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ABSTRACT

The global garment sector—employing tens of millions of mostly female workers—is a major economic engine
in many developing economies (e.g. Bangladesh, India, Cambodia) but is marked by exploitation, low wages,
and unsafe working conditions. This paper examines how social work practices can empower garment workers
by addressing labor rights, gender equality, and psychosocial needs. Using a qualitative approach (literature
review and illustrative case studies), we identify key areas where social work interventions have made an impact:
educating workers about labor rights, advocating for policy reform, facilitating community support and
leadership development, and providing mental health and legal aid. We find that social work strategies—such
as community organizing, rights education, and skills training—can enhance workers’ agency in demanding
better pay, safer workplaces, and greater gender. Despite persistent barriers (weak law enforcement, corporate
resistance, internalized oppression), examples from Bangladesh (post—Rana Plaza safety accords), India (worker
cooperatives like SEWA), and Cambodia (NGAO-led empowerment programs) show promising results. These
findings imply that integrating social workers into labor movement coalitions and institutional policy-making is
critical for sustainable improvements in garment workers’ lives. The paper concludes with recommendations for
targeted labor policy reforms, worker education programs, and cross-sector collaboration.

Teaser Text of the Research

Social work interventions, including community organizing and policy advocacy, are crucial for empowering
garment workers in developing economies, leading to better wages, safer workplaces, and greater gender equity.

Keywords: social work; garment industry; empowerment; labor rights; developing economies; gender equality
INTRODUCTION

The ready-made garment (RMGQG) industry has become a cornerstone of economic growth in many developing
countries. For example, in Bangladesh the apparel sector accounts for roughly 84% of exports and employs about
four million people, approximately 80% of whom are women (Economics Observatory, 2023). India is now the
world’s sixth-largest garment exporter, with textiles and apparel contributing about 12% of national exports and
providing direct employment to over 45 million workers (Asia Garment Hub, 2022). In Asia overall, estimates
suggest about 40—60 million people work in garment production, with 70—-80% of them being women (BSR,
2021; CARE International, 2022). This industry’s rapid growth has lifted millions out of poverty and expanded
economic opportunities for women (Better Work, 2020; Asia Garment Hub, 2022). However, these gains have
been accompanied by persistent exploitation and human rights problems. Garment workers typically endure low
wages (far below living-wage levels), excessively long hours, and unsafe conditions. For instance, in Bangladesh
the current minimum monthly wage is roughly $113 USD—only about one-quarter of the estimated $460 living
wage (Economics Observatory, 2023). Industry pressures, especially fast fashion’s demand for low-cost, quick-
turnaround production, encourage factory owners to cut costs at the expense of worker well-being. Tragedies
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like the 2013 Rana Plaza building collapse in Bangladesh—where over 1,100 garment workers died—exposed
these vulnerabilities (Amnesty International, 2013). In the aftermath of Rana Plaza (and earlier disasters like the
2012 Tazreen factory fire), international scrutiny revealed that many factories lacked basic safety measures such
as fire exits or structural integrity. Even when regulations exist on paper, enforcement is often weak. Human
rights organizations report that Bangladeshi garment workers frequently face harassment, threats, and violence
for speaking up about conditions (Amnesty International, 2018). In Asia more broadly, women garment workers
often occupy precarious, informal positions: they may be hired on short-term contracts with no social benefits,
while lacking knowledge of their legal rights (Asia Garment Hub, 2022). Gender discrimination is also
pervasive—women are usually confined to low-skill, low-pay jobs and are vulnerable to sexual harassment
(Better Work, 2020; Asia Garment Hub, 2022).

These structural inequalities have prompted calls for worker empowerment. Empowerment here means enabling
workers to gain control over their working lives, demand their rights, and improve their social and economic
status. Social workers and labor NGOs have emerged as critical players in this process. Social work professionals
emphasize the importance of advocacy, education, and psychosocial support for marginalized groups (Virginia
Commonwealth University, 2021). In garment communities, social workers can collaborate with unions and
NGOs to educate workers about labor laws, organize collective action, and provide counseling for the emotional
strains of factory life. For example, the Bangladesh Centre for Workers Solidarity (BCWS) runs labor- and
gender-rights education programs, offers legal aid and childcare services, and advocates for living wages and
prevention of gender-based violence (War on Want, 2021). Such initiatives suggest that empowering garment
workers involves more than economics alone; it requires addressing social and psychological needs and building
social capital.

Given this context, our research asks: What is the role of social work in empowering garment workers? How do
social work interventions address structural inequalities in the garment industry? What models and strategies are
effective? To answer these, we examine existing literature and case examples from key garment-producing
countries (Bangladesh, India, Cambodia, and Vietnam). We draw on data from the International Labour
Organization (ILO), UN agencies, NGO reports, and academic studies to ground our analysis in recent evidence
(Economics Observatory, 2023; Better Work, 2020). This introduction has sketched the scale and stakes of the
garment sector: a significant share of developing economies’ exports and labor force, yet one where workers
(especially women) remain highly vulnerable. The remainder of the paper reviews the literature, describes our
methods, reports findings on empowerment, discusses implications (including SDGs 5, 8, and 10), and concludes
with recommendations for policy and practice.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Historical Background of Garment Workers in Developing Economies

The garment industry has historically played a pivotal role in industrialization within developing economies,
serving as an entry point into global trade and labor-intensive manufacturing. In countries such as Bangladesh,
Cambodia, and Vietnam, the industry has contributed significantly to export earnings, employment generation,
and female labor force participation (Ahmed, 2021; ILO, 2016). The predominance of women workers,
particularly from rural and marginalized backgrounds, reflects a transformation in gendered labor markets, where
the garment sector has become a critical source of wage employment and economic mobility (Kabeer, 2004).
Despite its economic contributions, the garment sector has also been marked by labor exploitation, unsafe
working conditions, and chronic underpayment. Tragic industrial accidents, such as the Rana Plaza collapse in
2013, highlighted the vulnerability of garment workers and underscored systemic weaknesses in occupational
safety, corporate accountability, and state regulation (Donaghey & Reinecke, 2018). These challenges prompted
global debates on supply chain governance and worker rights, strengthening the argument for sustainable and
socially responsible industrial growth (Anner, 2020).

Social and Economic Challenges Faced by Garment Workers

Garment workers in developing economies often encounter precarious employment conditions, characterized by
low wages, long working hours, limited access to healthcare, and absence of social protection (ILO, 2019).
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Informal employment practices, including temporary contracts and outsourcing to unregulated factories, further
exacerbate job insecurity (Chen & Sinha, 2016). Women workers are disproportionately affected, facing gender
discrimination, workplace harassment, and exclusion from leadership roles (Rahman & Langford, 2014).
Economic vulnerability is compounded by the lack of collective bargaining power. Trade unions, though present,
are frequently suppressed by factory owners and governments seeking to maintain competitiveness in global
markets (Zajak et al., 2017). Consequently, workers struggle to negotiate for fair wages and improved working
conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic intensified these challenges, with widespread layoffs, delayed wages, and
restricted labor mobility, exposing the fragility of the garment supply chain and its social implications (Hossain,
2021).

Empowerment of Garment Workers through Social Work

Social work interventions have emerged as crucial in empowering garment workers, particularly women, by
addressing both individual welfare and structural inequalities. Empowerment initiatives often focus on capacity
building, rights education, and psychosocial support to enable workers to assert their rights and improve their
livelihoods (CARE, 2019). Programs targeting financial literacy, vocational training, and gender equality have
been instrumental in enhancing workers’ decision-making autonomy and resilience (WIEGO, 2018).
Furthermore, empowerment extends beyond the workplace, as many garment workers are also primary
caregivers within their households. Social work frameworks advocate for holistic approaches that integrate
occupational rights with broader social justice concerns, ensuring that empowerment encompasses economic,
social, and personal dimensions (Cornish & Ghosh, 2007). By fostering collective identity and solidarity, social
work contributes to the strengthening of workers’ voices in advocating for systemic reforms.

Role of Social Work Organizations in Supporting Garment Workers

Organizations engaged in social work have played an instrumental role in promoting labor rights, occupational
safety, and gender equality within the garment sector. International agencies such as the International Labour
Organization (ILO) and initiatives like Better Work have partnered with governments, brands, and unions to
improve compliance with labor standards (ILO & IFC, 2019). Nongovernmental organizations, including
Amnesty International, SEWA, and War on Want, have mobilized campaigns to expose labor abuses and
pressure multinational corporations toward greater accountability (Amnesty International, 2020).

At the grassroots level, community-based organizations have facilitated legal aid, health services, and advocacy
training for garment workers, strengthening their capacity to challenge exploitative practices (Ferguson, 2019).
These organizations also serve as intermediaries between workers and policymakers, ensuring that the voices of
marginalized labor groups inform national and international labor policies. Social work organizations thus act
as catalysts for systemic change by combining service provision with rights-based advocacy, reinforcing the
centrality of human dignity and social justice in development discourse.

Case Studies

This section highlights representative country cases where social work-related interventions have been applied
to support garment workers.

Bangladesh (post—-Rana Plaza reforms): Following the 2013 Rana Plaza collapse, Bangladesh’s garment
sector underwent some reforms. Two major initiatives were the Bangladesh Accord on Building Safety (a legally
binding agreement with brands) and the Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety. These brought structural
improvements (inspections, building repairs). At the grassroots, social and labor activists pressed for
accountability and compensation.

For instance, BCWS (a garment-worker union) played a key role in the global campaign that led to the Accord.
BCWS continues to offer worker education and support services (legal aid, childcare, literacy) to empower
women who might otherwise be voiceless. In tandem, organizations like BRAC and mobile clinics run by NGOs
have provided skills training and health awareness to slum-based garment communities, though published
evaluations are limited.
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Better Work Bangladesh provides an illustrative example of a multi-stakeholder empowerment effort. This ILO-
affiliated program engages factories with advisory visits and training on rights and safety. Reports show that
factories in Better Work saw 3—4% higher wages and better benefits for workers after participation. In particular,
Better Work’s gender initiative (the GEAR program) trained over 600 female sewing operators and promoted
nearly 400 women to supervisory roles. Such gains suggest that targeted training and empowerment programs
can elevate women into leadership positions within factories. Importantly, Better Work Bangladesh explicitly
frames its mission as “promoting decent work, empowering women and inclusive growth”. Through these
efforts, some female garment workers in Bangladesh have gained new skills and confidence to negotiate with
management.

Despite these programs, many challenges remain. Reports continue to document wage protests, and legal
advocacy is ongoing. For example, in 2023 thousands of workers protested low wages; many faced arrests and
lawsuits (the government filed dozens of cases against protesters). This indicates that policy change lags behind
activism. Nevertheless, Bangladesh’s case shows how social work and allied activism (from BCWS, trade
unions, NGOs, Better Work) have created pathways for empowerment — through safety accords, gender training,
and organizing — even as workers still fight for living wages and legal rights.

India (worker cooperatives and unions): India’s garment industry is more decentralized (many small factories)
and includes a large informal sector of home-based workers. Here, worker-led organizations like SEWA have
pioneered empowerment through cooperatives. SEWA’s model (described earlier) combines labor rights
advocacy with direct services. Impact studies show that SEWA members, many of whom are home-based
garment producers, have seen improvements in income and equipment quality due to the union’s interventions.
For example, SEWA negotiated higher piece rates with contractors, helping women earn more per garment. It
also arranged microloans for sewing machines and installed electricity in workers’ homes — interventions that
have concrete economic benefits. Workers report that involvement with SEWA gave them skills (even allowing
some to become community health volunteers) and the confidence to demand better pay.

Additionally, India has seen the rise of ethical fashion cooperatives that emphasize dignity in production. For
example, some NGOs assist women artisans to form fashion cooperatives that guarantee fair wages and reinvest
profits in community development. The Transform-Trade case of a women’s co-op in rural India illustrates this:
employing hundreds of artisans, the co-op provides stable income, skill-building, and local leadership
opportunities. Such enterprises operate on social work principles by focusing on workers’ well-being rather than
pure profit. More formally, India’s Center for Indian Trade Unions (CITU) and other labor federations have
begun special programs on women’s leadership training, indicating increased awareness of gender issues in
unionism.

Cambodia/Vietnam (NGO-led interventions and digital training): In Southeast Asia, garment work is also
dominated by women (over 75% of workers in Vietnam, 80% in Cambodia). International initiatives like the
ILO’s Better Work program are active: Better Factories Cambodia has offered programs on psychological well-
being. For instance, during COVID-19 the Cambodian government and NGOs launched a “Together We Can
Make It” digital campaign to improve worker safety knowledge and mental resilience, reaching over 2 million
workers through social media. This campaign’s success demonstrates that even virtual, community-oriented
interventions (often designed by social work practitioners) can foster a sense of solidarity and well-being among
isolated workers.

Local NGOs also contribute. In Cambodia, the Workers’ Information Centre (WIC) (described above) is
explicitly a social-movement organization, employing social work techniques by empowering women through
drop-in centers and training. Although formal evaluation data is scarce, anecdotes indicate that WIC members
have successfully petitioned employers for unpaid wages and raised awareness of legal rights. Furthermore,
programs focusing on gender equality (such as the Better Work “Gender Transformative Leadership Training”
in Cambodian factories) show that when women and men factory leaders jointly learn about equity, attitudes can
shift and workers begin to demand more inclusive practices.

Vietnam’s garment sector has seen similar gender initiatives: the ILO notes that Vietnamese garment is about
75% female, and UN-supported training programs aim to boost women’s skills in production
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managementilo.org. (Specific Cambodia and Vietnam figures underscore the universality of the issue.) These
cases suggest that NGO and programmatic interventions in Southeast Asia, aligned with social work principles
(capacity-building, community engagement, advocacy), can complement state and industry efforts to empower
workers.

Research Gaps

The literature on garment workers and empowerment is extensive in documenting conditions, but relatively few
studies explicitly analyze the role of social work. Most research on labor rights is either economic (wage levels)
or political (policy analysis), with less focus on social-psychological interventions. Similarly, while there are
many NGO and UN reports on gender in garment industries, comparative cross-country studies are sparse.
Crucially, there is a gap at the intersection of social work and labor studies: how do community-based
empowerment models fare across different cultural contexts? Longitudinal data on the impact of empowerment
programs is lacking. This paper attempts to synthesize disparate sources (NGO case studies, advocacy reports,
academic articles) to begin filling that gap. Future research should include empirical studies of social work
interventions (e.g. outcome evaluations of worker centers or training programs) and cross-country comparisons
of best practices.

METHODOLOGY

This research employs a qualitative, exploratory design based on secondary data and illustrative case analysis.
Our primary method is a systematic literature review: we collected relevant information from peer-reviewed
journals, NGO and UN reports, and authoritative news sources. Key data sources included ILO and UN agency
statistics, human rights organization reports, and academic articles on the garment industry and social work.
Databases (Google Scholar, NGO websites) were searched using terms such as “garment workers
empowerment,” “social work labor rights,” and country-specific terms (e.g. “Bangladesh garment Rana Plaza”).
Fig. 1 shows the conceptual framework of the research methodology.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Social Work Interventions
« Capacity building
» Rights education
« Psychosocial support

v

[ Empowerment ]

v

Garment Workers
» Economic independence
* Increased agency
» Improved well-being

Fig. 1. Conceptual Framework
Fig. 1 shows the conceptual framework of the research methodology.

Where possible, we extracted quantitative indicators (e.g. number of workers, wage figures) from sources like
the Economics Observatory, industry analyses, and NGO briefs. Qualitative insights (worker experiences,
program descriptions) were drawn from case studies in NGO publications (e.g. Better Work, CARE, WIEGO)
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and news analysis. To illustrate key themes, we selected case examples from three country contexts (Bangladesh,
India, Cambodia) based on the richness of available information.

The gathered materials were coded thematically. We organized findings according to empowerment domains
(economic, social, legal, and psychological) and mapped them onto research questions (role of social work,
strategies, and outcomes). Data analysis involved identifying recurring patterns (e.g. common challenges,
frequent interventions) and drawing connections across sources. In this qualitative synthesis, we emphasize
triangulation: when multiple sources (ILO, NGO, news) reported similar facts, we cited them jointly to
strengthen validity (e.g. multiple sources document women as ~80% of garment workers).

Table 1. Dataset Overview

Source/Organi | Type of Data | Coverage Variables/Indi | Purpose in | References
zation (Year/Region) cators Study
International Reports & | Global & | Wage levels, | Establish global | N. Ahmed (2021);
Labour statistics Bangladesh, working hours, | and local | Amnesty
Organization 2018-2023 unionization context of | International
(ILO) rates garment (2020)
workers’
conditions
Bangladesh National Bangladesh, Employment Provide Quarterly review
Bureau of | statistics 2015-2023 numbers, GDP | national-level on RMG (2023)
Statistics (BBS) contribution of | economic  and
RMG sector labor data
Better Work | Program Bangladesh & | Workplace Assess M. Anner (2020);
Program reports & | Cambodia, safety, interventions CARE (2019)
evaluations 2015-2022 compliance, improving labor
gender equality | rights
CARE Research Bangladesh, Women’s Highlight CARE (2019);
International reports 2017-2021 empowerment, | gendered Chen & Sinha
harassment, dimensions of | (2016)
wage gaps labor rights
War on Want NGO reports | Bangladesh, Exploitation, Critique Bangladesh’s
2018-2022 supply  chain | structural issues | Economy During
accountability | in global supply | FY2023-24
chains (2025)
WIEGO Case studies | Bangladesh & | Informal labor, | Provide A. Mallik
(Women in | & briefs South Asia, | women’s grassroots (2025)
Informal 2015-2021 organizing perspective  on
Employment: informal
Globalizing and garment work
Organizing)
SEWA  (Self- | Case studies | India, 2015— | Women’s Comparative N. Hossain (2021)
Employed 2020 cooperatives, insights for
Women’s empowerment | social work
Association) strategies
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Amnesty Reports Global, 2016— | Human rights | Frame human | Amnesty
International 2022 abuses in | rights International
garment sector | perspective (2020); ILO
(2019)
Primary Data (if | Interviews/S | Bangladesh, Workers’ Ground research | S. Zazak et al.
applicable) urveys 2024 (planned) experiences, in first-hand | 2017
empowerment | evidence
levels

Ethical considerations are minimal since this study used only published secondary data. However, we note that
any primary research (e.g. future interviews with workers or social workers) would require informed consent
and confidentiality. Our presentation adheres to respectful language regarding vulnerable populations (avoiding
stigma) and acknowledges the limitations of secondary accounts.

RESULTS / FINDINGS

The findings are organized into key themes of challenges and interventions. Table 1 summarizes the main
challenges faced by garment workers, distilled from the literature. Table 2 lists typical social work interventions
reported in developing-country contexts. Figure 1 (conceptual model) illustrates how social work strategies link
to empowerment outcomes. Fig. 2 compares illustrative outcomes of case studies in Bangladesh, India, and
Cambodia, the image is Al generated and under open access.

Table 2. Summary of Challenges Faced by Garment Workers in Developing Economies. (Text cited of Table 2)

Challenge

Description

Low wages and exploitation

Workers earn extremely low pay (e.g. $113/month in Bangladesh vs. $460
living wage). Overtime and bonus payments are often withheld.

Unsafe workplaces

Factories often lack fire exits, proper exits, or safety equipment. Accidents
and chronic health problems are common.

Gender-based violence and
discrimination

High incidence of sexual harassment and abuse (e.g. ~20—-30% of female
workers report harassment). Women face pregnancy-related job loss and
wage gaps.

Insecure contracts

Many women are on short-term or informal contracts, with no benefits or
job security, leaving them afraid to assert rights.

Lack of
awareness

labor  rights

Workers often do not know their legal rights or how to unionize, which
enables owners to violate laws with impunity.

Limited bargaining power

Trade unions are weak or male-dominated. There is aggressive suppression
of strikes (workers can be sued or jailed).
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Social work Empowerment
strategies outcomes
Rights education Improved labor
Skills training conditions
Advocacy Health
Leadership

The figure is generated using integrated Al support for open access usage

Fig. 2. Conceptual model showing link between social work strategies and empowerment outcomes among
garment workers. (Social work interventions such as rights education, skills training, and advocacy — build
individual and collective power — lead to empowerment outcomes like improved labor conditions, health, and
leadership.) [The figure is generated using integrated Al support for open access usage].
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sample.
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The evidence suggests that when these interventions are implemented, tangible improvements can occur. For
example, in Better Work Bangladesh factories (which implemented many above interventions), female workers
gained promotions and higher wages. Fig. 3 (a-e) depicts the statistics of education, employment, gender, and
healthcare & leadership status for mainly Bangladesh which is counted by real time surveys. In SEWA’s Indian
cooperatives, home-based garment workers increased their incomes and acquired new equipment thanks to union
support. After the establishment of WIC centers in Cambodia, women workers reported greater awareness of
their rights and some success in negotiating wage payments. Qualitatively, social workers interviewed (in other
studies) describe empowerment as gained self-confidence and group solidarity among previously isolated
workers.

However, challenges remain and varied by context. In Bangladesh, even powerful campaigns like the Accord
did not solve the wage issue, and many workers still report fear of retaliation. In India, while SEWA aids home-
based workers, factory workers in export zones often lack union support. In Cambodia and Vietnam, programs
improve awareness but struggle with systemic issues (for instance, factories in Cambodia continue union-busting
and high turnover). Fig. 2 (conceptual Al generated) & Fig. 3 would compare these contexts: Bangladesh
shows strong structural change (safety reforms) but ongoing wage struggle; India shows grassroots
empowerment (co-ops) amidst a fragmented industry; Cambodia/Vietnam show emerging NGO programs in the
context of heavy state control.

Table 3. Key Social Work Interventions and Empowerment Strategies.

Intervention Description
Rights education Training workers on labor laws, contracts, and gender rights (e.g. BCWS
workshops programs in Bangladesh).

Leadership and skills
training

Programs to build leadership (e.g. Better Work’s gender leadership training)
and vocational skills (e.g. sewing, computer literacy).

Legal aid and Providing legal advice, clinic services, and psychosocial counseling (e.g.
counseling WIC’s drop-in centers offering legal aid).

Microfinance and Organizing worker cooperatives (e.g. SEWA in India) and offering microloans
cooperatives to buy equipment.

Childcare and welfare
services

Establishing onsite childcare centers and welfare programs (e.g. BCWS runs
childcare facilities).

Community
networks

support

Creating safe meeting spaces for workers to share issues and plan action (e.g.
WIC centers).

Advocacy and policy
campaigns

Campaigns for living wages, safety standards, and legal reforms (e.g.
campaigns leading to the Bangladesh Accord).

Psychosocial
programs

support

Initiatives to improve mental health and resilience (e.g. Cambodia’s BFC
“Susu” campaign for worker well-being).

Table 3 and examples show that empowerment is multi-dimensional, requiring legal, economic, and social
support simultaneously. Overall, the results indicate that social work interventions can enhance empowerment
(workers’ sense of control, skills, and solidarity), but their impact is mediated by broader forces like government
enforcement and global market pressures.

DISCUSSION

The findings illuminate how social work practice in garment communities can address each research question.
Role of social work in empowerment: Our review shows social workers and allied NGOs act as catalysts for
empowerment by providing knowledge, skills, and support to workers. By educating workers about rights and
organizing them into networks, social interventions help workers assert demands for fair treatment. As
empowerment theory predicts, these interventions enhance workers’ self-efficacy and collective agency. For
instance, BCWS’s rights education and WIC’s safe spaces gave women the confidence to discuss workplace
injustices and demand corrective action. Social work interventions also directly improve material conditions.
Training programs (like Better Work’s GEAR or SEWA'’s skills courses) resulted in higher wages and
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promotions for participants. Access to services (legal aid, healthcare, childcare) reduces the burden of poverty
and enables workers to remain engaged in activism. Thus, social workers not only empower minds but also
intervene in practical needs — an integrated empowerment approach.

Addressing structural inequalities: Social work in these cases explicitly targets the structural drivers of
inequality. Advocacy for policy reform (e.g. raising minimum wage, enforcing safety laws) attacks systemic
power imbalances. Empowerment theory suggests that building critical consciousness (awareness of social
injustice) is essential. For garment workers, seeing how industrial dynamics and gender norms restrict them is
the first step to resistance. The case studies show social organizations raising this consciousness: SEWA
negotiates publicly for fair piece rates, challenging the notion that women must accept low pay. WIC collaborates
with government labor officials to push for enforcement of existing laws. These strategies show social work
moving beyond individual counseling to structural advocacy.

Effective models and strategies: Certain approaches emerge as especially promising. Community-based models
(worker cooperatives, drop-in centers) are effective in building social capital and grassroots leadership. Rights
education combined with participatory activities (drama, peer support) helps internalize knowledge. Mixed-
gender training (as in Cambodia’s union leadership program) helps integrate gender equity into existing
structures. Importantly, multi-stakeholder programs like Better Work leverage resources from brands,
government, and unions to institutionalize change. The conceptual model (Fig. 1) suggests that empowerment
outcomes are maximized when interventions operate at multiple levels: individual (education, counseling),
community (organizing, mutual aid), and policy (advocacy, legal change).

Challenges and limitations: However, implementing these strategies faces obstacles. Corporate resistance:
Brands and manufacturers may resist changes that raise costs (e.g. living wages or safety investments), limiting
the scale of social programs. In Bangladesh, despite strong activism, factory owners have fiercely lobbied to
keep labor laws weak. Weak policy enforcement: Even well-crafted laws are undermined by corruption or lack
of inspection, as seen in many South and Southeast Asian countries. This means social efforts often have to
compensate for state failure, which strains limited NGO resources. Internalized oppression: Empowerment
theory notes that marginalized groups may absorb negative beliefs about their own worth. Among garment
workers, some women have been socialized to fear speaking up or to believe they “don’t deserve” better
conditions, making mobilization harder. Social work programs must therefore include confidence-building (an
approach confirmed in worker narratives).

On the theoretical front, our findings align with empowerment and rights-based frameworks. The successes
reflect how empowerment theory (gaining power through skills, knowledge, and critical awareness) operates in
practice. A rights-based approach is evident in advocacy (treating labor rights as human rights). Feminist social
work principles appear in the gender-specific initiatives (e.g. GBV prevention, women’s leadership training)
which are crucial given the female-majority workforce. As Better Work notes, improving women’s status in the
workplace yields benefits for entire communities.

Finally, these empowerment efforts connect to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Empowering
women garment workers contributes to SDG 5 (Gender Equality) by promoting women’s leadership and ending
violence against them. Improving labor conditions and ensuring decent work directly addresses SDG 8 (Decent
Work & Economic Growth). Reducing the inequalities faced by marginalized workers advances SDG 10
(Reduced Inequalities), especially as many garment workers are from rural or minority groups. In fact, several
initiatives (e.g. CARE’s Made by Women in Asia) explicitly tie garment worker programs to SDG 5 and
8insights.careinternational.org.uk. The SDG framework thus provides a valuable policy lens for integrating
social work interventions into broader development agendas.

CONCLUSION

This research highlights the indispensable role that social work and allied empowerment interventions play in
transforming the lives of garment workers in developing economies. Despite the garment industry’s potential
for poverty alleviation, millions of workers (predominantly women) remain vulnerable to exploitation,
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harassment, and health risks. Our comprehensive review shows that social workers step into this gap by
championing labor rights, building community capacity, and supporting workers’ psychosocial well-being.
Through advocacy and organizing, they help secure safer workplaces and fairer wages. Through education and
training, they enable women to advance in factories or start small enterprises. Through counseling and
community programs, they address the trauma and isolation that factory life can cause.

Key insights include: social work interventions can significantly improve empowerment outcomes. In
Bangladesh, coordinated action by social activists led to industry-wide safety reforms and increased female
management representation. In India, union-led cooperatives have materially raised incomes and infrastructure
for home-based workers. In Cambodia, new worker centers and training programs are beginning to give women
a stronger voice in labor issues. These gains echo empowerment theory: workers gain personal and collective
power to change their circumstances.

At the same time, challenges persist. The power imbalance in global supply chains means that social work alone
cannot override economic pressures. Ongoing resistance from factory owners and weak governance often slows
progress. For example, protests for living wages in Bangladesh have been met with repression despite broader
safety improvements. Thus, social work must be part of a multi-pronged strategy involving policy reform and
international accountability.

For policy and practice, our findings imply that governments and brands should actively integrate social work
approaches into labor initiatives. Policymakers should recognize the value of worker education and community
support as complements to legal reforms. Factories and international buyers can partner with social organizations
to implement training and welfare programs. Ultimately, a socially just garment industry requires that
empowerment efforts move beyond isolated projects to influence the structure of the industry.

In closing, this paper underscores that a socially just garment industry is attainable only if social workers
and labor advocates intervene at structural, community, and policy levels. By combining grassroots
empowerment with high-level advocacy, social work embodies a bridge between vulnerable workers and
decision-makers. It is through such sustained, multifaceted efforts that the promise of decent work and gender
equality in the garment sector can be realized.

RECOMMENDATIONS

e Strengthen Labor Law Enforcement. Governments must enforce existing labor regulations (wages, safety,
anti-harassment) consistently, with penalties for violations. Social workers and NGOs can monitor
compliance and report abuses.

e Support Worker Education and Awareness. Expand programs (often run by social workers/NGOs) that teach
garment workers about their rights and how to unionize or file grievances. Provide accessible materials in
local languages.

o Enhance Collaboration. Foster partnerships among NGOs, trade unions, social workers, and international
bodies. Multi-stakeholder initiatives (like Better Work) should include social work perspectives in
governance.

o Promote Gender-Sensitive Interventions. Implement workplace policies (childcare centers, anti-harassment
mechanisms, paid maternity leave) co-designed by women workers. Train supervisors in gender equity and
create women’s leadership pipelines in unions and factories.

e Invest in Community Centers. Establish and fund drop-in centers or cooperatives for workers to meet, learn
skills, and access services (health, legal aid). These safe spaces empower workers and build solidarity.

e Provide Mental Health Support. Develop counseling and peer-support programs for garment workers,
possibly integrated into factory welfare plans, to address stress and trauma.

e Scale Up Successful Models. Replicate effective programs (e.g. SEWA cooperatives, BCWS campaigns,
training hubs) in other regions. Encourage cross-country learning by documenting and sharing best practices.

By implementing these measures, stakeholders can build on the social work strategies identified here to
achieve lasting improvements in workers’ empowerment and wellbeing.
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