would
give all of these parties ownership in factory
training programmes. Although ambitious, an
arrangement wherein parties are pooling
resources would be the ultimate objective.
Financial and non-financial resources should
be provided by, among others, factories, local
government agencies, international buyers,
multi-stakeholder initiatives, trade unions, and
labour NGOs. Participants expected multi-
stakeholder initiatives to actively position
themselves as a link-pin between local and
international stakeholders to further promote
the exchange of resources and experiences.

A facilitating role for multi-stakeholder
initiatives

Seminar participants stated that FWF and
other multi-stakeholder initiatives should take
a more active approach in educating various
stakeholders on the economic case for factory
training. Participants also encouraged these
initiatives to further develop measurable
benchmarks that go beyond workplace
auditing and move into building sustainable,
autonomous channels of communication
between workers and management.

The seminar  participants united in
emphasising that training sessions which do
no more than lecture workers on the main
points of labour law or codes of conduct are
largely ineffective. Yet, as one seminar
participant recalled, even rank and file factory
training can save lives:

‘A terrible fire killed forty-three people in a
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discotheque in Longgang last October. One
survivor, a young migrant worker, had been at
the club that night with two friends. She
survived the fire by drenching her T-shirt in
beer and covering her nose and mouth with
the wet garment. When asked how she knew
about this life-saving procedure, she said she
learned it during fire-safety training and drills
at the factory where she worked. Tragically,
her two friends died in the fire.’

7. Conclusion

The Hong Kong seminar focused on
identifying best practices in factory training in
China with regard to strengthened worker
participation. Discussion of the accumulated
experience of participants pointed out that
best practice training can only be attained if
sufficient trust exists between involved
parties. Concrete and realistic goals for the
training need to be agreed. Finally, well-
founded decisions should be taken on a
number of questions, affecting training
environment and sustainability. In this context
the seminar demonstrated both the potential
of worker training and a number of
constraints on its future development.

The question that is to be addressed now is
how a next generation of best practices can
be developed. We have reached the point
where training has been largely accepted as
part of the process of improving dialogue and
participation in factory life. The challenge
ahead is to further build up and integrate best
practices in methodology, evaluation and
exchange between all parties involved, and
make them part of everyday business. Only
then will a major contribution have been made
to improving the working lives of millions of
workers.

The process of strengthening methodologies
can only keep pace with industrial and legal
developments through regular exchange of
experiences and transparency on results. This
has implications for labour NGOs and other
initiatives engaged in training. Organisations
must open-up to create new opportunities for
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cross-fertilisation between them.

Furthermore, factory training needs to be
included in verification activities of FWF and
other  multi-stakeholder initiatives. The
challenge is to link verification with training,
with the ultimate objective to enable workers
to monitor their own working conditions in a
setting that allows for effective workplace
dialogue.

We cannot gain momentum towards better
workplace dialogue without companies
committing to mix factory training into their
business practices in China. This requires a
new discourse for doing business: engaging
with suppliers which are willing to build long-
term relationships, and being prepared to
invest in workplace dialogue wherever
needed. In this respect, worker training has a
vast potential to contribute to processes of
improving working conditions. Like other tools
for improving working conditions, however,
worker training is not a magic trick that offsets
the negative consequences of how business
is generally done. To ensure that worker
training is effective, critical reviewing of
sourcing policies remains a necessity.
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Annex:
FWF Seminar on Factory Training - List of participants

APERRBEE W ERESINE % #

Organisation - 4R #

CCCF

CCCF

China Labor Watch

CLSN

CLSN

CSR Asia

CWWN

CWWN

FWF

FWF

FWF

FWF

Handshake

Handshake

Hong Kong Polytechnic University
Globalization Monitor
Globalization Monitor

Guangdong University of Technology
IHLO

Independent facilitator

LESN

LESN

Ourworkers

Renmin University

SACOM

SACOM

SACOM

Social Accountability International / Solidaridad China
Shanghai Huaguang (- B EHOEE S H0)
WMAN (LA H Bs)
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Name - Z#

LI Zhen (ZH)

YANG Dai-mao (1)
(Zig %)

X.H.
Zelda

LIU
HO

Poland LI (2= >%)
Suet-wah CHOI (345 1k)
(EF4)

Jennifer CHUK (#141E5)
lvo SPAUWEN

Erica VAN DOORN
Billy HUNG (fL%5#)
Dee LEE (Z54#)

Anna ZENG (% #J7)
Sung-ming CHOW (453 £244)
May WONG (# H 1)

IP Pui-yu (")

Xin XIANG (]712%)

Vikki CHAN

John Chen

Sheung SO (75#))
Wai-pong FOK (& F5)
Jin YANG (%)

Kan WANG (F1i)
Parry LEUNG (Z#Hf¢
Jenny CHAN (% E3%)

Charles
Jane

HO
LIU

Jim ZHAI (G 4k%)
(#%8)

This paper was written by John Chen and Ivo Spauwen ( &'/# X, Fair Wear Foundation).
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