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ESC International provides companies with the practical tools and 

expertise required to eff ectively manage their ethical labour standards 

programme and deliver support throughout the supply chain.

We help SMEs to develop straightforward and meaningful programmes 

that address the issues facing all businesses today - from equality in the 

work place to modern day slavery.
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WHAT’S THE ISSUE?
THE INCREASING COMPLEXITY OF GLOBAL TRADE BRINGS MANY NEW 
BUSINESS CHALLENGES, PARTICULARLY IN THE CASE OF PROTECTING 
WORKERS AND ENSURING THEIR HUMAN RIGHTS.  

Almost all industries are aff ected by this risk, and for many SME businesses the resources available to 
implement a sound ethical labours standards programme is limited.
With consumers, governments, and companies demanding increasing visibility and transparency, the 
need to embed ethical trade across entire business operations is more critical than ever.

AN INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

Despite slavery having been made an illegal 
practice throughout the world, exploitative 
labour standards and modern slavery still exists, 
often hidden in plain sight.  In a globalised 
market, even the smallest business may have 
supply chains consisting of many levels, often 
crossing whole industries and country borders.  

Real transformation will take time, but this issue 
is increasingly high on the international agenda.  
The United Nations specialist agency ‘The 
International Labour Organisation’ acknowledges 
the right to obtain decent and productive work 
in conditions of freedom, equity, security and 
human dignity as core business principles 
www.ilo.org

In 2015 the UK introduced the Modern Slavery 
Act, a legally binding mechanism to advance 
prevention and increase eff orts to eliminate 
contemporary forms of slavery.

Other countries including the USA, Australia, 
France, Qatar, Switzerland and vNepal, have 
done, or are doing the same. With regulatory 
mechanisms in place, it is now up to businesses 
to act.
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BUILDING SUSTAINABLE 
RESPONSIBLE BUSINESSES
ESC International is at the forefront of developing practical solutions to help eliminate labour 
exploitation and other human rights abuses from business operations.  We work with a wide range of 
stakeholders including industry think tanks, NGOs, Trade Unions, global brands, retailers and SMEs, to 
ensure we keep up with emerging trends and solutions.

Given the specifi c challenges ethical labour standards management presents to SMEs, we have used our 
extensive industry experience to develop a practical ethical labour standards management system tool, 
that provides a template to begin tackling ethical labour and modern slavery risk.  

BENEFITS OF THE TOOL

An ethical labour standards management system has many benefi ts including:

• More effi  cient resource use

• Improved risk management

• Compliance to established international ethical labour standards

• Progress towards formal ethical labour standards certifi cation if desired
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This toolkit provides a model to follow 
when setting up an ethical labour standards 
management system. This system can be 
applied to any organisation, large or small, 
regardless of product, service or sector and will 
assist with the programme development and 
maintenance. 

The following tool is for use as a basic guide 
and does not fulfi ll the requirements of an 
internationally recognised system.  The tool 
could however, be further developed to meet 
such standards.

WHAT DOES AN ETHICAL LABOUR 
STANDARD MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 
LOOK LIKE?

AN ETHICAL LABOUR STANDARDS MANAGEMENT SYSTEM IS A RANGE OF 
POLICIES, PROCEDURES AND PROCESSES THAT AN ORGANISATION EMPLOYS 
TO IDENTIFY ETHICAL LABOUR STANDARDS ABUSES, MITIGATE RISKS AND DRIVE 
IMPROVEMENT WITHIN:  
 

• The organisation itself

• Its contractor and sub-contractors

• Its suppliers

• Other parties active in the supply chain or labour supply chain

GUIDELINES FOR USE



The following 15 key elements that make up an ethical labour standards 

management system are detailed below.  The framework within the tool 

is similar to those established in ISO management systems such as ISO 

9001 or ISO 14001. It is recommended that where possible, the ethical 

labour standards management system is integrated into any system 

already in place within a business.

ETHICAL LABOUR 
STANDARDS 
MANAGEMENT 
SYSTEM TOOL
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YOUR POLICY MUST:

• Be approved by top management

• Be aligned with and make specifi c reference 
to internationally recognised ethical labour 
standards

• Commit to continual improvement

• Commit to compliance with relevant legal and 
other requirements to which the organisation 
subscribes

• Commit the organisation to set aside 
suffi  cient resources for implementation

• Be maintained and updated where necessary 
with periodic reviews

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Be able to demonstrate that the policy 
is publicly available, that it has been 
communicated to all employees, contractors, 
sub contractors and suppliers, and that they 
maintain evidence of each periodic review

• Routinely seek the views of external 
stakeholders to inform its policy review

YOUR ORGANISATION NEEDS TO HAVE A 
WRITTEN POLICY REGARDING ITS ETHICAL 
LABOUR STANDARDS, BUSINESS PRACTICE 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLICIES.  

The policy needs to be clearly defi ned, owned by 

senior management and relevant to the organisation 

itself, its contractors and/or subcontractors, and any 

other parties engaged in your supply chain or labour 

supply chain.

1. POLICY 
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AS AN ORGANISATION YOU WILL 
NEED TO USE RISK ASSESSMENT 
METHODOLOGY TO IDENTIFY ANY RISKS 
RELATED TO THE WORKFORCE WITHIN 
YOUR BUSINESS. 

Your organisation then needs to assess these risks 
according to significance in the following areas:    

2. RISK ASSESSMENT       

• The organisation’s direct operations  

• Your supply chain or labour supply chain  

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Undertake and document an internal and external (supply chain or labour supply chain) ethical 
labour standards risk assessment

• Show that significant issues and risks have been identified

• Demonstrate a clear procedure for ensuring a consistent approach to undertaking risk assessments 
at appropriate intervals

• Demonstrate that an effective process is in place for gaining the viewpoint of key interested parties

• Demonstrate that full traceability exists to cover principle stages of manufacture and high-risk 
stages of the supply chain or labour supply chain
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YOU WILL NEED TO UNDERSTAND WHAT 
LEGAL AND OTHER REQUIREMENTS ARE 
APPLICABLE TO YOUR ORGANISATION, 
AND HAVE SYSTEMS IN PLACE TO KEEP UP 
TO DATE WITH ANY CHANGES.  

Your organisation is required to identify and hold 
information (with particular reference to relevant 
employment and human rights legislation) for the 
following areas:

3. LEGAL AND OTHER 
REQUIREMENTS       

• Direct operations

• Contractors and sub-contractors

• Supply chain or labour supply chain

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Implement a procedure(s) to identify information on relevant employment and human rights 
legislation in regard to its direct operations

• Show that the procedure extends to cover the relevant activities of its contractors, subcontractors 
and suppliers

• Demonstrate that staff  with responsibility for ethical labour standards assurance in the 
organisations direct operations, contractors, sub contractors and/or suppliers have access to this 
information and understand how it applies in relation to their roles and responsibilities

• Show that systems are in place to identify proposed changes to relevant legislation and other 
requirements as they apply to its direct operations, contractors, sub contractors, suppliers and 
parties in the supply chain or labour supply chain
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4. OBJECTIVES, TARGETS AND PROGRAMMES      

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Identify and document signifi cant ethical labour standards issues from its initial ethical labour  
standards risk assessment as well as areas for further research and assessment

• Have a documented plan of action to start addressing identifi ed signifi cant issues and knowledge gaps

• Have an established, implemented, and documented objectives and targets programme for ethical 
labour standards management, and have a plan of action in place for achieving these

• Be able to demonstrate that objectives, targets and supporting action plans are maintained and 
systematically reviewed to ensure that they refl ect the priorities of the organisation and its policy

• Ensure targets align with internationally recognised initiatives or programmes or their customer 
codes

YOUR ORGANISATION NEEDS TO ESTABLISH, IMPLEMENT AND MAINTAIN 
DOCUMENTED OBJECTIVES AND TARGETS FOR ALL RISKS IDENTIFIED IN SECTION 2.

“I will defi nitely be recommending 
ESC Internationals Labour 
Standards Management Systems 
Tool to all Thomas Pink Suppliers. 
It has given me real confi dence 
and knowledge to engage my 
supplier base.”

Ethical Trade Manager, Thomas Pink
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YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Identify a named management representative 
who has clearly defi ned responsibility and 
authority for: 

 » The establishment, implementation 
and maintenance of an eff ective ethical 
labour standards management system

• Demonstrate that there is continued 
commitment to having a named management 
representative identifi ed with suffi  cient 
resources and authority to maintain and 
enhance an eff ective ethical labour standards 
management system 

• Ensure the management representative 
is a member of the highest management 
level within the organisation (e.g. Board of 
Directors)

THERE ARE A NUMBER OF KEY ROLES 
AND RESPONSIBILITIES THAT NEED 
TO BE ALLOCATED AND FULFILLED 
SUCCESSFULLY IN BOTH SETTING 
THE SYSTEM UP AND ITS ON-GOING 
OPERATION. 
 
These roles and responsibilities should be 
documented and communicated in order to 
facilitate its eff ective management. Management 
shall ensure the availability of resources essential 
to maintain and improve the compliance 
management system

6. OPERATIONAL 
REQUIREMENTS - 
ROLES AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES    

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Ensure the availability of resources essential 
to establishing an ethical labour standards 
management system and delivery of 
documented action plans

• Identify and document all the roles within the 
organisation that can infl uence ethical labour 
standards risk mitigation

• Document against each role the 
responsibilities and authorities that have an 
infl uence on ethical labour standards risk 
mitigation

• Ensure individuals have clearly defi ned 
personal objectives and targets, which are 
regularly reviewed

THIS SECTION CONCERNS 
ASSIGNING RESPONSIBILITY AT 
MANAGEMENT LEVEL.  

The Senior Management of your 
organisation needs to identify a management 
representative who has clearly defi ned 
responsibility and authority for the ethical 
labour standards management system.

5. OPERATIONAL 
REQUIREMENTS - 
MANAGEMENT 
REPRESENTATIVE
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7. COMPETENCE TRAINING AND AWARENESS     

YOUR ORGANISATION NEEDS TO ENSURE THAT ANY PERSON WITH DESIGNATED 
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES RELATED TO THE ETHICAL LABOUR STANDARDS 
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM IS COMPETENT ON THE BASIS OF APPROPRIATE 
EDUCATION, TRAINING OR EXPERIENCE.

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Be able to demonstrate that some initial training and awareness raising activity has occurred with 
staff , and people working on its behalf, for which ethical labour standards assurance is relevant

• Have assessed and documented competence and identifi ed training and development needs for all 
people (directly employed or working on its behalf) in roles identifi ed as infl uencing ethical labour 
standards assurance

• Undertake the training and development activity identifi ed within the training needs assessment to 
bring staff , including new starters, up to a ‘competent’ level

• Engage with their own suppliers, parties within their supply chain or labour supply chains to enhance 
the experience, training and competence of people. Any experience and learning should be shared 
with suppliers
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YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Be able to demonstrate that a system for communicating issues 
relating to ethical labour standards to top management is in place

• Be able to evidence an established and implemented procedure(s) 
for:

 »  Internal communication among various levels and functions of 
the organisation

 » Receiving, documenting and responding to relevant communi-
cations from external interested parties

• Have a documented procedure(s) in place covering the receipt 
and secure management of information from ‘whistle-blowers’ and 
external communication of this information

• Pro-actively seek the views of employees, contractors, suppliers 
and other interested parties ensuring structured, on-going ‘two way’ 
dialogue exists with important groups

• Internal communication of compliance to international labour 
standards

• External communication of compliance to international labour 
standards

• Receiving, documenting and responding to relevant 
communications 

• Receipt and secure management of information from ‘whistle-
blowers’                                          

THIS SECTION REQUIRES YOUR ORGANISATION 
TO THINK ABOUT ANY INFORMATION RELATED 
TO INTERNATIONAL LABOUR STANDARDS THAT IS 
RELEASED IN ANY FORM.  

8. COMMUNICATIONS 

Alongside more formal communications, organisations need to 
consider other messages that are given by actions and behaviours, and 
messages given out by staff , contractors or others working with the 
organisation.

Your organisation needs to establish, implement and maintain a 
procedure(s) for:                                       
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DOCUMENT CONTROL WILL HELP THE BUSINESS ENSURE THAT EVERYONE IS 
WORKING FROM THE MOST CURRENT AND RELEVANT POLICIES, PROCESSES AND 
PROCEDURES. IT WILL ALSO HELP TO SHOW DUE DILIGENCE IN THE EVENT OF ANY 
SIGNIFICANT RISKS OR ISSUES COMING TO LIGHT.

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Ensure there is a formal document control procedure in place and that is in operation

• Ensure that all documents in use are current and meet the requirements above

• Integrate the document and records procedure(s) for ethical labour standards assurance with any 
other management systems the business operates

9. DOCUMENT CONTROL AND RECORDS 

All documents connected to your ethical labour standards management system will need be 
appropriately controlled.                                                                                           
      
In terms of your records, your organisation will need establish and maintain any records as necessary to 
demonstrate conformity to international labour standards.                                                        
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THIS SECTION IS SPECIFIC TO YOUR ORGANISATION’S ACTIVITIES, LEGAL 
OBLIGATIONS, AND SIGNIFICANT OPERATIONAL CONTROLS.  THE ACTIVITIES AND 
DECISIONS MADE THAT IMPACT ETCHICAL LABOR STANDARD PERFORMANCE.

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

10. OPERATIONAL CONTROL    

• Identify critical control points (activities and decisions) for ethical labour standards assurance, 
within its direct operations

• Establish and implement procedures that provide operational control

• Demonstrate that:
 » Its activities, decisions and critical control points are reviewed in line with management review 

processes
 » Operational control procedures are being maintained and remain eff ective

• Share details of its operational control procedures and outcomes with its supply chain or labour 
supply chain partners to support improvement.

• Involve external interested parties in the review of critical control points and control procedures. 

“I would recommend ESC international to 
any organisation starting an ethical route.”

Quality Manager, Rocialle Ltd

You will need to decide how to construct and combine processes to ensure that total operational 
control of the risks identifi ed in your risk assessment is achieved. 
 
For your organisations internal operations you will need to:   

• Identify critical control points for compliance to international labour standards     

• Operate a procedure(s) to control situations where their absence could undermine the code both 
internally and within the supply chain or labour supply chain.                                                                              



11. SUPPLY CHAIN OR 
LABOUR SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT 

• Identify relevant organisations within their supply chain and/or labour supply  chain                                                                                                                                        

• Communicate its policy and other relevant information related to compliance with international 
labour standards to identifi ed parties

• Collect and verify information relating to identifi ed risks and evidence of legal and other violations      

• Take action in response to information collected that could undermine compliance to international 
labour standards.

YOUR ORGANISATION SHALL:    

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Map its supply chain and/or labour supply chains to the most signifi cant levels of production activity

• Communicate their policy(ies) and other relevant information to parties engaged at the most 
signifi cant levels of production activity, as identifi ed

• Collect information on identifi ed risks and some degree of primary evidence from directly 
contracted suppliers, as a minimum     

• Establish and implement a procedure(s) as set out for this element of the standard

• Routinely collect and verify an established range of primary evidence from suppliers, other parties 
engaged in the most signifi cant levels of production activity and beyond

• Engage in multi agency initiatives focussed on a sector, country or ethical labour standards issue.

“Having an e� ective and appropriate management system in place 
is an essential element in controlling modern slavery risks. Once 
implemented, the system will support the leadership team with e�  cient 
use of resource and improved modern slavery risk management.”
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THIS SECTION IS ABOUT BEING RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR ORGANISATIONS SUPPLY 
CHAIN OR LABOUR SUPPLY CHAIN. COMMUNICATION, TRANSPARENCY AND 
TRACEABILITY ARE KEY.

Chief Exec, Association of Labour Providers and Stronger Together
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IN AN EMERGENCY SITUATION, YOU NEED 
TO HAVE PLANS IN PLACE TO ENSURE YOUR 
WORKERS REMAIN SAFE AND UNHARMED.  
YOUR RESPONSE NEEDS TO BE TESTED AND A 
PROCESS IN PLACE TO ENSURE EVERYONE IS 
AWARE WHAT RESPONSIBILITIES THEY HAVE 
SHOULD A CRITICAL ISSUE COME TO LIGHT. 

You organisation needs to ensure that planned mitigation 
actions are documented in relation to any signifi cant non-
compliance risks that you have identifi ed. Periodic reviews of 
these mitigation actions should be undertaken to ensure they 
are appropriate.

12. EMERGENCY RESPONSE 

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Have basic plans in place to mitigate against adverse impacts in the event that signifi cant ethical 
labour standards risks manifest themselves

• Have planned and documented mitigation action plans in place that relate to signifi cant ethical 
labour standards risks, as identifi ed through the risk assessment or other means

• Demonstrate that periodic reviews of mitigation action plans and risk assessments are undertaken

• Mitigation action plans are proactively tested and results are shared with key clients and suppliers
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YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Identify and defi ne data and performance indicators to monitor and measure performance against 
its stated objectives and targets, compliance with relevant legislation and any other requirements 
that it subscribes to

• Implement an internal audit process to check conformance with its planned arrangements that 
address critical control points and signifi cant supply chain or labour supply chain risks

• Collect data to monitor and measure performance against its stated objectives and targets and 
compliance with relevant legislation and any other requirements that it subscribes to

• Operate a procedure for internal audit that checks conformance with its planned arrangements for 
ethical labour standards assurance

• Engage with clients, suppliers and other external interested parties to review and inform its 
performance monitoring and measurement.

• Submit its arrangements for ethical labour standards assurance for periodic review by an 
independent, third party assessment body(ies).

13. PERFORMANCE, MONITORING 
AND MEASUREMENT                  

•  Its management system objectives and targets

• Compliance with relevant legislation and Code

• Conformance to planned arrangements for compliance management

THIS SECTION WILL HELP TO DETERMINE WHAT YOUR ORGANISATION NEEDS 
TO MONITOR AND MEASURE IN ORDER TO ASSESS THE PERFORMANCE AND 
EFFECTIVENESS OF THE SYSTEM. 

To do this, your organisation will need the collect information in relation to: 
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Your organisation will need to establish, implement and maintain a procedure(s) for dealing with actual 
and potential non-conformity (ies) to its own ethical labour standards management systems and for 
taking corrective action and preventive action.

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

• Demonstrate that corrective action is being, or has been, taken in response to any non-
conformances or problems identifi ed

• Implement a procedure(s) for dealing with actual and potential non-conformity(ies) and for taking 
corrective action and preventive action

• Include root cause analysis in its evaluation on corrective actions

14. CORRECTIVE ACTIONS      

IMPLEMENTING AN EFFECTIVE CORRECTIVE ACTION SYSTEM WILL SUPPORT 
CONTINUAL IMPROVEMENT.  THE IMPORTANT PART IS TO FIND THE ROOT CAUSE 
AND REMEDY IT, TO ENSURE AS FAR AS REASONABLY PRACTICABLE DOES NOT 
HAPPEN AGAIN.
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THE MANAGEMENT REVIEW IS INTENDED TO ENSURE THAT THE ETHICAL LABOUR 
STANDARDS MANAGEMENT SYSTEM IS HEALTHY, AND TO LOOK FOR PLACES THAT 
IMPROVEMENT CAN HAPPEN.  

15. MANAGEMENT REVIEW  

• Demonstrate that a system for seeking top management review and approval of policies and plans is 
in place

• Ensure top management, at planned intervals, shall review the organisation’s labour standards 
assurance system, to ensure its continuing suitability, adequacy and eff ectiveness

• Review the following:
 » results of internal audits
 » the performance of the organisation in relation to labour standards;
 » status of corrective and preventive actions;

• Actively seek input from key interested parties as part of its management review process.

YOUR BUSINESS SHOULD:

“The management system template we have integrated across the business provided a fantastic 
platform for both risk management and performance monitoring via audits.

Using a labour standards system to manage our internal processes has helped create a highly 
visible system for all employees, this can then be projected into managing our suppliers and 
creates a positive method of communication with all our stakeholders.

Our experience developing our labour standards to a defi ned system has helped us to improve 
our performance but more importantly help us develop lasting relationships with our supplier 
base.”

Quality Manager Robinsons Healthcare

If used properly this review can be one of the biggest drivers for continual improvement.

Top management will need to review your organisation’s ethical labour standards management system 
and performance, at planned intervals, to ensure its continuing suitability, adequacy and eff ectiveness.      
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OUR SERVICES

A fl exible and aff ordable approach to ensure SMEs can off er the same commercial advantage as their 
larger industry counterparts.  ESC International helps manage programmes and compliance internally 
through external support.     

VIRTUAL ETHICAL TRADE MANAGER

We off er ongoing training on current ethical trade issues and challenges throughout the year. We 
also deliver bespoke training packages tailored to business specifi c ethical labour standards needs and 
objectives.

TRAINING PACKAGES

ESC International can design and deliver a detailed ethical labour standards communication 
strategy that will identify objectives, engage audiences and deliver vital, compelling messages. We 
can also support with the development and writing of a corporate modern slavery statement.

MODERN SLAVERY STATEMENT, BENCHMARKING, RESEARCH AND WRITING

ESC International off ers leadership coaching and consultancy support for senior executives and top 
level management. We support leaders in the development and delivery of outcomes critical to the 
success of their ethical labour standards programme.

CULTURE CHANGE AND SUSTAINABILITY LEADERSHIP COACHING
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ESC International off ers an ethical labour standards gap analysis to assess your businesses performance.  As 
a result of the analysis, your business will be issued with a comprehensive and detailed report specifying both 
general and technical recommendations.

GAP ASSESSMENTS 

ESC International deliver tailored ethical labour standards and social compliance programmes to suit each 
businesses needs and situation. Our programmes provide a valuable way for your business to:

PROGRAMME DEVELOPMENT

• Develop their programmes

• Strengthen specifi c ethical and social compliance management skills

• Continuously improve working and environmental conditions within a supply chain or labour supply chain

• Move a business to a culture of compliance

• Support, challenge and stimulate ethical compliance/sustainability professionals

FOR FUTHER INFORMATION ON HOW TO USE THIS TOOL PLEASE CONTACT:
ESC International
info@escinternational.org
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