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Abstract 
 
Many companies have adopted corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies in response 

to activist pressure, but ensuring the implementation of these policies is challenging. 

Recognizing the paucity of research on the effect of contentious activism on companies’ 

coupling of CSR policies and practices in the private politics and (de)coupling literatures, 

we posit that companies engage in “coupling compromises” when faced with such 

institutional pressure—improving their practices and more tightly coupling them with 

CSR policies in the domain contested by activists, but relaxing the coupling of policy and 

practice in competing CSR domains. Furthermore, we theorize that the nature and extent 

of coupling compromises can be explained by the interaction of activism with 

organizational structures that construct managerial perceptions of issue salience and 

internal frictions to change. We test our theory in the context of global supply chain 

factories’ compliance with CSR policies on working conditions when they face local 

worker activism. Analyzing 3,495 audits of 2,352 factories in 114 Chinese cities from 

2012 to 2015, we find that worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues pushes 

factories to improve their wages-and-benefits practices and couple them more tightly 

with CSR policies, but these factories concurrently loosen the coupling between policy 

and practice in the domain of occupational health and safety. Both effects are stronger in 

factories with organizational structures that foreground the salience of wages-and-

benefits issues and mitigate friction to changing organizational practices. These findings 

make significant contributions to the literatures on private politics, (de)coupling, and 

global supply chain labor practices. 
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Coupling and Coupling Compromises in Supplier Factories’ Responses to Worker Activism 

Pressure from activists, consumers, and investors has pushed many companies to adopt corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) policies. The private politics literature on company responses to activism has 

focused largely on companies’ initial response to activism, examining how “movements matter in the 

early (or emergence) stage of the process” of policy change (Soule 2018:133), and identifying conditions 

under which companies are likely to concede to activists’ demands, adopt new organizational policies, or 

publicly commit to change their practices (e.g., McDonnell et al 2015, Reid and Toffel 2009, Briscoe and 

Safford 2008, Pacheco and Dean 2015). But the corporate response story often ends there, bracketing 

questions about the extent to which the CSR policy changes companies agree to adopt in response to 

activists are coupled with company practices (Buchter 2021) or the role that ongoing activism might play 

in incentivizing companies to more tightly couple CSR policies and practices. These questions are 

particularly pressing as stakeholders and governments demand more transparency about companies’ CSR 

practices and researchers document a significant gap between companies’ CSR claims and actions (e.g., 

Raghunandan and Rajgopal 2021, Haack et al. 2021, Lyon and Maxwell 2011). 

Coupling and decoupling theory provides a useful framework for considering these questions, but 

it does not adequately address them. Despite (de)coupling theory’s close attention to institutional 

pressures (Meyer and Rowan 1977, Bromley and Powell 2012, Short and Toffel 2010), studies that 

attempt to explain relationships between activism and CSR coupling tend to focus on durable, macro-

level institutional dynamics that are conducive to activism (e.g., Lounsbury 2001, Lim and Tsutsui 2012, 

Montgomery et al 2018) rather than punctuated episodes of activism, leaving the relationship between 

actual instances of activism and coupling outcomes understudied. Furthermore, the literature has 

concentrated on the extent to which a single, focal policy is coupled with the adopting entity’s on-the-

ground practices, with little recognition that each such policy forms part of a complex organizational web 

of responses to rival stakeholder demands (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016) and that tighter coupling in 

one area might create hydraulic pressure that loosens coupling in others as companies trade off competing 

priorities.  
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In this paper, we explore the relationship between activism and companies’ ongoing 

implementation of CSR policies. We ask not only whether activism in companies’ institutional 

environment promotes tighter coupling of their CSR policies and practices in the domain targeted by 

activists, but also whether this relationship has consequences for coupling outcomes in competing CSR 

domains that do not face contestation. We theorize and investigate what we call “coupling compromises,” 

or the extent to which tighter coupling of CSR policy and practice in some areas entails slackening in 

others. Recognizing the multiple, intense, and conflicting stakeholder pressures organizations face, and 

the existence of significant structural variation across organizations, we draw on stakeholder theories to 

hypothesize that the nature and extent of coupling compromises—what gets compromised and by how 

much—can be explained by the interaction of activism with organizational structures that construct 

managerial perceptions of issue salience and internal frictions to change.  

 We test our framework in the context of supplier factories’ responses to episodes of worker 

activism in their local environments. We examine supplier factories’ CSR coupling outcomes by 

measuring the extent to which their labor practices comply with the standards contained in labor codes of 

conduct, a type of CSR policy that many global brands require their suppliers to adopt. Analyzing 3,495 

audit reports of 2,352 supplier factories in 114 cities in China from 2012 to 2015, we find that factories 

located in cities with higher levels of episodic worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues improve 

their wages-and-benefits practices, coupling them more tightly with their CSR policies, but that these 

factories concurrently loosened coupling between their CSR policies and their occupational health and 

safety (OHS) practices. Both effects are stronger in factories with organizational structures—piece-rate 

payment and unions—that foreground the salience of wages-and-benefits issues and mitigate friction to 

changing organizational practices, lending support to most of our subsequent hypotheses.   

Our nuanced and holistic approach opens new possibilities for theory development bridging the 

literatures on private politics and (de)coupling. By investigating coupling outcomes and tradeoffs, we 

illuminate the broader effects of activism on the implementation of CSR policies. Our study is, to our 
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knowledge, the first to theorize and assess compromises across CSR domains in the presence of activism 

and to identify organizational factors associated with such tradeoffs. Our findings also suggest the 

tremendous challenges activists face in raising working conditions in the global value chain. 

BRIDGING PRIVATE POLITICS AND (DE)COUPLING THEORIES: LITERATURE AND 
LIMITATIONS 

 The private politics literature documents how companies respond when they are targeted by 

activists (King 2008, Luders 2006, McDonnell et al 2015, McDonnell and King 2013) or when they face 

activism in their institutional environment (Brisceo et al 2015, Briscoe and Safford 2008, Julian et al 

2008, Pacheco and Dean 2015, Reid and Toffel 2009). Many companies’ responses entail adopting CSR 

policies or making public commitments to some set of CSR practices (e.g., McDonnell et al 2015, Reid 

and Toffel 2009, Pacheco and Dean 2015). Although the private politics literature has extensively 

discussed the relationship between activism and CSR policy adoption, it has had little to say about the 

relationship between activism and CSR policy implementation. Such questions have fallen to research on 

coupling and decoupling, which provides a useful framework for considering them, but has several 

limitations that we seek to address by putting these two bodies of literature in dialogue with one another. 

The focus of private politics research on how “movements matter in the early (or emergence) 

stage of the process” of policy change can be traced to its roots in the broader social movement literature 

(Soule 2018:133). A large body of scholarship on social movement efficacy investigates how movement 

activity affects state policy (Soule 2018) change in areas such as women’s suffrage, LGBTQ rights, civil 

rights, and the environment (Amenta et al 2010). This body of research influenced organizational scholars 

studying private political activism “to examine the effects of activism on firm or organizational policy 

change” (Soule 2018: 131). While there are many parallels between how activism prompts changes in 

state policy and organizational policy, there are also important differences between the two. Most relevant 

for our purposes, there is reason to believe that policy change is more tenuous and contingent in the 

organizational context than in the state context (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016). State policy changes 

tend to involve the adoption through democratic institutions of binding legislation, regulations, or case 
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law. Enacting state policy changes necessarily requires sufficient consensus, and once made, they enjoy 

the force of law backed by the state’s coercive power.  

By contrast, policy changes made by companies enjoy no formal binding authority and, indeed, 

they are often in significant tension with companies’ core efficiency and task-related objectives (Meyer 

and Rowan 1977, Bird et al 2019). Consequently, research on decoupling long has suggested that 

organizational policies adopted in the face of institutional threats are highly likely to be decoupled from 

practices (Meyer and Rowan 1977, Bromley and Powell 2012, Short and Toffel 2010). In particular, 

scholars have observed that “[d]ecoupling is rampant in the field of CSR” (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 

2016: 234). Yet, there has been little investigation in private politics research of the conditions under 

which ongoing activism incentivizes companies to more tightly couple CSR policies and practices. 

An emerging strand of private politics research focuses on internal organizational dynamics that 

shape companies’ implementation of the policies they adopt in response to activism. For instance, Julian 

et al. (2008) demonstrate that managerial perceptions of companies’ organizational capacity influence 

companies’ likelihood of disclosing nutritional information demanded by a national public interest group. 

Bird et al. (2019) find that supplier factories more tightly couple their labor practices with their formal 

labor codes when they have in place structures that facilitate communication across organizational silos. 

Briscoe and Safford (2018) reveal that middle managers and networks of HR professionals dominate and 

sometimes co-opt the implementation of domestic partner benefits policies inside companies. Buchter 

(2021) highlights how LGBT employee-activists intervened in the managerial implementation of anti-

discrimination policies. We contribute by widening the lens to encompass ongoing activism in the 

institutional environment and its interaction with internal organizational structures.  

Literature on (de)coupling provides a useful framework for considering these issues, but it has 

several limitations that motivate our study. First, there are few empirical studies that theorize and test 

relationships between activist pressure and tighter coupling of CSR commitments and practices. This is 

surprising given (de)coupling theory’s close attention to institutional pressures, and it is a gap that deeper 

engagement with the private politics literature can help fill.  
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Second, studies that have attempted to explain relationships between activism and CSR coupling 

tend to look to durable, macro-level conditions in the institutional environment rather than punctuated, 

discontinuous instances of contentious activism. Existing studies tend to theorize that such “broader 

institutional dynamics” (Lounsbury 2001: 38) promote coupling by creating conditions conducive to 

social activism, triggering mechanisms such as civil society scrutiny and norm diffusion. For instance, at 

the country level, world society studies explore how nations’ ties to global civil society via large INGO 

populations can activate scrutiny and norm diffusion and drive substantive compliance with human rights 

treaties (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005) and social responsibility commitments (Lim and Tsutsui 2012). 

Schofer and Hironaka (2005) similarly show that countries’ domestic environmental outcomes improve as 

support and mobilization for the environment becomes more institutionalized at the world level. 

Organizational level studies likewise document how macro-institutional conditions influence coupling 

outcomes through these mechanisms. For example, private water systems improve compliance with safe 

drinking water regulations when they are larger and located in areas with more highly educated 

populations (Montgomery et al., 2018), and universities implement high quality recycling programs when 

they are high status and have student groups with ties to national environmental organizations (Lounsbury 

2001), all factors that increase the likelihood of activist scrutiny.  

While these studies provide valuable insight into the macro-institutional dynamics of activism 

and CSR policy implementation, researchers are only beginning to examine how CSR coupling might be 

influenced by disruptive bursts of contentious activism—such as protests, boycotts, or strikes—that can 

also be catalysts for change in organizational fields (Fligstein and McAdam 2012). As Bartley and Egels-

Zandén (2016: 236) point out, in some instances, “coupling is less accretive than the institutional 

processes” theorized by institutional scholars. In studying how activists strategically leverage CSR 

commitments by global brands and their suppliers to yield real improvements in labor conditions for 

workers, they demonstrate that episodic mobilization by activists produces what they characterize as 

“contingent coupling”: a “circumstantial shrinking of the gap between legitimating symbols and concrete 

conditions” (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016: 235). 
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We build on the concept of contingent coupling to address a third limitation of the literature. The 

contingency explored in existing studies is the extent to which a single, focal policy—for instance, formal 

labor codes (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016, Bird et al. 2019), LGBTQ diversity programs (Buchter 

2021), or human rights treaties (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005)—is coupled with the adopting entity’s 

on-the-ground practices. Missing from these accounts is the possibility that tighter coupling in one area 

might, under some contingencies, correspond with looser coupling in others. We argue that coupling is 

not only contingent, but that it is likely to entail compromises as organizations trade off different priorities 

to manage competing demands. Such tradeoffs are particularly likely in in the field of CSR, which is 

“replete with competing demands” (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016: 234), yet “the underlying problem of 

competing demands is rarely resolved” (Bartley and Egels-Zandén 2016: 235).  

Our study seeks to address this problem by investigating not only whether episodes of contentious 

activism are associated with tighter coupling of CSR policy and practice in the domain targeted by 

activists, but also whether this relationship has consequences for coupling outcomes in competing CSR 

domains that do not face contestation. We propose that organizations may engage in what we call 

“coupling compromises”—they will improve their practices and couple them more tightly with their CSR 

policies in the domain contested by activists, but they will loosen the coupling of policy and practice in 

other competing CSR domains. To our knowledge, neither the (de)coupling literature nor the private 

politics literature has explored the possibility of coupling compromises. Studies on indirect effects of 

activism have only investigated positive spillovers, such as activist-demanded changes from targeted 

firms to others (e.g., Briscoe et al. 2015, Soule et al. 2014), and have largely overlooked the possibility of 

negative spillovers. Drawing on stakeholder theories, we theorize that what gets compromised—and by 

how much—can be explained by the interaction of activism with organizational structures to construct 

managerial perceptions of issue salience and internal frictions to change. This nuanced and holistic 

approach recognizes the multiple, intense, and conflicting stakeholder pressures organizations face, and 

the existence of significant structural variation across organizations, opening new possibilities for theory 

development in the literatures on private politics and (de)coupling.  
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WORKER ACTIVISM AND THE COUPLING OF LABOR CODES WITH SUPPLIER 
PRACTICES IN THE GLOBAL VALUE CHAIN 

We illustrate our theoretical framework by investigating how factories supplying the global value 

chain respond to episodes of worker activism in their local environments. High-profile sweatshop 

scandals since the 1990s and catastrophes such as the Rana Plaza building collapse in 2013 that killed 

more than 1,000 factory workers in Bangladesh have attracted worldwide attention to hazardous supplier 

factory working conditions and pressured global brands to improve them. In response, many brands 

require suppliers to adopt labor codes of conduct—contractual provisions based on the core labor 

standards articulated by the International Labour Organization for working conditions such as wages, 

hours, and occupational health and safety—and audit their suppliers for compliance. While many have 

documented anti-sweatshop movements in the Global North prompting global brands (Bartley and Child 

2011, 2014) and their customers (Briscoe et al. 2015) to adopt CSR policies such as labor codes, less 

discussed is whether worker activism in the Global South has influenced supplier factories’ compliance 

with codes. We thus assess whether local worker activism spurs tighter coupling of supplier factories’ 

labor policies and practices by examining the extent to which they improve compliance with the standards 

contained in labor codes of conduct. Greater (less) improvement indicates tighter (looser) coupling.   

We focus on worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues in China. China is a vital sourcing 

location in many companies’ global supply chains and, as labor scholars and China observers have noted, 

the vast majority of labor activism in China and other developing economies concerns wages-and-benefits 

issues such as wage arrears and overtime compensation (Chen 2009, Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014, 

Wedeman 2009). We view worker activism as a source of pressure that can potentially catalyze field-level 

changes even at firms not directly targeted by activists (den Hond and de Bakker 2007). We therefore 

focus on episodes of worker activism in supplier factories’ cities regardless of whether these factories 

themselves were direct targets or bystanders. 

Following established theories of firm responses to institutional pressure (e.g., Delmas and Toffel 

2008, Durand et al 2019, Oliver 1991), we hypothesize that heterogeneity in factories’ coupling outcomes 



 8 

and coupling compromises can be explained by variation in factories’ internal structural conditions that 

shape managers’ perceptions of issue salience and the level of internal friction or resistance to change. 

Our focus on the interaction of activism with organizational structures builds on recent work 

foregrounding the complex organizational ecosystem within supplier factories (Bird et al. 2019). We 

illustrate our theoretical framework in Figure 1.  

------ Insert Figure 1 Here ------ 

Local Worker Activism and Coupling Outcomes 

Private politics theories stress that social activists can catalyze organizational changes in at least 

two ways: tarnishing a company’s reputation (Baron 2001) and disrupting its routines to increase 

production costs (Luders 2006). Such threats are also the main mechanism driving non-targeted firms to 

respond to social activism in their institutional fields (Pacheco and Dean 2015, Reid and Toffel 2009, 

Soule et al. 2014). In countries that have many supplier factories, worker activism poses little reputational 

threat to suppliers because it tends to be repressed and concealed from public view by the state-controlled 

media. Changes to supplier behavior in response to activism are therefore likely to be motivated instead 

by disruptions or threatened disruptions to production.  

As aforementioned, most labor activism in developing economies has focused on wages-and-

benefits issues such as wage arrears, overtime compensation, severance pay, and social insurance benefits 

(Chen 2009, Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014, Wedeman 2009), and has tended to take the form of strikes, 

protests, and sit-ins that risk disrupting production and causing economic loss. Even when factories do not 

face direct threats by their own workers to disrupt production, broad-based worker activism can trigger 

field-level changes (den Hond and de Bakker 2007), especially among factories in the same area 

(Freeman and Audia 2006, Marquis and Bird 2018). Geographically proximate factories tend to rely on 

the same labor pool and are mindful of each other’s wages-and-benefits practices. Moreover, it has 

become increasingly easy for worker activists in one factory to mobilize peers in other local factories 

using social networks (Edwards and McCarthy 2004, Siegel 2009). Thus, the possibility of production 

disruption is likely to be more salient to managers of factories in cities with more worker activism—even 
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factories not directly targeted—because it threatens the factory’s core productivity goals (Bundy et al. 

2013). Managers who perceive a heightened risk of being targeted by worker activism might 

preemptively increase compliance with wages-and-benefits standards such as timely payment of wages or 

severance pay, and accurate calculation of working hours and overtime.  

Factories proximate to local worker activism also face a common risk of a regulatory response 

from local governments. Significant research has shown that activism in liberal democracies shapes 

governmental policies—in part by prompting more stringent regulation and enforcement (Briscoe and 

Gupta 2016, Hoffman 1999, King and Pearce 2010). Although often repressed in the Global South, 

activism can focus even an authoritarian government’s attention on certain social issues and prod 

regulators to intensify enforcement (e.g., increase the number of inspections, issue more violations, and 

impose more severe penalties) to maintain social harmony (Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014, Liu et al. 2015, 

Marquis and Bird 2018, Steinhardt and Wu 2016). Heightened regulatory risk induced by local worker 

activism increases the cost of noncompliance and makes the issue more salient to management (Mitchell 

et al. 1997). Factories fearing additional regulatory scrutiny in the wake of local worker activism might 

try to prevent it by improving their compliance with wages-and-benefits standards.  

Because worker activism makes the prospect of production disruption and costly regulatory risk 

more salient to managers of supplier factories that are geographically proximate to the activism, we 

hypothesize that these factories will more tightly couple their labor policies and practices by increasing 

their compliance with their wages-and-benefits standards: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Factories in cities with more worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues 
will more tightly couple their wages-and-benefits policies and practices than factories in cities 
with less such activism. 

Local Worker Activism and Coupling Compromises 

The literature does not provide clear guidance regarding how organizations’ responding to 

activism focused on one social issue could influence their performance on others. On the one hand, 

activism on any social issue places target organizations and their peers under the glare of an unwelcome 

spotlight, which might lead them to improve along other social dimensions to avoid future conflicts 
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(Abito et al. 2019). Organizational structures created to address one social issue might also facilitate 

cooperation on other social issues (McDonnell et al. 2015), leading to broader improvement in social 

performance. On the other hand, because organizational resources are finite, mobilizing resources to 

respond to issues raised by activists in one domain might require siphoning resources from other domains.  

Building on prior work about stakeholder salience (Eesley and Lenox 2006, Mitchell et al.1997, 

Bundy et al., 2013), we posit that tradeoffs from one domain to another will depend on organizations’ 

perceptions of the issues’ relative salience and their relative costs and benefits to address. This framework 

suggests that organizations are likely to trade off issues that are resource-intensive but under less acute 

external pressure. In the context of supplier factories in the Global South, we argue that they are 

particularly likely to siphon resources from occupational health and safety (OHS) compliance, because 

compliance with OHS standards is notoriously costly (such as upgrading and maintaining workplace 

ventilation, conducting initial and ongoing safety training such as periodic emergency drills, and 

providing personal protective equipment) and supplier factories face less pressure to comply with them 

than with wages-and-benefits standards. Below, we provide three rationales to support this assertion. 

First, studies have shown the high costs of compliance with OHS standards and the common 

tradeoffs made between safety and productivity (Das et al. 2008, Dov 2008). A recent study of over 

100,000 organizations in the U.S. state of Oregon found that those providing safer workplaces had 

significantly lower odds of survival than their more hazardous peers (Pagell et al. 2020). These tradeoffs 

are likely to be felt acutely by factories in the Global South, which tend to operate on very thin margins.  

Second, workers in low-income countries tend to prioritize wages and benefits over health and 

safety. A review by Viscusi and Aldy (2003) found that demand for workplace safety increases with 

income and that workers in low-income countries tend to tolerate unsafe and unhealthy conditions in 

exchange for higher wages. A survey of managers and workers in Vietnam’s garment industry likewise 

finds that workers prioritize wage and benefits over health and safety (Domat et al. 2013). Similarly, 

unions in supply chain factories are shown to prioritize wages-and-benefits over health and safety (Oka 
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2016). Indeed, the vast majority of worker activism in China concerns wages and benefits (Elfstrom and 

Kuruvilla 2014, Wedeman 2009), sending a clear message to employers about workers’ priorities.  

Lastly, although global brands have demanded that suppliers comply with OHS standards in labor 

codes to avoid embarrassing exposés about sweatshops in their supply chains, they have not applied 

meaningful pressure to compel compliance. Brands rarely terminate a contract or exit factories even when 

serious code violations are found (Bader 2015, Locke 2013). At the same time, they squeeze suppliers to 

reduce both margins and production times (Anner 2018, Locke 2013), signaling that brands’ top priority 

remains productivity. These behaviors boost incentives for supplier factories to cut costs on OHS 

compliance and prioritize workers’ wages-and-benefits demands to avoid production disruption.  

For all these reasons, we argue that supplier factories are likely to trade off OHS compliance and 

shift organizational resources to improve compliance with wages-and-benefits standards when faced with 

local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues, which will dampen improvement in OHS 

compliance and widen the gap between the two categories of compliance. We therefore hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Factories in cities with more worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues 
will subsequently tighten coupling of their wages-and-benefits policies and practices, and loosen 
coupling of their OHS policies and practices.  

Organizational Structures and Coupling in Response to Activism 

Firms facing labor activism over wages-and-benefits are likely to exhibit heterogeneity in the 

magnitude of both their coupling outcomes and their coupling compromises. We argue that such 

heterogeneity can be explained, in part, by the presence of organizational structures—such as piece-rate 

payment systems and unions—that are associated with perceptions of issue salience and with internal 

frictions or resistance to change.   

Piece-rate payment.  Many suppliers respond to the price and production pressures of the global 

value chain by adopting internal incentive structures to promote worker productivity and thus reduce costs 

and increase volume (Anner et al 2013, Bartley 2005, Gereffi et al 2005). Specifically, many use piece-

rate (or piecework) payment—compensation based on the number of units produced instead of time 
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worked—to incentivize productivity by giving workers a direct share of the economic gains associated 

with it (Burawoy 1983, Lazear 2000, Williamson 1985). 

Piece-rate payment structures are notoriously associated with poor working conditions because 

they incentivize workers to cut corners to produce more quickly and they signal management’s focus on 

productivity to the exclusion of other concerns. Indeed, research has shown piece-rate factories to be less 

susceptible to improvements in working conditions sought by brands (Bird et al. 2019). Yet, supplier 

factories with piece-rate payment might be more likely to improve compliance with wages-and-benefits 

standards in response to local worker activism contesting wages-and-benefits issues because these issues 

are especially salient to workers in piece-rate factories and because piece-rate payment systems entail 

minimal friction when implementing wages-and-benefits-related changes.  

First, research shows that piece-rate payment tends to attract workers who are particularly 

motivated by the possibility of earning more with lower risk of deferred compensation (Heywood and 

Wei 1997, Lazear 2000). When worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues occurs in their factory’s 

institutional field, piece-rate workers might be more likely to raise the issue saliency and increase the 

threat of labor unrest, pushing management to improve compliance with wages-and-benefits standards.  

Furthermore, compared to time-based wages, piece-rate payment allows managers to better 

monitor individual output and forecast the cost-of-labor per unit. Piece-rate payment has long been 

associated with labor flexibility—the ability to readily change head count and working conditions through 

layoffs, wage cuts, and work intensification (Cappelli 1997)—because managers can easily adjust 

compensation based on cost per unit (Long 2009). This type of system might therefore involve less 

friction when factories mobilize resources to improve compliance with wages-and-benefits standards 

through measures such as accurately documenting individual output, avoiding deferred payment, and 

changing head count to meet wages-and-benefits standards.  

For these reasons, we argue that the positive relationship between worker activism and tighter 

coupling (H1) will be more prominent for factories with piece-rate pay. We therefore hypothesize: 
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Hypothesis 3 (H3): The positive relationship between local worker activism over wages-and-
benefits issues and the tighter coupling of factories’ wages-and-benefits policies and practices is 
especially strong for factories that use piece-rate pay.  
 

Moreover, we argue that not only are organizations using piece-rate more likely to improve their 

compliance with wages-and-benefits standards facing worker activism pressures over wages-and-benefits, 

but that they are particularly likely to do so while trading off OHS compliance because both managers 

and workers at these factories tend to prioritize wages-and-benefits issues over OHS issues, and are thus 

less likely to resist reallocating resources from OHS to wages and benefits.   

First, managers at piece-rate suppliers tend to place less priority on OHS practices because these 

can impede the high productivity goals that drive such organizations (Dohmen et al. 2011, Holmstrom 

and Milgrom 1991, Prendergast 1999). These managers are therefore especially likely to shift resources 

away from OHS initiatives when worker activism forces them to improve compliance with wages-and-

benefits standards, which are more consistent with their core productivity goals (Bundy et al. 2013).  

Second, piece-rate workers are less likely to resist such a shift. These workers tend to place a 

lower priority on workplace health and safety than other workers do; research has shown that they cut 

corners to produce more quickly, avoid health and safety procedures that slow down productivity 

(Patterson 2007), and are more reluctant to take breaks (Lilley et al. 2002). Thus, they are less likely to 

object to siphoning resources from OHS compliance to fund better wages-and-benefits compliance. 

Because both managers and workers tend to place a lower priority on health and safety measures, 

piece-rate factories are especially likely to reallocate resources from OHS compliance to wages-and-

benefits compliance in response to worker activism over wages-and-benefits. We therefore hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The positive relationship hypothesized in H2—local worker activism over 
wages-and-benefits issues and factories subsequently tightening coupling of wages-and-benefits 
policies and practices and loosening coupling of OHS policies and practices—is especially strong 
for factories that use piece-rate pay. 

Unionization.  Unions have historically been the most important formal channel for worker 

participation in management processes. Studies of unions in the Global North have stressed their political 

role of raising labor standards by rectifying power imbalances between workers and employers (Morantz 
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2009, Reilly et al. 1995). However, in many countries in the Global South, unions are not permitted to 

perform this political function, existing instead at the pleasure of employers to curry political favor with 

the authoritarian state (Brown and O’Rourke 2007, Friedman and Lee 2010). In countries such as China 

and Vietnam, unions are considered extensions of the government rather than independent representatives 

of workers’ interests (Anner and Liu 2016).  

In China, for instance, all workers have the right to form or join a workplace trade union, but all 

workplace unions must be affiliated with one legally recognized umbrella organization, the All-China 

Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) (and its regional branches), which operates under the direct 

leadership of the Chinese Communist Party. Workplace unions are generally established by regional trade 

union officials in consultation with management, rather than with the employees; furthermore, the party 

organization or management nominates union heads—often party or management members (Chen 2009). 

The government and ACFTU have pushed particularly hard for unionization in private and foreign 

companies in China so as to exert greater control (Chan et al. 2017) and many of these companies have 

accepted unionization to signal their cooperation with the government (Chen 2009). Whereas ACFTU and 

its regional branches—because they enjoy government status, authority, and resources—facilitate 

collective bargaining, mediate during strikes, and gain favorable outcomes for workers (Chen 2010), 

workplace unions are largely ineffective at representing worker interests because they are dominated by 

management (Chen 2009, Liu 2010, Pringle and Meng 2018). 

Although workplace unions in the Global South tend to lack the political power typically 

associated with effective worker advocacy, we argue that local worker activism over wages-and-benefits 

will prompt unionized factories to nevertheless be more likely to improve compliance with wages-and-

benefits standards than nonunionized factories because union presence is likely to make the contested 

issues more salient and ease frictions that would impede change.  

First, because workplace unions are deeply integrated with management, they can provide an 

important channel for communicating with management about the presence of local labor unrest demands 

made by activists. Management attention is a scarce resource and not all events are attended equally. 
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Insiders such as employee groups have been shown to raise issue saliency in an organization and catalyze 

organizational responses to private political movements (Briscoe and Safford 2008, Briscoe et al. 2015, 

Buchter 2021). Unions can bring local activism—including efforts in other companies to address wages-

and-benefits issues—to management’s attention, allowing factories to improve compliance with wages-

and-benefits standards before these issues become contentious in their own workforce.  

Second, even when unions do not perform these communicative functions, high levels of local 

labor unrest are likely to be salient to managers of unionized factories because of the distinctive 

relationship between management and government in China. Managers in unionized factories are inclined 

to curry favor with government officials and government officials have a strong interest in maintaining 

social stability. Thus, managers in unionized factories are likely to be more highly attuned to local labor 

unrest and more prone to take actions to ensure that it does not spread to (or persist in) their factory.  

Third, if management elects to improve compliance with wages-and-benefits standards in 

response to local activism, unions reduce internal frictions by providing a vehicle for implementing these 

changes. They can make management aware of clogs in existing wages-and-benefits systems (such as 

overtime arrangements and compensation recording systems), explain management’s financial and 

operational constraints to workers, and mediate conflicts that arise during implementation (Chan and Hui 

2014). Thus, unions can reduce the costs of improving compliance with wages-and-benefits standards in 

response to local labor activism.  

For all these reasons, we argue that the positive relationship between worker activism and tighter 

coupling (H1) will be more prominent for unionized factories. We hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 5 (H5): The positive relationship between local worker activism over wages-and-
benefits issues and the tighter coupling of factories’ wages-and-benefits policies and practices is 
stronger for unionized than nonunionized factories.  

Although the political function of unions is hamstrung in many authoritarian countries, unions 

often serve as managerial tools to administrate worker-welfare–related affairs. Unions in Chinese 

factories, for instance, play an important role in monitoring OHS conditions on the shop floor (Chen and 

Chan 2004, Reilly et al. 1995, Walters 2006). Studies have shown that unionized factories in China and 
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Vietnam have superior health and safety conditions and greater improvement in those conditions (Dong et 

al. 2004, Gillen et al. 2002, Nissen et al. 2008).  

We posit that managements in unionized factories are less inclined to drain organizational 

resources from OHS-related compliance in response to local worker activism over wages-and-benefits 

because, in these factories, the salience of OHS issues and workers’ resistance to compromising OHS 

standards are stronger than in nonunionized factories. Unions educate both workers and management 

about OHS issues, making such issues more salient to both groups. Unions provide workers with training 

on safe practices, learn from frontline workers about shop-floor hazards, and communicate these issues to 

management (Chen and Chan 2004, Dong et al. 2004, Nissen et al. 2008). Management’s greater 

awareness of these issues might restrain the impulse to reallocate OHS budget to fund greater wages-and-

benefits compliance. In addition, because workers in unionized factories tend to have greater knowledge 

of workplace hazards and dangerous practices (Gillen et al. 2002), they are more likely to resist attempts 

to degrade safety measures, making it harder for management to siphon off health and safety resources. 

We therefore hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 6 (H6). The positive relationship hypothesized in H2—local worker activism over 
wages-and-benefits issues and factories subsequently tightening coupling of wages-and-benefits 
policies and practices and loosening coupling of OHS policies and practices—is weaker for 
unionized than for nonunionized factories. 

DATA AND MEASURES 

We test our hypotheses using a proprietary dataset of audits we obtained from a well-recognized 

multinational social auditing firm that required anonymity as a condition of sharing its data. The auditing 

firm provided us all code-of-conduct audits they conducted during 2012-2015 at factories around the 

world. The auditing firm is hired by brands and factories to send its audit teams to supplier factories to 

assess the extent to which their workplace conditions met a single code of conduct that specified 

standards for wage and benefits, occupational health and safety, and other domains. These standards are 

consistent with the International Labour Organization (ILO) core labor standards.  
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We examine the extent to which a factory’s compliance to labor codes improved (or worsened) 

between its prior audit and its focal (current) audit, and how such improvements varied based on levels of 

local worker activism that occurred in the interim. Because we examine improvement between two 

successive audits, our estimation sample is necessarily limited to factories with at least two audits in our 

dataset. Our estimations are based on 3,495 focal audits of 2,352 factories in 114 cities in mainland China 

on behalf of 78 buyers from 13 countries.1 The factories in our sample most produced hardlines 

(consumer durables), apparel, and electronics; see Appendix A for the industry composition. 

Dependent Variables 

We examine factories’ improvement in compliance with codes since its prior audit, with greater 

improvements indicating tighter coupling, considering two code compliance domains: (a) wage and 

benefits and (b) occupational health and safety. Auditors assess more than 40 wages-and-benefits 

practices, including “Regular work is calculated correctly, and is paid at the agreed wage and at least at 

minimum wage,” “Overtime wage is calculated and paid as legally required,” and “Wage are paid without 

any delay.” Auditors assess more than 50 OHS practices, including “First-aid kits are available in each 

workplace,” “Workplace ventilation is adequate,” and “Personal protective equipment, such as goggles, 

safety shoes and helmets, is provided and paid for by the facility, and is in use.” Auditors examine factory 

floor conditions, review documents, and interview employees to assess compliance with each item. These 

items are then aggregated and weighted to yield a score for each category.2 Each audit results in a wages 

& benefits score and a health & safety score, each ranging from 0 to 100, with higher scores indicating 

better compliance. In our sample, the wages & benefits score averages 67 and ranges from 0 to 100 and 

the health & safety score averages 79 and ranges from 25 to 100.  

 
1 Because our specification also relies on data from prior audits, our analysis is based on a total of 5,989 focal and 
prior audits. 5,989 is less than twice the number of focal audits because our sample includes not only 1,536 factories 
that were audited exactly twice during our sample period (meaning the factory appears in only one observation in 
our model specification because it has exactly one “prior audit” and one “focal audit”) but also 816 factories that 
were audited at least three times, which resulted in 1,001 audits being “the prior audit” in one observation and “the 
focal audit” in a subsequent observation. 
2 Pursuant to the nondisclosure agreement, we cannot disclose all items, or the formula used to aggregate them. 
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Coupling wages-and-benefits policies and practices: Improvement of wages & benefits 

score. Our first dependent variable measures a factory’s improvement in the wages & benefits category 

between successive audits. We calculate improvement in wages & benefits score by subtracting a 

factory’s prior audit’s wages & benefits score from its focal audit’s wages & benefits score; the result 

averages 5.1 and ranges from -91 to 92. Larger positive values indicate greater improvement; more 

negative values indicate greater degradation.  

Coupling compromises: Increase in performance gap between wages & benefits score and 

health & safety score.  Our second dependent variable measures the extent to which a factory’s 

performance gap between these two categories widens or narrows between successive audits. We create 

this measure in four steps. First, because a factory’s wages & benefits score and health & safety score 

have different averages, standard deviations, and ranges, we standardize each score to facilitate 

comparison. Second, we calculate a factory’s focal audit performance gap between wages & benefits 

score and health & safety score (focal audit) by subtracting the standardized health & safety score (focal 

audit) from the standardized wages & benefits score (focal audit). The gap reflects the extent to which the 

factory’s focal standardized wages & benefits score exceeds its standardized health & safety score. Third, 

we make the same calculation for the corresponding measures associated with the prior audit to calculate 

the factory’s gap between wages & benefits score and health & safety score (prior audit). Fourth, we 

calculate the increase in performance gap between wages & benefits score and health & safety score 

(henceforth referred to as the performance gap) by subtracting the prior audit’s gap from the focal audit’s 

gap; positive values indicate widening gaps and negative values indicate narrowing gaps. In our sample, 

this measure averages 0 and ranges from -5.5 to 4.2. 

Independent Variables 

Local worker activism.  The China Labor Bulletin (CLB; https://clb.org.hk), to our knowledge 

provides the only publicly accessible, detailed data on workers’ collective actions in mainland China3, 

 
3 There are no official statistics about worker activism in China and databases built by labor scholars such as Chen 
(2009), Wedeman (2009), and Elfstrom and Kuruvilla (2014) do not cover the years of our audit data (2012–2015). 
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dating back to 2011. CLB data include all publicly reported collective incidents—such as strikes, sit-ins, 

protests, and blocking roads—including those mentioned in Chinese newspapers and social media and in 

English-language media outlets. CLB reports dates, locations, demands, and estimated participant counts. 

We focused on the 1,898 collective incidents that (a) took place in a city that had at least one audited 

factory in our sample and (b) occurred between one of these factory’s prior and focal audits during 2012–

2015, the years for which we have audit data.4 Ninety-five percent of the incidents in our sample 

concerned wages-and-benefits issues such as wage arrears and overtime compensation and the rest 

concerned management practices such as operations, fines, and corruption.5 This comports with other 

empirical studies showing that worker activism in China is mainly about wages-and-benefits issues 

(Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014, Wedeman 2009). CLB reports the names of the targeted firm(s) in 36% of 

these incidents; none of which were in our sample. However, we cannot rule out the possibility that some 

factories in our sample might have been targeted in the remaining 64 percent. (We report the industries in 

which collective incidents occurred in Table A2 in Appendix A and the specific demands in Table A3). 

The number of participants in a collective action incident as an important predictor of its 

impact—by participating, activists collectively express their voice, demonstrate their legitimacy, and 

increase the salience of the contested issue (den Hond and de Bakker 2007). CLB categorizes the number 

of participants in each incident as being below 100 (“small events”), 101–1,000 (“medium events”), 

1,001–10,000 (“large events”), or more than 10,000 (“mega events”). Mirroring researchers’ common 

practice of handling interval data, we assign the midpoints of the three closed intervals as scores for those 

categories (i.e.,50 participants for incidents that CLB categorized as having up to 100 participants; 500 for 

those with 101–1,000 participants; 5,000 for those with 1,001–10,000) and use Hout’s (2004) approach to 

assign a value to the open-ended top category (i.e., 18,335 for incidents with more than 10,000; Appendix 

B details the method). We then create local worker activism in three steps. First, we calculate the total 

 
4 These 1,898 are over a third of the 5,164 collective actions throughout China reported by CLB during 2012 –2015.  
5 In a robustness test, we recalculate values of worker activism by excluding the 5 percent of incidents that involved 
other demands and we add a new control variable that accounts for these incidents. This yields similar results. 
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estimated number of participants in the collective actions in a factory’s city between its prior and focal 

audits.6 Second, we top-code these totals at the 95th percentile of the sample distribution (47,535) to 

reduce the potential impact of outliers. This results in the total number of participants since a factory’s 

prior audit averaging 10,992 and ranging from 0 to 47,535. Third, because this variable is also included in 

interaction terms in our models, we standardize it to avoid multicollinearity issues. In robustness tests, we 

alternatively measure local activism as local worker activism instances—the number of collective actions 

in a factory’s city between its prior and focal audit (ignoring the number of participants). In a separate test, 

we focus solely on worker activism in the manufacturing industry. These tests yield the same conclusion. 

Piece-rate payment.  We code a dichotomous variable, piece-rate payment, as 1 when the 

factory pays its frontline workers on a piece rate, as recorded by the auditor, and 0 otherwise (e.g., time-

based pay including hourly, daily, and monthly wages). We use piece-rate payment pertaining to a 

factory’s prior audit in order to examine its effect on the factory’s subsequent improvement. Eleven 

percent of prior audits were conducted at factories paying piece rate.  

Union. We code a dichotomous variable, union, as 1 when the factory is unionized, as recorded 

by the auditor, and 0 otherwise. We use union pertaining to the factory’s prior audit to examine its effect 

on subsequent improvement. Twenty-three percent of prior audits were conducted at unionized factories.  

Control Variables 

City attributes.   Although our specification includes city fixed effects to control for time-

invariant differences across cities that might influence factories’ improvement rates, we also obtained 

annual city-level data from the China City Statistical Yearbooks (2011–2015) and city governments’ 

websites to account for time-varying factors within cities. Each of these variables are at the city-year 

level, pertaining to the factory’s city and the year of the focal and/or prior audit (discussed below in the 

model specification description). Because growing cities might have increasing numbers of residents 

willing to participate in collective action, we control for annual city population (logged to reduce skew). 

 
6 For example, if three collective actions—two had 101–1,000 participants and one had 1,001–10,000—occurred in 
a factory’s city between its prior and focal audit, the total participants would be 6,000 (500 + 500 + 5,000). 
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We control for annual city GDP per capita (logged to reduce skew) and annual city GDP growth rate 

(percent change in GDP from the previous year) because more economically developed regions in China 

tend to have higher levels of law enforcement (Marquis and Bird 2018), which might prompt greater 

compliance with labor standards. Because local governments facing greater economic development 

pressure may be more prone to lax law enforcement, we control for annual city GDP growth rate ranking, 

which is the ranking of the factory’s city’s annual GDP growth rate relative to all other cities in the same 

province. We account for within-province ranking because China’s political promotion system leads city-

level officials to compete with other cities in the same province (administrative division), with winners 

being selected and promoted by province-level officials (Zhou 2007). Because increasing Internet access 

in China affects the outcome of activism, we control for annual city Internet diffusion measured by the 

percentage of a city’s residents with Internet access following Yue et al. (2019). Because an increase in 

the legal minimum wage in a factory’s city might increase the factory’s cost of complying with wage and 

benefits standards, we control for annual city minimum wage. Because labor activism might spur a more 

intense reaction in cities with greater inflation, where the buying power of wages declines more rapidly 

than elsewhere, we control for annual city consumer price index. (In a robustness test described below, we 

substitute these city-year variables with city-year fixed effects.) 

Factory attributes.  Using data obtained from the auditing company, we control for several 

factory attributes that might influence the factory’s wages-and-benefits and OHS practices. Because 

larger factories are more visible and thus exposed to higher regulatory risks, we control for factory 

employment as the number of managers and workers when the audit was conducted, logged to reduce 

skew. Because an organization’s practices tend to vary over its life cycle, we control for factory age, 

calculated by subtracting the factory’s founding year from the audit year, then adding 1. Because local 

workers tend to more strongly resist exploitation and demand better treatment than migrant workers do 

(Flanagan 2006), we control for a factory’s local worker ratio, the percentage of local workers. We 

control for the factory’s female worker ratio, the percentage of female workers, because some research 

shows that female workers more tolerant of exploitative working conditions (Caraway 2007) but others 
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find female workers more likely to voice their demands and defend their rights (Elias 2005, Rock 2003). 

Because factories might outsource problems to their subcontractors and thus have better audit 

performance, we include a dummy variable use subcontractors to denote factories that use subcontractors. 

Because factories certified to a management system standard exhibit greater improvement in code 

compliance (Bird et al. 2019), we include a dummy variable management system certification to denote a 

factory certified to at least one standard (e.g., SA8000, ISO 9001, OHSAS 18001) when it was audited. 

Audit attributes.  We control for several audit characteristics that might influence factory 

compliance scores, using data from the auditing company. Because factories with lower prior-audit scores 

have more room for improvement, we control for wages & benefits score (prior audit) in models that 

predict improvement in wages & benefits score, and we control for gap in wages & benefits score and 

health & safety score (prior audit) in models that predict increase in performance gap between wages & 

benefits score and health & safety score. Because factories may face lower costs of remediating non-

compliance instances identified in their initial audits (e.g., “lower hanging fruit”), we control for audit 

sequence with dummies indicating a factory’s first audit in the sample, its second audit, and so on. 

Because the time gap between a factory’s prior and focal audits might influence improvement, we control 

for months since prior audit, measured as the number of days between the prior and focal audits divided 

by 30. Because auditors tend to report more violations when the audit is paid for by the buyer rather than 

the audited factory (Short et al. 2016), we create two dummy variables: paid by buyer (prior audit) and 

paid by buyer (focal audit), each coded 1 when the buyer paid, and 0 otherwise. We control for three audit 

team characteristics for both the prior and focal audits that have been shown to affect audit results (Short 

et al. 2016). We include two dummy variables indicating an all-female audit team or a mixed-gender 

audit team, with all-male audit team as the omitted category, and we include audit team average age and 

audit team maximum tenure (the most years that any team member had worked at the auditing firm). 

ESTIMATION AND RESULTS 

To test hypotheses 1 and 2, we estimate the following model for factory i in industry j and city c 

that was audited on date d in year t for a buyer located in country b: 
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Yi,j,c,d,t,b = b1 activismi,d + b2 paymenti,d + b3 uniond + c cityc,t, + d factoryi,d, + f auditi,d + 
g cityFEc + h industryj + j yeart + l buyer-countryb + ei,j,c,d,t,b 

 
Y refers to improvement in wages & benefits score when testing hypotheses 1, 3, and 5, and to 

increase in performance gap when testing hypotheses 2, 4, and 6. Activism refers to local worker 

activism in a factory’s city occurred between its prior and focal audits. Payment refers to piece rate pay 

and union refers to union, in both case using values from the prior audit.7 We include the interaction 

between activism and payment when testing H3 and H4, and we include the interaction between activism 

and union when testing H5 and H6. All models also include the following controls. City refers to our 

annual city-level controls: city population, city GDP per capita, city GDP growth rate, city GDP growth 

rate ranking, city Internet diffusion, city minimum wage, and city consumer price index.8 Factory refers 

to our factory-level controls:  factory employment, factory age, local worker ratio, female worker ratio, 

use subcontractors, and management system certification, in all cases using values pertaining to the prior 

audit.9 Audit refers to our audit-level controls: wages & benefits score (prior audit) or gap in wages & 

benefits score and health & safety score (prior audit), audit sequence, months since prior audit, and, for 

the prior and focal audits: paid by buyer, all-female audit team, and mixed-gender audit team, audit team 

average age, and audit team maximum tenure. CityFE and industry refer to city fixed effects and 

industry fixed effects, which we include to control for all time-invariant factors that might affect average 

compliance improvement rates for factories in different cities and industries. We include year, which 

refers to year fixed effects, to control for overall temporal shocks and trends10. We include buyer-

 
7 About 10% of the factories in our sample report information about the presence of a union or piece-rate payment 
that is inconsistent between the prior and focal audits. Since we cannot tell whether a given inconsistency is due to a 
data-entry error or to an actual change—for example, if the factory unionized between one audit and the next—we 
dropped these suppliers from our sample. (Including them, as a robustness test, yielded nearly identical results.) 
8 Because our city-level variables are very stable over time, we include only values pertaining to the prior audit to 
avoid multicollinearity concerns, except for consumer price index and minimum wage, for which we instead include 
values pertaining to the focal audit, as they might influence a factory’s cost of improvement. 
9 Because the factory-level variables are very stable over time, we include their values pertaining only to the prior 
audit to avoid triggering multicollinearity concerns. 
10 As a robustness test, we re-estimate our primary models by including city-year dyad fixed effects 
(cityFEc  ´  yeart) and dropping all annual city-level controls(cityc,t). The models, reported in Table D1 in Appendix 
D, yield nearly identical results to our primary results in Table 2. 
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country, which refers to buyer-country fixed effects, to control for potential institutional differences, such 

as regulation, in the pressure exerted on supplier factories to comply to labor standards.  

We test our hypotheses using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, clustering standard errors 

by the supplier factory’s province.11 We report summary statistics in Table 1 and correlations in Table A4 

in the Appendix. We report results in Table 2, where the odd-numbered models predict improvement of 

wages & benefits score and the even-numbered models predict increase in performance gap. 

------ Insert Table 1 & Table 2 Here ------ 

Model 1 tests the direct effect of worker activism for wage and benefits on factories’ 

improvement of wages & benefits score. The positive coefficient on local worker activism that is 

statistically significant at the one-percent level (b = 2.109, p < 0.01) reveals that factories in cities with 

more local worker activism exhibit greater improvement in complying with wages-and-benefits standards, 

which supports H1. A one-standard-deviation increase in local worker activism—that is, 16,106 more 

collective action participants (roughly equivalent to three “large” collective action events, those with 

1,001–10,000 participants)—is associated with a 2.1-point increase in wages & benefits score, which is 

41 percent of the 5.1-point sample mean of improvement of wages & benefits score. (Figure C1 in 

Appendix C depicts average predicted effects of this model.) 

In Model 2, the positive coefficient on local worker activism that is statistically significant at the 

one-percent level (b =0.135, p < 0.01) reveals that factories in cities with more local worker activism over 

wages-and-benefits issues exhibit a wider performance gap—that is, their wages & benefits scores 

increase to a greater degree than their health & safety scores—which supports H2.12 (Figure C2 depicts 

 
11 Clustering by province is more conservative than clustering by supplier factory or city, although these approaches 
yield similar results. 
12 To interpret the magnitude of the effect of a 1-standard-deviation increase in local worker activism, akin to 
roughly three “large” collective action events, we rely on predicted average effects from the models reported in 
Model 1 in Table 2 and Table E1 in the Appendix E. These results indicate that, for example, compared to factories 
in cities in which no collective action events occurred between the factories’ successive audits, factories in cities in 
which three large events occurred exhibit a 2-point increase in wages & benefits score and a nearly 1-point decrease 
in health & safety score, resulting in a 3-point increase in the performance gap between the two scores.  
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average predicted effects of this model.) These results show that while worker activism accelerates local 

factories’ compliance in wages & benefits, it dampens their improvement in health & safety compliance.  

Model 3 adds the interaction between piece-rate payment (prior audit) and local worker activism 

to Model 1. The positive, statistically significant coefficient on the interaction term (b = 2.137, p < 0.05) 

reveals that the positive relationship between local worker activism and factories’ improvement in wages 

& benefits scores is particularly pronounced for factories using piece-rate payment, supporting H3. A 

one-standard-deviation increase in local worker activism for non–piece-rate factories is associated with a 

1.97-point increase (b = 1.967) in wages & benefits scores, less than half of the 4.1-point increase for 

piece-rate factories (calculated as 1.967 + 2.137). (Figure C3 in Appendix C depicts average predicted 

effects and illustrates how piece-rate factories respond more acutely to local worker activism.)  

Model 4 adds the interaction between piece-rate payment (prior audit) and local worker activism 

to Model 2. The positive coefficient on the interaction term that is statistically significant at the one-

percent level (b = 0.127, p < 0.01) reveals that the relationship between greater local worker activism 

over wages-and-benefits and widening factories’ performance gap is particularly pronounced in piece-rate 

factories. (Figure C4 in Appendix C depicts average predicted effects.) A one-standard-deviation increase 

in local worker activism is associated with a 0.25 increase in performance gap (calculated as 0.127 + 

0.122) for piece-rate factories, nearly twice the 0.13 increase (b = 0.127) for non–piece-rate factories.  

Model 5 adds the interaction between union (prior audit) and local worker activism to Model 1. 

The positive, statistically significant coefficient on this interaction term (b = 2.224, p < 0.05) reveals that 

the positive relationship between local worker activism and factories’ improvement in wages & benefits 

scores is particularly pronounced for unionized factories, supporting H5. A one-standard-deviation 

increase in local worker activism is associated with a 1.8-point increase (b =1.805) in wages & benefits 

scores for nonunionized factories, less than half the 4.0-point increase for unionized factories (calculated 

as 1.805 + 2.224). (Figure C5 in Appendix C depicts average predicted effects.) 
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Model 6 adds the interaction between union (prior audit) and local worker activism to Model 2. 

The positive, statistically significant coefficient on the interaction term (b = 0.139, p < 0.01) reveals that, 

compared to the effect on nonunionized factories, local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues 

has a particularly pronounced effect on widening unionized factories’ performance gap. This result is the 

opposite of what H6 predicted. (Figure C6 in Appendix C depicts the average predicted effects.) A one-

standard-deviation increase in local worker activism is associated with a 0.26 increase in performance gap 

(calculated as 0.116 + 0.139) for unionized factories, more than twice the 0.12 increase (b = 0.116) for 

nonunionized factories. We reflect on this unexpected finding in the Discussion section. 

Empirical Extensions 

We conduct supplemental analyses to further understand the widened performance gap between 

wages & benefits scores and health & safety scores, especially how health & safety scores change after 

local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues occurred. We calculate the improvement in health & 

safety score by subtracting a factory’s health & safety score at its prior audit from the focal audit value; 

the result averages 5.2 and ranges from -65 to 75 in our sample. Using comparable models that predict 

improvement of health & safety score and control for health & safety score (prior audit), we find that 

factories in cities with more local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues exhibit less 

improvement in health & safety scores. Specifically, a one-standard-deviation increase in such activism is 

associated with a nearly 1.0-point less improvement in health & safety score, a 20-percent diminishment 

from the sample average of a 5.2-point improvement. This attenuation is especially acute for piece-rate 

factories and for unionized factories. (Results are reported in Appendix E.) 

In addition, because most incidents did not report targeted organizations’ names, our main 

findings might reflect responses to worker activism from both targeted and not-targeted factories. To 

assess whether our main findings might be driven by targeted factories’ responses, we re-estimate our 

models on the subset of 687 incidents (36 percent of those in our overall sample) that reported the 

targeted factories’ names, none of which were in our sample. The results of this subsample analysis of 
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1,443 supplier factories in 98 cities yield results very similar to our primary results in terms of coefficient 

magnitude and statistical significance (see Appendix F). This provides further support of the same five 

hypotheses as our main results (H1-H5) and indicates that our primary results are not driven by the 

response of factories that might have been targeted by the incidents that did not report targets. 

DISCUSSION 

Sitting at the nexus of the private politics literature and (de)coupling literature, our study reveals 

that organizations facing episodes of contentious activism in their institutional environment will improve 

their practices and couple them more tightly with their CSR policies in the domain contested by activists, 

but they will loosen the coupling of policy and practice in other competing CSR domains. We theorize 

that the nature and extent of coupling compromises can be explained by the interaction of activism with 

organizational structures that construct managerial perceptions of issue salience and internal frictions to 

change. In the context of global value chain, we find that episodic worker activism over wages-and-

benefits issues push supplier factories to improve their wages-and-benefits practices and couple them 

more tightly with CSR labor standards that they had committed to, but these factories concurrently loosen 

their coupling of their OHS practices and standards. Both effects are stronger in factories with piece-rate 

payment and unions. These findings make significant contributions to the literatures on private politics, 

(de)coupling, and global supply chain labor practices. 

Contributions to the Literatures on Private Politics and (De)Coupling 

First, we contribute to the private politics literature by expanding its focus from the relationship 

between activism and policy adoption to the relationship between activism and policy implementation, 

extending an emerging but underdeveloped line of research. The private politics literature has “often 

remained focused on the level of discursive claims and discursive changes, primarily concerned with how 

policies are passed and commitments are secured” (Buchter, 2021: 524). A handful of studies on 

companies’ implementation of responses to activism illuminate the internal organizational dynamics 

shaping policy implementation (Julian et al. 2008; Bird et al. 2019; Briscoe and Safford 2018; Buchter 

2021). We extend this research by demonstrating that the coupling of organizational policy change with 
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organizational practice is likewise shaped by post-adoption episodes of contentious activism in the 

institutional environment and their interaction with organizational structures that construct managers’ 

perceptions of the costs and benefits of coupling. These findings add nuance to understandings of the 

conditions under which activism is likely to influence policy implementation.  

Second, we contribute to the (de)coupling literature by exploring the influence of punctuated, 

disruptive outbursts of activism on (de)coupling outcomes. The (de)coupling literature has long focused 

on durable institutional features that trigger activist scrutiny or norm diffusion that could in turn promote 

coupling, but few empirical studies have investigated episodes of contentious activism. Our findings 

confirm Bartley and Egels-Zandén’s (2016) intuition that instances of local worker activism can tighten 

coupling of CSR policies and practices, and we extend their work by demonstrating that contingent 

coupling can occur not only at firms strategically targeted by activists, but at firms occupying an 

organizational field where worker activism is prevalent.  

Third, our concept of coupling compromises contributes to both the private politics and 

(de)coupling literatures by theorizing and assessing the trade-offs that coupling can entail as organizations 

manage competing stakeholder demands. In our context, we find evidence suggesting that workers bear 

the cost of these tradeoffs: as supplier factories increasingly coupled their practices with wages-and-

benefits standards in the presence of activism over wages-and-benefits, they eroded improvements in 

workplace health and safety. This finding responds to calls for research into activism’s “unanticipated 

effects” (Briscoe and Gupta 2016: 7) and it extends an emerging literature on the indirect effects of 

activism, which to date has focused on positive spillovers for intended beneficiaries (e.g., Briscoe et al. 

2015; McDonnell et al. 2015). While research suggests that concessions granted to activists can pave the 

way for a more conciliatory response to future activism (McDonnell et al. 2015), we demonstrate the 

price that might be paid for those concessions in compromises to competing social or economic priorities.  

Furthermore, we contribute to stakeholder theory on how companies allocate their limited 

resources and attention among various, competing stakeholders (Durand et al. 2019, Eesley and Lenox 

2006, Mitchell et al. 1997), foregrounding that companies sometimes respond to stakeholder pressure by 
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siphoning resources from other priorities of that same stakeholder (in our case, workers). This kind of 

“pocket-shifting” has important implications for understanding how companies calculate the net benefits 

of responses to institutional pressures such as contentious activism. Concessions are much less costly to 

companies if the stakeholders demanding them ultimately foot the bill. Our findings likewise suggest the 

need for a broader conceptualization of “concession costs” (Luders 2006) that recognizes that the costs of 

implementing change in response to activism might be borne not only by the companies that concede but 

also by the very constituencies that activists seek to help. By investigating these tradeoffs, we illuminate 

the broader implications of private politics for activists’ agendas and for corporate social performance. 

Contributions to the Literature on Labor Practices in Global Supply Chains 

Our research contributes to the literature on labor practices in global value chains. First, our study 

of CSR coupling in the face of local labor activism helps push past a deep tension in the literature on 

private supply chain labor standards. Many have criticized brands for imposing codes symbolically (or 

cynically), to protect their reputations and preserve their legitimacy even as they continue to pressure 

supplier factories to produce ever more cheaply and quickly (Anner et al 2013, Bartley 2005), forcing 

factories to decouple their labor practices and from the aspirations embodied in codes to meet brands’ 

production demands (Locke 2013). Some have charged that brands use codes strategically to undermine 

labor organizing and activism (Clean Clothes Campaign 2005). This ignores the fact that codes are being 

adopted by suppliers in local environments where worker activism is on the rise (Anner and Liu 2016, 

Cox 2015, Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014, Pike 2020), and the possibility that such activism can shape 

ongoing struggles over supplier factories’ decoupling of labor codes and labor practices.  

Second, we provide important evidence in the debate over the influence of worker activism on 

factories’ compliance with labor standards. Research to date has been dominated by qualitative case 

studies—and inconclusive. Some studies reveal short-term effects of wildcat strikes on resolving 

particular issues (Anner 2018, Cox 2015), whereas others show labor movements failing to bring about 

substantial changes in overall working conditions (Chen and Gallagher 2018, Lee and Friedman 2009). 

Our large-scale quantitative investigation reveals that activism over wages-and-benefits issues indeed led 
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local supplier factories to improve compliance with wages-and-benefits standards. Furthermore, our study 

identifies variation in such improvement: factories with piece-rate payment and/or unions were more 

responsive. This adds novel insights into the factors predicting the impact of worker activism. 

Third, our study documents the tradeoffs to health and safety that some supplier factories made as 

they responded to local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues. This extends research 

demonstrating the tension that can arise between profits and worker safety (Das et al. 2008, Dov 2008, 

Pagell et al. 2020) and the general preference of manufacturing workers in developing countries for 

wages-and-benefits over OHS measures (Domat et al. 2013, Oka 2016). Our finding suggests the 

tremendous challenges labor activists face in raising working conditions overall in the global value chain. 

Finally, our finding that unions failed to buffer workers from coupling compromises in health-

and-safety–related areas in response to local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues cautions 

against relying on unions to promote companies’ social performance broadly defined. Although unions 

are known to be associated with better workplace health and safety conditions (e.g., Gillen et al. 2002, 

Walters 2006)—even in authoritarian contexts such as China—we did not find (as we had hypothesized) 

that they preserved health and safety performance in factories confronting local activism over wages-and-

benefits issues. In fact, the increase in the performance gap between the two areas is more pronounced for 

unionized than for nonunionized factories, meaning that in unionized factories, there is a greater 

compromise of OHS compliance relative to wages-and-benefits compliance. It is difficult to draw firm 

conclusions about the mechanisms driving this finding without knowing more about union strength and 

worker preferences in our supplier factories. While our finding could reflect unions’ lack of power to 

stand up to management to protect health and safety resources valued by workers, it might instead reflect 

union efficacy in representing workers’ preferences for better wages and benefits over health and safety 

measures, consistent with prior research on worker priorities (Oka 2016).  

Limitations, Boundary Conditions, and Future Directions 

There are several limitations in our study. First, the CLB database on which we rely is unlikely to 

capture all worker activism in China because it only records publicly reported incidents. We speculate 
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that unreported events might also influence local factories whose managers might learn about them 

through informal means. In addition, because many CLB reports did not specify which companies were 

targeted, we can neither tease out the influence of worker activism on targeted factories and nontargeted 

factories nor delineate the diffusion process. Second, it is difficult to observe companies’ internal 

processes in secondary data, and we were unable to obtain data on factories’ profits, management 

compensation, or budgets for each social domain that would enable us to directly measure compromises 

that companies make. Like many others, we rely on audit reports to assess factory compliance (and thus 

coupling) in different areas (e.g., Distelhorst et al. 2015, Locke et al. 2007, Oka 2016).  

Our study thus suggests exciting opportunities for future research to investigate the nature and 

extent of coupling compromises companies make amongst various dimensions and to identify conditions 

that might amplify or inhibit such tradeoffs. We also encourage research that explores the boundary 

conditions of our theory. While we focus on small, non-branded firms in emerging markets, we suspect 

that coupling comprises in responses to activism by large, branded firms likely exist. Research is required 

to assess the extent to which our findings are generalizable; for instance, whether companies with more 

resource slack and more balanced stakeholder pressures across social domains avoid such tradeoffs.  

CONCLUSION 

Our study highlights the impact of contentious activism on organizations’ coupling and coupling 

compromises—organizations improve their practices and more tightly coupling them with CSR policies 

in the domain contested by activists but relax the coupling of policy and practice in competing CSR 

domains. We find that the nature and extent of coupling compromises can be explained by the interaction 

of local worker activism with organizational structures that construct managerial perceptions of issue 

salience and internal frictions to change. Our study suggests the need to look beyond coupling in one 

single domain to learn more about the required tradeoffs.  
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Figure 1. Coupling and Coupling Compromises in Supplier Factories' Responses to Worker Activism 

 
 

Table 1. Summary Statistics 
 Mean S.D. Min Max 
Improvement of wages & benefits score 5.12 31.90 -90.83 92.14 
Improvement of health & safety score 5.23 15.91 -65.15 74.79 
Increase in performance gap  0 1.32 -5.53 4.22 
Wages & benefits score (focal audit) 66.64 27.53 0 100 
Health & safety score (focal audit) 78.51 15.39 24.53 100 
Performance gap between wages & benefits scoreS and health & safety scoreS (focal 
audit) 

0 1.20 -3.50 4.12 

Wages & benefits score (prior audit) 61.52 31.21 0 100 
Health & safety score (prior audit) 73.29 16.68 19.91 100 
Performance gap between wages & benefits score S and health & safety score S (prior 
audit) 

0 1.18 -3.27 3.46 

Local worker activism (thousands) 10.99 16.11 0 47.54 
Local worker activism S 0 1 -0.68 2.27 
Piece-rate payment (prior audit) 0.11 0.32 0 1 
Union (prior audit) 0.23 0.42 0 1 
City population (prior audit) L 6.54 0.50 4.30 8.00 
City GDP per capita (prior audit) L 11.19 0.41 9.79 11.91 
City GDP growth rate (prior audit) 9.35 2.03 1.23 17.23 
City GDP growth rate ranking (prior audit) 10.12 6.01 1 21 
City Internet diffusion (prior audit) 0.33 0.19 0.002 0.82 
City consumer price index (focal audit) 2.02 0.50 0.4 3.5 
City minimum wage (1,000 RMB) (focal audit) 1.37 0.24 0.68 2.03 
Factory employment (prior audit) L 5.09 1.16 1.79 9.62 
Factory age (prior audit) L 2.16 0.68 0 3.95 
Percent of female workers (prior audit) 0.58 0.17 0.05 0.97 
Percent of local workers (prior audit) 0.36 0.35 0 1 
Use subcontractor (prior audit) 0.17 0.38 0 1 
Management system certification (prior audit) 0.14 0.35 0 1 
Paid by buyer (prior audit) 0.30 0.46 0 1 
Paid by buyer (focal audit) 0.31 0.46 0 1 
Audit sequence 2.71 0.98 2 6 
Months since prior audit 9.00 5.50 1.53 23.47 
All-female audit team (prior audit) 0.37 0.48 0 1 
Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 0.11 0.31 0 1 
All-female audit team (focal audit) 0.38 0.49 0 1 
Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) 0.08 0.27 0 1 
Audit team average age (prior audit) 29.85 3.57 25 45 
Audit team average age (focal audit) 30.12 3.76 25 45 
Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 3.56 2.40 0.74 10.48 
Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) 3.79 2.47 0.74 10.48 
  N = 3,495.  S indicates standardized.  L indicates logged.
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Table 2. Primary OLS Regression Results 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Dependent variable  
Improvement in 

wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Local worker activism S 2.109** 0.135** 1.967** 0.127** 1.805** 0.116** 
 (0.575) (0.036) (0.604) (0.037) (0.556) (0.030) 

Local worker activism S ´ Piece-rate payment (prior audit)   2.137* 0.122**   
   (0.895) (0.037)   
Local worker activism S ´ Union (prior audit)     2.224* 0.139** 
     (0.866) (0.037) 
Piece-rate payment (prior audit) -8.767*** -0.090 -8.324*** -0.064 -8.667*** -0.083 

 (2.169) (0.107) (1.922) (0.089) (2.180) (0.109) 
Union (prior audit) 3.424*** 0.070+ 3.478*** 0.073+ 3.777** 0.093 

 (0.719) (0.039) (0.704) (0.039) (0.994) (0.061) 
Wages & benefits score (prior audit) -0.672***  -0.672***  -0.672***  

 (0.014)  (0.014)  (0.014)  
Performance gap between wages & benefits scoreS and health &   -0.696***  -0.696***  -0.695*** 
  safety scoreS (prior audit)  (0.025)  (0.025)  (0.025) 
City population (prior audit) L -87.579 -3.573 -85.768 -3.472 -84.421 -3.393 

 (106.106) (6.852) (105.758) (6.809) (105.785) (6.713) 
City GDP per capita (prior audit) L -20.773 -1.878 -20.835 -1.881 -20.524 -1.861 

 (35.499) (1.326) (35.272) (1.309) (35.305) (1.308) 
City GDP growth rate (prior audit) -0.188 -0.004 -0.167 -0.003 -0.161 -0.003 

 (0.286) (0.013) (0.285) (0.013) (0.285) (0.013) 
City GDP growth rate ranking (prior audit) -0.026 -0.001 -0.025 -0.001 -0.021 -0.000 

 (0.124) (0.006) (0.123) (0.006) (0.123) (0.006) 
City Internet diffusion (prior audit) 4.326 0.757 4.275 0.754 3.683 0.714 

 (13.793) (0.814) (13.779) (0.818) (14.253) (0.808) 
City consumer price index (focal audit) 2.192** 0.095* 2.170** 0.094+ 2.187** 0.095* 
 (0.713) (0.045) (0.730) (0.045) (0.726) (0.045) 
City minimum wage (focal audit) 4.562 0.095 4.744 0.105 4.290 0.078 
 (5.252) (0.309) (5.118) (0.316) (5.217) (0.305) 
Factory employment (prior audit) L 0.255 0.034 0.249 0.033 0.251+ 0.033 

 (0.149) (0.021) (0.151) (0.021) (0.144) (0.021) 
Factory age (prior audit) L 0.791 0.068* 0.790 0.068* 0.796 0.068* 

 (0.714) (0.025) (0.717) (0.025) (0.709) (0.025) 
Percent of female workers (prior audit) 4.592* 0.020 4.449* 0.012 4.274* 0.001 

 (1.866) (0.142) (1.788) (0.138) (1.615) (0.134) 
Percent of local workers (prior audit) 2.473* 0.199* 2.506** 0.201* 2.516** 0.202* 

 (0.882) (0.075) (0.868) (0.074) (0.874) (0.073) 
Use subcontractor (prior audit) -2.012+ -0.074* -2.027+ -0.075* -1.978+ -0.072* 

 (1.058) (0.031) (1.077) (0.032) (1.050) (0.030) 
Management system certification (prior audit) 1.870+ -0.004 1.893+ -0.002 1.948+ 0.001 

 (1.006) (0.062) (1.008) (0.062) (1.016) (0.064) 
Paid by buyer (prior audit) -0.548 -0.029 -0.543 -0.029 -0.612 -0.033 
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Table 2. Primary OLS Regression Results (continued) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Dependent variable  
Improvement in 

wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 
 (1.237) (0.056) (1.239) (0.057) (1.218) (0.057) 

Paid by buyer (focal audit) 2.614 -0.032 2.590 -0.033 2.627 -0.031 
 (1.553) (0.053) (1.556) (0.053) (1.546) (0.053) 

Months since prior audit -0.292* 0.003 -0.294* 0.003 -0.295* 0.003 
 (0.122) (0.007) (0.120) (0.007) (0.123) (0.007) 

All-female audit team (prior audit) -0.764 -0.020 -0.813 -0.023 -0.773 -0.021 
 (1.206) (0.021) (1.233) (0.022) (1.200) (0.020) 

Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 3.188+ 0.055 3.074+ 0.048 3.029+ 0.045 
 (1.666) (0.037) (1.719) (0.039) (1.715) (0.038) 

All-female audit team (focal audit) -0.213 0.064 -0.226 0.064 -0.159 0.068 
 (0.691) (0.060) (0.688) (0.060) (0.726) (0.060) 

Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) -3.230* 0.125 -3.296* 0.121 -3.475** 0.110 
 (1.270) (0.076) (1.235) (0.075) (1.197) (0.077) 

Audit team average age (prior audit) -0.049 -0.001 -0.045 -0.001 -0.055 -0.002 
 (0.112) (0.001) (0.111) (0.001) (0.118) (0.001) 

Audit team average age (focal audit) 0.162 0.000 0.155 -0.000 0.166 0.001 
 (0.218) (0.007) (0.222) (0.008) (0.217) (0.007) 

Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 0.190 -0.007 0.185 -0.007 0.209 -0.005 
 (0.244) (0.006) (0.243) (0.006) (0.260) (0.007) 

Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) -0.417 -0.002 -0.418 -0.002 -0.420 -0.002 
 (0.287) (0.009) (0.286) (0.009) (0.285) (0.009) 

Observations 3,495 3,495 3,495 3,495 3,495 3,495 
R-squared 0.4552 0.3769 0.4555 0.3774 0.4557 0.3781 

 
Note: Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by supplier province in parentheses. All models also include fixed effects for city, industry, year, 
audit-sequence, and buyer-country. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed tests). S indicates standardized. L indicates logged. 
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Appendix A. Sample Statistics  
 

Table A1. Industry Composition of Audits and Audited Supplier Factories 
 

 Audits Supplier factories 
Industry    Number Percent Number Percent 
Hardlines  786 22.5 511 21.7 
Other 434 12.4 266 11.3 
Apparel 416 11.9 301 12.8 
Electronics 358 10.2 243 10.3 
Toys 299 8.6 204 8.7 
Housewares 286 8.2 185 7.9 
Textiles 234 6.7 167 7.1 
Personal use items 177 5.1 126 5.4 
Accessories 176 5.0 137 5.8 
Footwear 130 3.7 90 3.8 
Sports and outdoor 100 2.9 65 2.8 
Automotive 99 2.8 57 2.4 
Total 3,495 100 2,352 100 
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Table A2. Industries in Which Collective Action Incidents in the Estimation Sample Occurred  
 

Industry Number of incidents Percent 
Manufacturing 988 52 
Construction 318 17 
Transportation & logistics 245 13 
Services 220 12 
Education 59 3 
Mining 22 1 
Other 46 2 
Total 1,898 100 

 
 

Table A3. Demands of Collective Action Incidents in the Estimation Sample 
 

Total incidents: 1,898 1,690 
incidents 
had one 
demand 

162 incidents 
had two 
demands 

35 
incidents 
had three 
demands 

11 incidents 
had more than 
three demands 

     
1,505 incidents had at least one wage-and-
hours–related demand 

1,252 184 50 19 

Wage arrears 966 68 23 10 
Pay increase 228 77 15 1 

Overtime hours 23 34 11 8 
Bonus arrears 14 4 1 0 

Equal pay 12 0 0 0 
Wage cut 7 0 0 0 

Wage transparency 2 1 0 0 
     
332 incidents had at least one 
compensation-related demand 

283 36 7 6 

Closure or relocation compensation 123 15 6 4 
Layoffs 86 19 1 2 

Ownership change compensation 62 1 0 0 
Medical compensation 12 1 0 0 

     
232 incidents had at least one benefits-
related demand 

69 95 48 20 

Social insurance 46 65 26 11 
Subsidies 11 3 1 0 

Housing fund 6 15 17 8 
Other benefits 6 12 4 1 

     
95 incidents had at least one other demand 86 9 0 0 

Note: Some collective action incidents had more than one demand. For example, if one incident contested both wage 
arrears and social insurance issues, it would be recorded in the “incidents had two demands” column, contributing 
“1” to that column’s “wage arrears” and “social insurance” cells. 
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Table A4. Correlations 
 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 
1 Improvement of wages & benefits score 1                 
2 Improvement of health & safety score 0.19 1                
3 Increase in performance gap  0.67 -0.60 1               
4 Wages & benefits score (prior audit) -0.62 -0.14 -0.35 1              
5 Health & safety score (prior audit) -0.12 -0.56 0.29 0.31 1             
6 Performance gap between wages & benefits 

score S and health & safety score S (prior audit) -0.42 0.35 -0.54 0.59 -0.59 1     
       

7 Local worker activism S -0.08 -0.09 0.00 0.04 0.14 -0.08 1           
8 Piece-rate payment (prior audit) 0.03 0.02 0.00 -0.13 -0.12 -0.01 -0.09 1          
9 Union (prior audit) 0.07 0.02 0.05 -0.01 -0.02 0.01 -0.13 0.13 1         
10 City population (prior audit) L 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.38 -0.06 0.02 1        
11 City GDP per capita (prior audit) L 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.04 -0.02 0.29 -0.01 0.06 0.45 1       
12 City GDP growth rate (prior audit) 0.02 0.01 0.00 -0.07 -0.01 -0.05 -0.12 0.05 -0.06 -0.22 -0.14 1      
13 City GDP growth rate ranking (prior audit) 0.04 0.01 0.01 -0.14 0.02 -0.13 0.40 -0.04 -0.08 0.01 0.08 -0.47 1     
14 City Internet diffusion (prior audit) 0.03 0.00 0.02 -0.02 0.05 -0.06 0.39 -0.04 0.00 0.53 0.65 0.00 -0.12 1    
15 City consumer price index (focal audit) 0.09 0.02 0.05 -0.08 -0.08 0.00 0.06 0.04 -0.02 0.22 0.11 0.26 -0.05 0.22 1   
16 City minimum wage (focal audit) -0.03 -0.02 -0.01 0.11 0.10 0.01 0.33 -0.05 0.05 0.55 0.71 -0.29 -0.06 0.71 -0.05 1  
17 Factory employment (prior audit) L 0.06 0.01 0.04 -0.10 -0.04 -0.04 0.05 0.13 0.34 -0.02 0.07 0.00 0.12 0.08 0.06 0.01 1 
18 Factory age (prior audit) L 0.03 -0.01 0.04 0.00 -0.03 0.02 -0.03 0.05 0.22 0.02 0.09 -0.03 0.00 0.08 -0.01 0.09 0.26 
19 Percent of female workers (prior audit) 0.00 -0.03 0.02 0.09 0.09 0.00 -0.14 0.01 -0.03 0.01 0.01 0.04 -0.14 -0.04 -0.03 0.05 -0.15 
20 Percent of local workers (prior audit) 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.08 -0.03 0.09 -0.47 0.06 0.08 -0.22 -0.31 0.17 -0.33 -0.35 -0.12 -0.24 -0.20 
21 Use subcontractor (prior audit) 0.02 0.05 -0.02 -0.05 -0.06 0.00 -0.03 0.10 0.03 0.03 0.00 -0.04 0.03 -0.02 0.02 0.02 0.00 
22 Management system certification (prior audit) 0.06 0.03 0.03 0.01 -0.03 0.03 -0.07 0.06 0.25 0.02 0.05 -0.05 -0.03 0.02 0.00 0.04 0.28 
23 Paid by buyer (prior audit) -0.02 0.00 -0.02 0.06 0.05 0.00 -0.03 -0.04 -0.04 -0.01 -0.04 0.04 -0.03 -0.04 0.00 -0.05 -0.12 
24 Paid by buyer (focal audit) -0.03 0.00 -0.02 0.07 0.06 0.01 0.00 -0.06 -0.05 0.00 -0.02 0.04 -0.03 -0.02 -0.03 -0.02 -0.13 
25 Audit sequence -0.04 -0.05 0.00 0.02 0.09 -0.06 -0.01 -0.03 0.09 -0.04 0.07 -0.11 -0.01 0.05 -0.27 0.16 0.10 
26 Months since prior audit -0.30 -0.26 -0.04 0.36 0.27 0.08 0.29 -0.08 -0.08 0.00 -0.01 -0.05 -0.02 -0.01 -0.11 0.07 -0.11 
27 All-female audit team (prior audit) 0.00 0.01 -0.01 -0.02 -0.02 0.00 0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 0.08 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.03 0.03 -0.07 
28 Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 0.06 0.03 0.02 -0.09 -0.02 -0.06 0.14 -0.01 0.04 0.03 0.09 -0.03 0.19 0.11 0.01 0.03 0.35 
29 All-female audit team (focal audit) 0.01 0.00 0.01 -0.01 -0.02 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 -0.01 0.09 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.04 -0.02 
30 Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) -0.05 -0.09 0.02 -0.01 0.04 -0.04 0.23 -0.02 0.03 0.05 0.08 0.00 0.12 0.11 0.00 0.05 0.26 
31 Audit team average age (prior audit) 0.01 0.01 -0.01 -0.08 0.04 -0.10 0.03 -0.02 -0.02 -0.06 -0.04 0.04 0.11 -0.03 -0.08 -0.03 0.05 
32 Audit team average age (focal audit) -0.03 0.00 -0.03 -0.03 0.04 -0.06 0.07 -0.03 -0.04 -0.10 -0.07 0.04 0.14 -0.04 -0.08 -0.08 0.00 
33 Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 0.06 0.05 0.00 -0.12 0.00 -0.09 0.01 -0.03 0.01 -0.05 0.06 -0.02 0.16 0.03 -0.09 0.06 0.16 
34 Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) -0.05 -0.03 -0.02 -0.02 0.03 -0.04 0.05 -0.04 0.01 -0.10 0.00 -0.03 0.14 0.01 -0.11 0.02 0.11 
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Table A4. Correlations (continued) 
  18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 
18 Factory age (prior audit) L 1                 
19 Percent of female workers (prior audit) 0.00 1                
20 Percent of local workers (prior audit) 0.02 0.33 1               
21 Use subcontractor (prior audit) -0.02 0.07 0.00 1              
22 Management system certification (prior audit) 0.12 -0.04 0.01 0.03 1             
23 Paid by buyer (prior audit) -0.06 0.12 0.06 0.05 -0.04 1            
24 Paid by buyer (focal audit) -0.06 0.12 0.05 0.03 -0.05 0.69 1           
25 Audit sequence 0.18 0.01 -0.01 0.00 0.06 0.01 0.05 1          
26 Months since prior audit -0.05 0.03 -0.01 -0.05 -0.06 -0.01 -0.02 -0.11 1         
27 All-female audit team (prior audit) -0.03 0.03 0.06 0.02 0.02 -0.02 -0.02 0.01 -0.02 1        
28 Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 0.09 -0.07 -0.18 -0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.02 -0.07 -0.27 1       
29 All-female audit team (focal audit) 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00 -0.01 -0.01 -0.05 0.12 -0.02 1      
30 Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) 0.08 -0.09 -0.16 -0.03 0.01 -0.02 0.02 0.06 0.13 -0.04 0.18 -0.23 1     
31 Audit team average age (prior audit) 0.00 -0.03 -0.07 -0.01 -0.02 -0.02 -0.03 0.08 -0.04 -0.12 0.05 0.02 0.02 1    
32 Audit team average age (focal audit) -0.01 -0.05 -0.06 -0.03 -0.04 -0.02 -0.02 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.04 -0.13 0.04 0.11 1   
33 Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 0.04 -0.05 -0.08 -0.01 0.00 -0.02 -0.02 0.09 -0.10 -0.04 0.21 0.01 0.10 0.60 0.10 1  
34 Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) 0.04 -0.03 -0.04 -0.01 -0.02 -0.03 0.00 0.09 0.07 0.03 0.10 -0.08 0.19 0.09 0.62 0.21 1 

N = 3,495.  S indicates standardized.  L indicates logged. 
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Appendix B. Coding Collective Action Participants 

To create a point estimate for the open-ended top category, we extrapolate “from the next-to-last 

category’s midpoint using the frequencies of both the next-to-last and last (open-ended) categories, a 

formula based on the Pareto curve” (Hout 2004: 4). This two-step estimation begins with the equation:  

!!"# = #!"# $
$%& whereby $ = '()*!"#$%+*!"#,%'(	(*!"#)

'()0!"#,%'()0!"#$%,
  , 

where !!"# is the estimated midpoint of the top category, a parameter we are estimating. #!"# is the 

lower limit of the top category, #!"#%& is the lower limit of the next-to-last category,	&!"# is the frequency 

in the top category, and &!"#%& is the frequency in the next-to-last category.  

Hout’s second step seeks to avoid overpredicting positive outcomes by adjusting the midpoint 

estimate to !!"#∗  by trimming !!"# to halve the magnitude of the top category’s interval, as follows:  

!!"#∗ = #!"# + &
2 ´	(!!"# − #!"#* = &

2 ´	#!"#´ +1 +
$

$%&-	.  

In CLB’s worker activism dataset, #!"# (lower limit of the top category) is 10,001, #!"#%&(lower 

limit of the next-to-last category) is 1,001,	&!"# (frequency in the top category) is 8, and &!"#%& (frequency 

in the next-to-last category) is 310. Thus, V= [ln(310+8)-ln(8)]/[ln(10,001)-ln(1,001)]=1.6. The adjusted 

midpoint value for the top interval = 0.5 ´ 10,001 ´ [1+1.6/(1.6-1)]=18,335. 

See Hout (2004) for a detailed rationale for this methodology; for empirical application examples, 

see Pampel and Hunter (2012), Desai, Chugh, and Brief (2014), Wodtke (2016), and Schneider, Hastings, 

and LaBriola (2018). 

 
References: 
Pampel FC, Hunter LM (2012) Cohort change, diffusion, and support for environmental 

spending in the United States. Amer. J. Socio.118(2): 420–448. 
Desai SD, Chugh D, Brief AP (2014) The implications of marriage structure for men’s 

workplace attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors toward women. Admin. Sci. Quart. 59(2): 330–
365. 

Wodtke GT (2016) Social class and income inequality in the United States: Ownership, authority, and 
personal income distribution from 1980 to 2010. Amer. J. Socio.121(5): 1375–1415. 

Schneider D, Hastings OP, LaBriola J (2018) Income inequality and class divides in parental investments. 
Ameri. Socio.Rev. 83(3): 475–507. 
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Appendix C. Graphical Depiction of Average Predicted Effects 

  
Figure C1.  Average predicted values of improvement of 
wages & benefits score over varying levels of local worker 
activism, based on results of Model 1 of Table 2. 
 

Figure C2. Average predicted values of the increase of 
performance gap between wages & benefits score and health 
& safety score over varying levels of local worker activism, 
based on results of Model 2 of Table 2. 
 

  
Figure C3.  Average predicted values of improvement of 
wages & benefits score over varying levels of local worker 
activism, by factories that do or do not use piece-rate 
payment, based on results of Model 3 of Table 2. 
 

Figure C4. Average predicted values of the increase of 
performance gap between wages & benefits score and health 
& safety score over varying levels of local worker activism, 
by factories that do or do not use piece-rate payment, based 
on results of Model 4 of Table 2. 
 

  
Figure C5. Average predicted values of improvement of 
wages & benefits score over varying levels of local worker 
activism, by factories with or without a union, based on 
results of Model 5 of Table 2. 

Figure C6. Average predicted values of the increase of 
performance gap between wages & benefits score and health 
& safety score over varying levels of local worker activism, 
by factories with or without a union, based on results of 
Model 6 of Table 2. 
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Appendix D. Robustness Tests of Regressions with City-Year Fixed Effects 
Table D1. OLS Regression Results with City-Year Fixed Effects 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Dependent variable  
Improvement in 

wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Local worker activism S 1.975** 0.090* 1.848* 0.084* 1.703* 0.073* 
 (0.641) (0.036) (0.682) (0.038) (0.641) (0.030) 

Local worker activism S ´ Piece-rate payment (prior audit)   1.973+ 0.104*   
   (1.066) (0.047)   
Local worker activism S ´ Union (prior audit)     1.906* 0.121** 
     (0.749) (0.034) 
Piece-rate payment (prior audit) -8.548*** -0.050 -8.204*** -0.031 -8.464*** -0.044 

 (2.165) (0.110) (1.945) (0.094) (2.164) (0.111) 
Union (prior audit) 3.872*** 0.082* 3.931*** 0.085* 4.125*** 0.098+ 

 (0.713) (0.031) (0.684) (0.031) (0.970) (0.055) 
Wages & benefits score (prior audit) -0.673***  -0.673***  -0.673***  

 (0.016)  (0.016)  (0.016)  
Performance gap between wages & benefits scoreS and health &   -0.701***  -0.701***  -0.700*** 
  safety scoreS (prior audit)  (0.028)  (0.028)  (0.028) 
Factory employment (prior audit) L 0.056 0.026 0.051 0.026 0.058 0.026 

 (0.242) (0.024) (0.243) (0.024) (0.241) (0.024) 
Factory age (prior audit) L 0.710 0.067* 0.707 0.067* 0.719 0.068* 

 (0.763) (0.029) (0.767) (0.029) (0.759) (0.029) 
Percent of female workers (prior audit) 5.165* -0.002 5.040* -0.009 4.884* -0.020 

 (2.345) (0.166) (2.257) (0.161) (2.081) (0.156) 
Percent of local workers (prior audit) 2.325* 0.174+ 2.349* 0.175+ 2.370* 0.177+ 

 (1.066) (0.095) (1.054) (0.094) (1.041) (0.092) 
Use subcontractor (prior audit) -1.663 -0.063+ -1.675 -0.064+ -1.635 -0.061+ 

 (1.071) (0.035) (1.089) (0.036) (1.067) (0.035) 
Management system certification (prior audit) 1.821 0.012 1.833 0.012 1.888 0.016 

 (1.144) (0.069) (1.142) (0.069) (1.156) (0.071) 
Paid by buyer (prior audit) -0.197 -0.021 -0.197 -0.021 -0.264 -0.025 

 (1.190) (0.058) (1.188) (0.057) (1.170) (0.058) 
Paid by buyer (focal audit) 2.489 -0.037 2.464 -0.038 2.490 -0.036 

 (1.501) (0.056) (1.503) (0.056) (1.496) (0.056) 
Months since prior audit -0.302* 0.006 -0.303* 0.006 -0.303* 0.006 

 (0.120) (0.007) (0.119) (0.007) (0.122) (0.007) 
All-female audit team (prior audit) -0.286 0.003 -0.330 0.000 -0.293 0.002 

 (1.258) (0.022) (1.287) (0.023) (1.257) (0.022) 
Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 3.724 0.076 3.615 0.070 3.597 0.068 

 (2.237) (0.050) (2.304) (0.052) (2.291) (0.051) 
All-female audit team (focal audit) -0.168 0.064 -0.177 0.064 -0.120 0.067 

 (0.841) (0.065) (0.840) (0.066) (0.865) (0.065) 
Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) -2.546* 0.139+ -2.612* 0.135+ -2.775* 0.124 
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Table D1. (continued) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Dependent variable  
Improvement in 
wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 
 (1.141) (0.075) (1.097) (0.073) (1.061) (0.075) 

Audit team average age (prior audit) -0.105 -0.004 -0.101 -0.004 -0.111 -0.004 
 (0.108) (0.003) (0.106) (0.003) (0.112) (0.002) 

Audit team average age (focal audit) 0.127 -0.000 0.120 -0.000 0.129 0.000 
 (0.174) (0.006) (0.178) (0.006) (0.174) (0.006) 

Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 0.226 -0.003 0.222 -0.004 0.240 -0.002 
 (0.234) (0.006) (0.234) (0.006) (0.249) (0.006) 

Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) -0.279 0.004 -0.280 0.004 -0.284 0.004 
 (0.217) (0.008) (0.216) (0.008) (0.217) (0.008) 

Observations 3,495 3,495 3,495 3,495 3,495 3,495 
R-squared 0.4840 0.4147 0.4842 0.4151 0.4844 0.4156 

Note: Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by supplier province in parentheses. All models include fixed effects for city-year, city, year, 
industry, audit-sequence, and buyer-country. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed tests). S indicates standardized. L indicates logged. 
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Appendix E. Local Worker Activism and Improvement in Health & Safety Score 
 

This Appendix describes the results of OLS regression models that predict improvement in health 

& safety score between a factory’s successive audits, reported in Table E1 below. In Column 1, the 

statistically significant negative coefficient on local worker activism (b = -0.979, p < 0.05) reveals that 

factories in cities with more local worker activism over wages-and-benefits issues exhibit less 

improvement in health & safety scores. A one-standard-deviation increase in such activism (roughly 

equivalent to three “large” collective action events, those with 1,001–10,000 participants) is associated 

with a nearly 1.0 point less improvement in health & safety score, a 20-percent diminishment from the 

sample average of health & safety scores improving by 5.2 points. A Wald test reveals that the difference 

between the coefficients on local worker activism in Column 1 of Tables 2 and D1 is statistically 

significant (c2 = 12.38, p < 0.01). Figure E1 below depicts average predicted effects of this model. 

Column 2 of Table E1 adds the interaction between piece-rate payment (prior audit) and local 

worker activism. The results yield a statistically significant negative coefficient on the interaction term 

(b = -0.759, p < 0.05), which indicates that the negative relationship between local worker activism over 

wages-and-benefits issues and improvement of health & safety scores (as indicated by the negative local 

worker activism coefficient) is especially acute for factories using piece-rate payment. A one-standard-

deviation increase in local worker activism is associated with a dampening of improvement in health & 

safety scores by 0.9 points (b = -0.929) for non–piece-rate–paid factories and by 1.7 points for piece-rate–

paid factories (calculated as (-0.929) + (-0.759)). Figure E2 depicts average predicted effects of this 

model and illustrates how, compared to factories that do not rely on piece-rate pay, factories that do use it 

have less improvement in occupational health and safety conditions in response to more local worker 

activism over wages-and-benefits issues. A Wald test comparing coefficients on local worker activism ´ 

piece-rate payment (prior audit) in Column 2 of Table E1 and Column 3 of Table 2 reveals that their 

difference is statistically significant at the one-percent level (c2 = 9.80, p < 0.01). 
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Column 3 of Table E1 adds the interaction between local worker activism and union (prior audit) 

to Model 1 in that table. The results indicate a statistically significant negative coefficient on local worker 

activism ´ union (prior audit) (b = -1.257, p < 0.05). Interpreted in light of the negative coefficient on 

local worker activism, this reveals that the negative relationship between local worker activism over 

wages-and-benefits issues and improvement in health & safety score is especially acute for unionized 

factories. A one-standard-deviation increase in local worker activism is associated with a dampening of 

improvement in health & safety scores by 0.8 points (b = -0.809) for nonunionized factories, but by 2.1 

points for unionized factories (calculated as (-0.809) + (-1.257)). Figure E3 depicts average predicted 

effects of this model and illustrates how, compared to nonunionized factories, unionized factories exhibit 

less improvement in occupational health and safety conditions in response to local worker activism over 

wages-and-benefits issues. A Wald test reveals that the difference between the coefficients on local 

worker activism ´ union (prior audit) in Column 3 of Table E1 and Column 5 of Table 2 is statistically 

significant at the one-percent level (c2 = 17.87, p < 0.01). 
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Table E1. OLS Regressions Predicting Improvement in Health & Safety Score 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Dependent variable Improvement in health & safety score 
Local worker activism S -0.979* -0.929+ -0.809* 

 (0.455) (0.463) (0.348) 
Local worker activism S ´ Piece-rate payment (prior audit)  -0.759*  
  (0.355)  
Local worker activism S ´ Union (prior audit)   -1.257* 
   (0.458) 
Piece-rate payment (prior audit) -2.955** -3.112** -3.003** 

 (1.004) (0.854) (1.011) 
Union (prior audit) 0.565+ 0.545 0.363 

 (0.325) (0.332) (0.439) 
Health & safety score (prior audit) -0.550*** -0.550*** -0.549*** 

 (0.024) (0.024) (0.023) 
City population (prior audit) L 25.711 25.082 24.013 

 (60.641) (60.284) (58.951) 
City GDP per capita (prior audit) L 13.124 13.143 12.939 

 (10.311) (10.271) (10.289) 
City GDP growth rate (prior audit) -0.049 -0.056 -0.064 

 (0.122) (0.124) (0.121) 
City GDP growth rate ranking (prior audit) -0.026 -0.026 -0.029 

 (0.078) (0.079) (0.078) 
City Internet diffusion (prior audit) -5.990 -5.970 -5.612 

 (11.961) (11.979) (11.799) 
City consumer price index (focal audit) -0.323 -0.315 -0.321 
 (0.572) (0.571) (0.567) 
City minimum wage (focal audit) 0.585 0.520 0.734 
 (5.381) (5.427) (5.385) 
Factory employment (prior audit) L -0.310 -0.308 -0.307 

 (0.251) (0.250) (0.255) 
Factory age (prior audit) L -0.470+ -0.470+ -0.472+ 

 (0.250) (0.250) (0.249) 
Percent of female workers (prior audit) 1.638 1.688 1.814 

 (1.244) (1.233) (1.246) 
Percent of local workers (prior audit) -1.564 -1.576 -1.588 

 (1.138) (1.132) (1.120) 
Use subcontractor (prior audit) 0.316 0.321 0.300 

 (0.355) (0.355) (0.351) 
Management system certification (prior audit) 1.116+ 1.108 1.072 

 (0.644) (0.645) (0.663) 
Paid by buyer (prior audit) 0.005 0.004 0.040 

 (0.733) (0.733) (0.740) 
Paid by buyer (focal audit) 1.707** 1.715** 1.697** 

 (0.564) (0.564) (0.565) 
Months since prior audit -0.269*** -0.268*** -0.268*** 

 (0.031) (0.031) (0.032) 
All-female audit team (prior audit) -0.086 -0.069 -0.080 

 (0.489) (0.487) (0.491) 
Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 1.032+ 1.073* 1.123* 

 (0.515) (0.512) (0.514) 
All-female audit team (focal audit) -1.137 -1.133 -1.168 

 (0.939) (0.941) (0.934) 
Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) -3.695** -3.671** -3.555** 

 (0.955) (0.950) (0.979) 
Audit team average age (prior audit) -0.015 -0.016 -0.011 

 (0.066) (0.066) (0.064) 
Audit team average age (focal audit) 0.090 0.092 0.087 

 (0.063) (0.063) (0.063) 
Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 0.196** 0.198** 0.186* 

 (0.067) (0.067) (0.067) 
Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) -0.197 -0.197 -0.195 

 (0.159) (0.159) (0.159) 
Observations 3,495 3,495 3,495 
R-squared 0.3838 0.3840 0.3845 

Note: Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by supplier province in parentheses. All models 
include fixed effects for city, industry, year, audit-sequence, and buyer-country. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed 
tests). S indicates standardized. L indicates logged. 
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Figure E1. Average predicted values of improvement of 
health & safety score over varying levels of local worker 
activism, based on results of Column 1 of Table E1. 
 

Figure E2. Average predicted values of improvement of 
health & safety score over varying levels of local worker 
activism, by factories that do or do not use piece-rate 
payment, based on results of Column 2 of Table E1. 
 

 

 

Figure E3. Average predicted values of improvement of 
health & safety score over varying levels of local worker 
activism, by factories with or without a union, based on 
results of Column 3 of Table E1. 
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Appendix F. Robustness Tests Focusing on Subsample of Factories in Cities with Target-Reported Local Worker Activism 
 

Table F1. OLS Regression Results: Subsample of Factories in Cities with Target-Reported Local Worker Activism  
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Dependent variable  
Improvement in 

wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Local worker activism S 2.038** 0.102*** 1.836 0.091** 1.599+ 0.070* 
 (0.659) (0.025) (1.740) (0.025) (0.761) (0.029) 

Local worker activism S ´ Piece-rate payment (prior audit)   4.932* 0.274***   
   (2.409) (0.047)   
Local worker activism S ´ Union (prior audit)     3.166** 0.237*** 
     (0.933) (0.041) 
Piece-rate payment (prior audit) -6.438** -0.097 -4.761+ -0.005 -6.302** -0.087 

 (2.143) (0.111) (2.689) (0.085) (2.080) (0.108) 
Union (prior audit) 4.294** 0.055 4.322+ 0.057 4.479** 0.069 

 (1.156) (0.055) (2.491) (0.055) (1.459) (0.081) 
Wages & benefits score (prior audit) -0.665***  -0.664***  -0.665***  

 (0.025)  (0.029)  (0.025)  
Performance gap between wages & benefits scoreS and health &   -0.669***  -0.667***  -0.667*** 
  safety scoreS (prior audit)  (0.022)  (0.022)  (0.021) 
City population (prior audit) L -29.777 -15.977 -32.869 -16.121 -12.028 -14.620 

 (188.799) (13.032) (197.457) (12.941) (195.013) (12.914) 
City GDP per capita (prior audit) L -48.504 -4.859* -49.129 -4.885* -50.062 -4.964** 

 (35.917) (1.765) (55.283) (1.748) (34.897) (1.693) 
City GDP growth rate (prior audit) 1.030 0.040 1.033 0.040 1.035 0.040 

 (1.091) (0.045) (1.248) (0.044) (1.089) (0.045) 
City GDP growth rate ranking (prior audit) -0.125 -0.004 -0.122 -0.004 -0.131 -0.005 

 (0.395) (0.015) (0.447) (0.015) (0.396) (0.015) 
City Internet diffusion (prior audit) -6.923 2.671 -7.420 2.635 -5.752 2.742 

 (49.262) (2.411) (62.733) (2.413) (49.586) (2.411) 
City consumer price index (focal audit) 4.616*** 0.096 4.482+ 0.088 4.619*** 0.096 
 (0.976) (0.070) (2.359) (0.070) (0.981) (0.072) 
City minimum wage (focal audit) 4.142 -0.098 4.130 -0.099 3.392 -0.154 
 (8.107) (0.851) (9.048) (0.850) (8.105) (0.820) 
Factory employment (prior audit) L -0.023 0.004 -0.002 0.005 -0.034 0.003 

 (0.395) (0.034) (1.040) (0.035) (0.394) (0.034) 
Factory age (prior audit) L 0.600 0.118+ 0.560 0.116+ 0.535 0.113+ 

 (0.769) (0.061) (1.336) (0.061) (0.762) (0.062) 
Percent of female workers (prior audit) 1.342 -0.153 1.006 -0.172 1.086 -0.172 

 (3.366) (0.203) (4.275) (0.201) (3.444) (0.195) 
Percent of local workers (prior audit) 0.780 0.131 0.960 0.141 0.761 0.130 

 (2.071) (0.163) (3.725) (0.160) (2.097) (0.166) 
Use subcontractor (prior audit) -3.834+ -0.219* -3.921* -0.224* -3.704+ -0.209* 

 (1.925) (0.082) (1.708) (0.082) (1.917) (0.084) 
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Table F1 (continued) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Dependent variable  
Improvement in 

wages & 
benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 

Improvement in 
wages & 

benefits score 

Increase in 
performance 

gap 
Management system certification (prior audit) 2.779 0.019 2.875 0.024 2.929 0.030 

 (1.779) (0.072) (1.804) (0.073) (1.735) (0.074) 
Paid by buyer (prior audit) 0.086 0.009 0.143 0.013 0.003 0.003 

 (1.565) (0.043) (2.165) (0.042) (1.532) (0.045) 
Paid by buyer (focal audit) 4.106 0.031 4.025 0.027 4.051 0.027 

 (2.481) (0.073) (2.531) (0.074) (2.477) (0.074) 
Months since prior audit -0.460** 0.004 -0.463* 0.004 -0.460*** 0.004 

 (0.119) (0.003) (0.178) (0.004) (0.116) (0.004) 
All-female audit team (prior audit) 0.808 0.040 0.725 0.035 0.797 0.039 

 (1.928) (0.043) (1.677) (0.042) (1.907) (0.045) 
Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 4.706+ 0.071 4.660+ 0.068 4.461+ 0.053 

 (2.465) (0.061) (2.501) (0.060) (2.561) (0.065) 
All-female audit team (focal audit) -1.474 -0.003 -1.380 0.003 -1.302 0.010 

 (1.658) (0.111) (2.130) (0.110) (1.704) (0.108) 
Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) 2.229 0.238 2.085 0.230 2.068 0.226 

 (1.985) (0.156) (2.719) (0.153) (1.867) (0.153) 
Audit team average age (prior audit) 0.213 0.002 0.207 0.001 0.201 0.001 

 (0.218) (0.011) (0.306) (0.011) (0.210) (0.011) 
Audit team average age (focal audit) 0.065 -0.006 0.052 -0.007 0.044 -0.008 

 (0.373) (0.010) (0.378) (0.011) (0.387) (0.011) 
Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) -0.646 -0.030 -0.633 -0.029 -0.616 -0.028 

 (0.402) (0.023) (0.504) (0.022) (0.387) (0.022) 
Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) -0.067 0.017 -0.079 0.016 -0.015 0.021 

 (0.811) (0.021) (0.443) (0.021) (0.844) (0.023) 
Observations 1,443 1,443 1,443 1,443 1,443 1,443 
R-squared 0.4417 0.3944 0.4424 0.3958 0.4428 0.3980 

Note: Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by supplier province in parentheses. All models include fixed effects for city, industry, year, audit-
sequence, and buyer-country. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed tests). S indicates standardized. L indicates logged. 
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Table F2. OLS Regressions Predicting Improvement in Health & Safety Score:  
Subsample of Factories in Cities with Target-Reported Local Worker Activism 

 (1) (2) (3) 
Dependent variable Improvement in health & safety score 
Local worker activism S -0.902* -0.825* -0.600 

 (0.330) (0.325) (0.394) 
Local worker activism S ´ Piece-rate payment (prior audit)  -1.878*  
  (0.829)  
Local worker activism S ´ Union (prior audit)   -2.211** 
   (0.599) 
Piece-rate payment (prior audit) -1.115 -1.744* -1.194 

 (0.823) (0.737) (0.805) 
Union (prior audit) 1.356+ 1.348+ 1.227+ 

 (0.690) (0.685) (0.694) 
Health & safety score (prior audit) -0.498*** -0.498*** -0.496*** 

 (0.023) (0.023) (0.024) 
City population (prior audit) L 189.327 190.407 176.483 

 (148.447) (146.636) (143.568) 
City GDP per capita (prior audit) L 34.088 34.312 35.035+ 

 (20.098) (20.040) (19.710) 
City GDP growth rate (prior audit) -0.045 -0.047 -0.049 

 (0.418) (0.420) (0.420) 
City GDP growth rate ranking (prior audit) -0.068 -0.069 -0.064 

 (0.089) (0.089) (0.092) 
City Internet diffusion (prior audit) -29.485 -29.314 -30.164 

 (24.208) (24.203) (23.956) 
City consumer price index (focal audit) 0.879 0.931 0.875 
 (0.704) (0.706) (0.723) 
City minimum wage (focal audit) 3.571 3.575 4.093 
 (11.294) (11.289) (11.013) 
Factory employment (prior audit) L -0.143 -0.153 -0.138 

 (0.334) (0.333) (0.322) 
Factory age (prior audit) L -1.382* -1.367* -1.335* 

 (0.571) (0.572) (0.583) 
Percent of female workers (prior audit) 4.008+ 4.140* 4.198* 

 (1.930) (1.931) (1.812) 
Percent of local workers (prior audit) -1.921 -1.991 -1.912 

 (2.311) (2.284) (2.331) 
Use subcontractor (prior audit) 1.435 1.470 1.348 

 (1.158) (1.158) (1.154) 
Management system certification (prior audit) 1.223* 1.185* 1.117+ 

 (0.527) (0.518) (0.596) 
Paid by buyer (prior audit) -0.386 -0.410 -0.332 

 (0.878) (0.877) (0.913) 
Paid by buyer (focal audit) 1.647 1.676 1.683 

 (1.369) (1.359) (1.380) 
Months since prior audit -0.403*** -0.403*** -0.405*** 

 (0.066) (0.067) (0.072) 
All-female audit team (prior audit) -0.267 -0.233 -0.258 

 (1.175) (1.182) (1.199) 
Mixed-gender audit team (prior audit) 1.444* 1.463* 1.615* 

 (0.666) (0.676) (0.656) 
All-female audit team (focal audit) -0.803 -0.840 -0.924 

 (1.120) (1.120) (1.069) 
Mixed-gender audit team (focal audit) -2.860+ -2.804+ -2.751+ 

 (1.542) (1.530) (1.533) 
Audit team average age (prior audit) 0.090 0.092 0.099 

 (0.127) (0.126) (0.121) 
Audit team average age (focal audit) 0.145 0.150+ 0.160+ 

 (0.085) (0.086) (0.083) 
Audit team maximum tenure (prior audit) 0.075 0.070 0.053 

 (0.115) (0.115) (0.116) 
Audit team maximum tenure (focal audit) -0.275 -0.270 -0.311 

 (0.210) (0.213) (0.198) 
Observations 1,443 1,443 1,443 
R-squared 0.4125 0.4130 0.4149 

Note: Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by supplier province in parentheses. All models include 
fixed effects for city, industry, year, audit-sequence, and buyer-country. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed tests). S indicates 
standardized. L indicates logged. 


