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Abstract 

In a context of globalized supply chain networks, we look at how global collaborations 
between stakeholders can be conducive to the expression of workers’ voice in non-democratic 
countries. More specifically we study the role of an activists’ network and its global cooperation 
with unions and governmental agencies as a key to triggering social change. Our results detail the 
nature of the possible collaborations and show their potential for social change. 

Introduction 

Over the past thirty years globalisation has had a profound effect on the structures and 
strategies of business organisations and consequently has impacted on the organisation of work 
by corporations and the organisation of resistance by collectivised labour. Of particular 
significance has been the expansion of multinational corporations (MNCs) whose influence has 
extended beyond their immediate activities through the proliferation of complex production 
networks spanning national boundaries (Robinson & Rainbird, 2011). Indeed the economic reach 
and power of MNCs has posed a direct challenge to nationally based systems of labour regulation 
and collective labour organisation (Fairbrother et al 2013). In the face of such a globalized 
economy, union revitalisation attempts based on workplace activism have not of themselves been 
an adequate response to the increasing power of global capital which has seen employers 
organize- and reorganize - the structure of work influenced by the international market for labour. 
Alongside these workplace-based strategies, unions have developed a renewed focus on 
international action through a range of global strategies and paradoxically while the proliferation 
of complex global production networks has been blamed for the decline in union density in 
industrialised economies, they may provide new opportunities for effective worker voice and 
autonomous worker organisation.  

An implicit assumption underpinning much of this literature is that such opposition is 
supported by a political context in which unions and other civil society organisations are free to 
challenge the power and decisions of corporations and the states which support them (or at times 
collude with them) to subvert decent labour standards. There has been little exploration of the 
impact of these changes on workers’ voice and resistance in non-democratic contexts. However, 
recent international publicity over the plight of workers in foreign owned computer component 
manufacturers (The Economist 2012) in China has brought into relief that in the absence of 
autonomous unions and other legitimate avenues for voice, fundamental labour and democratic 
rights may be subjugated to the disciplines imposed by complex supply chains and international 
production networks. 

Our research stems from the urgent need to better document collaborative practices 
between activists networks, unions and governments to insure that employees’ voice is expressed 
in a context of globalized supply networks supported by a non-democratic state. The project will 
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lead to new theoretical insight regarding the expression of voice in a global context by exploring 
the deployment of new ways to foster the expression of voice in non-democratic contexts.We will 
study the case of the international activist network aiming at supporting the expression of voice 
among Vietnamese workers in Vietnam, Malaysia and Thailand. 

Theoretical framework 

The core concept in this research is that of voice. In an industrial relations context, voice 
has most often been considered in terms of Freeman and Medoff’s (1984) influential work 
(building on Hirschman’s (1970) ‘voice’ or ‘exit’ dichotomy) on the collective voice role of 
unions, which suggested that unions ‘channel worker discontent’ (Blanchflower& Bryson, 2004), 
provide an alternative to ‘exit’ and consequently increase productivity and reduce turnover. With 
unionisation declining across the developed world, academic attention has shifted from the 
‘collective voice role of unions’ to the resultant ‘representation gap’ (Bray et al., 2001; Freeman 
& Rogers, 1993; Heery, 2009) explaining, in part, the greater use of the concept of ‘voice’ as a 
means to understand and explain how workers influence managerial decision-making (Dundon et 
al., 2005). However, it should be noted that while voice has entered the industrial relations and 
HRM vernacular, this does not imply a universally accepted definition. According to Dundon et 
al. (2004), voice can be taken to mean the ‘articulation of individual dissatisfaction’, ‘the 
expression of collective organisation’, ‘contribution to management decision-making’ or a 
‘demonstration of mutuality and cooperative relations’ (p. 1,152), with each of these meanings 
being associated with particular practices and potential outcomes (Kaine, 2012). 

For the purposes of this research, voice is taken to mean the expression of dissatisfaction 
by workers outside the bounds of existing representative institutions. This consideration of voice 
will acknowledge that while opportunities for workers to express ‘discontent’ are circumscribed 
by the broader political system, new forms of global collaborations between activists’ networks, 
unions and governments may enable new forms of voice and/or a new means to organise and 
express collective discontent in the context of a non-democratic developing country and in 
relation to unethical organizations. Specifically the research will investigate the contribution of 
such collaborations to both the overt and clandestine attempts of local and international activists 
to foster independent worker representation in Vietnam and in recipient countries such as 
Malaysia and Thailand. In so doing this research fills a gap in the employee voice scholarship.  

Research Method 

Given the exploratory nature of our research question, we chose a qualitative case study 
design since it enables us to answer the ‘how’ question (Yin, 2009) about contemporary events 
over which, as academic investigators, we have little or no control. We study the case of the 
emergent organization of an international activist network aiming at supporting the expression of 
voice among Vietnamese workers in Vietnam and two recipient countries (Malaysia and 
Thailand): The Committee to Protect Vietnamese Workers 

We will follow a two-stage process for data collection. The preliminary results presented 
in this “in progress” empirical paper are based on phase 1. In phase 1 we collected secondary data 
and conducted exploratory interviews with the main stakeholders (i.e., activists, unions and 
government) to understand the main collaborative projects and their stakes and document 
industrial actions connected to the network we are studying. 

In phase 2 we will combine interviews and non-participant observations to explore the 
practices and the network members in relation to workers located in Vietnam, Thailand and 
Malaysia. We will also observe coordinating and training sessions between the international and 
local activists (generally conducted via virtual communication tools). 
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Case study context 

The Committee to Protect Vietnamese Workers comprises Vietnamese citizens based 
outside of Vietnam supporting industrial action from abroad and cooperating actively with unions 
and governments from emerging and developed countries. The emergence of this new form of 
voice was made necessary by a political context especially detrimental to Vietnamese workers. In 
1986, in response to increasing global economic pressure, the Vietnamese communist controlled 
government implemented a policy known as DoiMoi. In essence this policy saw the cloistered 
Vietnamese economy opened up to private enterprise and international corporations. For 
Vietnamese workers this change resulted in a seismic shift in the labour market. By 2007, 
domestic private enterprises accounted for close to 75 per cent of total employment and foreign 
companies employed over 11 per cent (Chi, 2011). While the organisation of capital has been 
allowed to change (facilitated by state policy), the nature of labour organisations continues to be 
constrained by the system of state-controlled unions with ties to the Communist Party (Clarke et 
al., 2007). This results in the breaching of basic representation principles, inhuman employment 
conditions in Vietnam and the organization by state agencies of the exportation of labour to 
countries such as Malaysia and Thailand where the very labour law of these countries is not 
applied to this transplanted population. This includes practices characterizing human trafficking 
such as passport confiscation, unacceptable working hours, health hazards, human trade from one 
employer to another and bonded labour. The Committee to Protect Vietnamese Workers 
estimates that in Malaysia alone there are more than 100,000 victims of Vietnamese state-
sanctioned human trafficking. The situation is similar elsewhere, including Thailand. 

Preliminary results 

This section presents the main types of collaborations between the network and other 
stakeholders and analyses how it contributes to the expression of voice by Vietnamese workers. 

First, one of the key activities of the network is to trigger social change in the non-
democratic context of Vietnam. To facilitate such a long term objective, unions outside of 
Vietnam can run official campaigns while governments can exert diplomatic and commercial 
pressures. However, there remains a need to build-up local capacity for direct expression of 
workers’ voice. This is essential to accompany social change when it happens, but also to trigger 
some internal resistance that can itself foster social change. Because of the nature of the 
Vietnamese regime, such objectives cannot be pursued officially by unions or governments. The 
network, because of its non-official status can then take-over, train workers and organize local 
leadership for the expression of voice. They do so notably by educating workers when they are 
being sent abroad to countries such as Malaysia and Thailand. The network further supports 
emerging leaders when they return to Vietnam.  

Second is the fight against state-organized human trafficking in Malaysia and Thailand. 
These two countries have well established unions and labour law. However, unions in these two 
countries have very little chance to establish a basis of representation among trafficked 
Vietnamese workers because of their transitory presence in the country and because of language 
barriers. The activists within the network are able to play the role of boundary spanners between 
the Vietnamese workers and the recipient countries’ unions. This contributes to a proper 
application of labour law and to creating a basis for an institutionalized expression of voice. 

Third, the network is also working with unions on international campaigns in the context 
of global supply chains. In this case, because of their networks of contacts in Vietnam, members 
of the network are able to source strategic information about the working conditions in businesses 
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operating in Vietnam. For instance, they have conducted specific studies on fisheries and the 
peanut industry as part as broader campaigns launched by the Transport Workers’ Union of 
Australia andthe US ‘Change to Win’ coalition of Unionswhich is running an international 
campaign againstWalmart. 

Fourth, the network is involved in political campaigns to help dissident workers (some of 
which were members of the network) who have been imprisoned. Specifically, the network has 
facilitated various interactions between foreign government representatives and local networks 
with unions also being involved in the organisation of such political activities. 

Discussion 

Understanding the significance of the results described above is complicated by the 
intersections between informal voice and more formal collective representation, union 
revitalisation and broader social change, and resistance to the activities of capital at a local and at 
a global level. Each of these relationships in themselves are worthy of detailed examination, and 
such an examination will be part of the ongoing research project. However for the purposes of 
this paper the intricacies of these intersections will be overlooked in order to emphasise the 
broader issues relevant to the practice of worker resistance and voice. 

The development of informal worker voice in Vietnam is being facilitated by established 
unions in both Malaysia and Australia. This concurrence of informal and formal activity has not 
been the focus of much literature concerning voice beyond the workplace level. The Vietnam 
case highlights the need to expand current conceptions of voice. It illustrates the multi-scalarity 
of worker resistance to global capital.  Specifically, this example reveals the opportunities for, 
and characteristics of, resistance to intricate international production networks and supply chains 
with economic footprints that impact on traditional union activity in democratic contexts and 
prompt the development of new forms of voice in non-democratic contexts.  

Academic interest in the capacity of supply chain configurations to be regulated to ensure 
decent labour standards has been growing (James et al., 2007; Lakhani et al., 2011; Wright, 
2011), particularly regarding the role of organised labour and its community allies in such 
regulation (Kaine& Wright, 2013; Riisgaard& Hammer, 2011). This body of research, combined 
with literature examining the prospects for union revitalization (Fairbrother et al., 2013; Levesque 
& Murray, 2010; Turner, 2005), explores repertoires of collective resistance to the influence of 
global capital and emphasises the need for such resistance to be scaled up from local to 
international actions. The activity of the network of activists and unions in the Vietnamese case is 
an example of such resistance. This example suggests that the structure of supply chains provides 
potential new leverage points for workers, whether formally or informally organised, to pressure 
companies and in some cases the state, to improve labour standards. That is, supply chains are 
characterised by management and production practices such as ‘just-in-time’ delivery, lean 
retailing and the maintenance of small inventories (Weil, 2006) and these practices may render 
production networks vulnerable to disruption at multiple points. Thus the logic of diffuse 
production networks/supply chains provides a complimentary logic for voice and worker 
resistance. 
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