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Foreword

Many multinational enterprises (MNEs) have adopted corporate codes of
conduct that have social provisions, and increasingly sign international
framework agreements (IFAs) with global unions representing workers
by sector of activity. IFAs constitute the focus of this volume. Contrary
to management-driven corporate codes of conduct — broadly described
as corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices - IFAs are instruments
negotiated with global unions. In addition to self-regulation of labour-
management relations across the global value chains of MNEs, IFAs aim
to promote compliance with International Labour Organization (ILO)
core labour standards, often by direct reference to such standards.

The pace of adoption of IFAs — approximately six a year since 2003 —
and the systematic use of ILO Conventions and standards in the texts of
such agreements show that IFAs not only are in the process of recogniz-
ing global unions as the main legitimate counterpart of multination-
als, but they are also mainstreaming the ILO regulatory body into the
human resources culture of these companies, despite the fact that such
standards are traditionally addressed to governments. Inadvertently,
because of the growing importance of IFAs, the voluntary initiatives of
CSR seem to be progressively migrating from a mainly management-
driven approach to an approach where globally representative workers’
associations and international public institutions become central
actors.

Yet the concern that IFAs, promising as they are (notably due to the
joint labour-management monitoring procedures that they establish),
may not translate into actual improvements in workers’ rights remains
open. The present volume attempts to discover if this concern is valid.

This volume has garnered contributions from some of the top inter-
national experts in the field. It is the outcome of a research project
launched in late 2008 by the Industrial and Employment Relations
Department of the ILO and the International Institute for Labour
Studies (IILS) which involved collaboration with several research and
academic institutions, including Freie Universitdt Berlin, Colorado
State University, the Institut de Recherches Economiques et Sociales
(IRES), Centre National pour la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) and Ecole
Normale Supérieure de Cachan/Institutions et Dynamiques Historiques
de I’Economie (IDHE), the Centre for Labour Market Studies of the
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xiv Foreword

University of Leicester, the European Foundation for the Improvement
of Living and Working Conditions (Dublin), the European Trade Union
Institute (ETUI) and the ILO’s Better Work Programme. Earlier versions
of the chapters in this book were presented and discussed at a workshop
of the Industrial and Employment Relations Department, held on 29
September 2009 in Geneva.

In addition to contributing to the academic debate on this topic,
the present volume responds to the calls by the ILO Declaration on
Social Justice for a Fair Globalization, adopted in 2008, for promoting
ILO standards through an approach that reaches out to trade unions
and employers’ organizations operating at global and sectoral levels, to
United Nations agencies and to MNEs.

The ILO’s Industrial and Employment Relations Department aims
to follow up on this project and volume not only by deepening its
knowledge in this area, but also by mainstreaming the question of
cross-border social dialogue and agreements into its future activities. If
realized, these aims will be major steps towards strengthening the links
between the various levels of the global workplace.

Moussa Oumarou

Director

Industrial and Employment Relations Department
International Labour Office
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