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WORKERŚ  HEALTH AS A FUNDAMENTAL PART OF SOCIAL DIALOGUE ....................................... 52 

CONCRETE APPROACHES AND POLICIES ...................................................................................... 53 

TRAINING WORKERS AND THEIR REPRESENTATIVES IN ALL PRODUCTION CENTERS .................. 54 



 3 

BEYOND SIGNATORIES ................................................................................................................ 55 

MONITORING OF OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMITMENTS .................................... 55 

EXISTING BARRIERS IN FRAMEWORK AGREEMENTS TO WORKING ON OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH 

AND SAFETY ................................................................................................................................ 57 

CONCLUDING REMARKS ......................................................................................... 61 

SOME PROPOSALS FOR FUTURE ACTION............................................................ 66 

ANNEX I - TEN COMPANY PROFILES BASED ON THE ANALYSIS OF 

FRAMEWORK AGREEMENTS AND CODES OF CONDUCT FOR OHS AND 

ENVIRONMENTAL CONTENTS  ............................................................................... 68 

CHIQUITA  .................................................................................................................................... 68 

DANONE ...................................................................................................................................... 73 

DANSKE BANK  ............................................................................................................................ 78 

EDF ............................................................................................................................................. 83 

LAFARGE ..................................................................................................................................... 91 

NAMPAK  ...................................................................................................................................... 98 

ROYAL BAM GROUP .................................................................................................................. 103 

STATOIL  ..................................................................................................................................... 109 

UMICORE ................................................................................................................................... 114 

WAZ .......................................................................................................................................... 120 

ANNEX II ï FOUR CASE STUDIES (ELABORATED BY SYNDEX) ........................ 126 

CASE STUDY 1: THE GLOBAL SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AGREEMENT SIGNED BY RHODIA AND THE 

ICEM ......................................................................................................................................... 126 

CASE STUDY 2:  THE CASE OF INDITEX: THE FIRST MULTINATIONAL SIGNATORY TO TWO IFAS

 ................................................................................................................................................... 134 

CASE STUDY 3: THE IKEA:  BWI IFA ....................................................................................... 145 

CASE STUDY 4: THE FRAMEWORK AGREEMENT OF THE PSA ï PEUGEOT ï CITROËN GROUP 

NEGOTIATED WITH THE FIOM AND THE EMF ........................................................................... 154 

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................... 162 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 
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BWI  Building and Wood Workers International (formerly International Federation of 

Building and Woodworkers and World Federation of Building & Wood Workers) 

CSR  Corporate social responsibility 

EADS NV European Aeronautic Defence and Space Company 

EC  European Commission 
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GEA Group Aktiengesellschaft 

GUF  Global union federation 
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ITUC  International Trade Union Confederation 
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and Allied WorkersôAssociation 

MLC  Maritime Labour Convention 
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MNE  Multinational enterprise 
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TNC  Transnational corporation 

UNI  Union Network International 
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Framework Agreements: a brief introduction  

 

The International Framework Agreements (IFAs) or Global Framework Agreements are those 

negotiated between Multinational Companies (MNCs) and Global Union Federations (GUFs) 

with the purpose of ensuring international labour standards in all countries and locations where 

MNCs operate. These are proposals by unions in order to improve the social and labour 

performance of multinational companies as well as the social and work conditions in the context 

of globalization.  The IFAs are therefore tools for social dialogue with a global reach.  

 

In recent years much has been written on the potential and the implications of IFAs
1
. Their 

development has fostered extensive academic interest. There have been numerous studies 

devoted to the analysis of their contents and the various actors' expectations. The high level of 

interest reflects their potential. They could potentially fill an important gap in the ongoing 

process of globalization: multinationals operate globally whereas labour standards are 

predominantly national in scope.    

 

Through the IFAs, the objective is to improve multinationals' labour and social behaviour 

throughout their geographically dispersed production centres. Initially, IFAs focused on securing 

commitments concerning fundamental principles and rights at work: freedom of association and 

collective bargaining, as well as the terms and conditions of employment.  

 

This study, however, focuses on other aspects of the agreements: the clauses related to the 

environment and occupational health and safety (OHS). Both issues share a number of 

characteristics. Nevertheless, they are also quite distinct in certain regards, they are generally 

treated in an integrated manner by trade unions and for years have been merged into one 

important area of trade union action called ñoccupational health and safety and environmentò 

(OHSE).  

 

Historically, trade unions have addressed these issues together. The participation of workers in 

environmental policies in the workplace developed through committees and departments who 

were in charge of occupational health for different reasons. Firstly, these were spaces for 

innovative trade union action transcending traditional demands ï wages and basic working 

                                                           

1
 Papadakis, Konstantinos. (2008).Cross-border social dialogue and agreements: An emerging global industrial 

framework? International Labour Organization (ILO), .267-288;  
Schömann, Isabelle, Sobczak, André, Voss, Eckhard, & Wilke, Peter. (2008, March). Codes of conduct and international 
framework agreements: New forms of governance at company level. European Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound);  
Hammer. Nikolaus. (Winter 2005). International Framework Agreements: global industrial relations between rights and 
bargaining, Transfer 4/05 11 (4) 511-530;  
Ficther, Michael and Sydow, Jörg. (2008). Organization and Regulation of Employment Relations in Transnational 
Production and Supply Networks. Ensuring Core Labour Standards through International Framework Agreements? 
Freie Universität Berlin, Germany 
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conditions. Secondly, from a workplace perspective, the environment can be perceived in two 

phases: the ñinternal environmentò which consists in the workplace; and the ñexternalò 

environment which relates to the context and means through which a company carries out its 

activities. The technical expertise that is available through trade union departments, committees 

and occupational health representatives, enables workers to find the appropriate information 

and integrate the difficulties associated with environmental issues. Lastly, there is an evident 

link between health, environment and the need to establish integrated systems to foster 

improvements in both domains.   

 

In most of the agreements that have been studied, as well as in the initiatives that were 

developed for their implementation, these themes have been simultaneously and jointly 

addressed. Since IFA proposals are generally initiated by trade unions, the inclusion of OHS 

and environmental issues has followed union organisational realities. Although in this study both 

areas will be analysed and presented separately, actors have often addressed them together.  

 

On the other hand, despite the tradition in trade union circles of linking environmental issues to 

occupational health, a progressive trend towards their differentiation can be seen. Several 

reasons have been given to explain this. Among them, we find that environmental policies 

occupy an increasingly significant place, for example climate change and the effect of its 

mitigation policies on production. Workers are increasingly prepared to take part in the 

elaboration and monitoring of environmental policies. Indeed, it is progressively more 

recognised that environmental policies are essential in order to ensure decent and sustainable 

jobs in the long run.  Strategic decisions relating to production are increasingly being shaped by 

considerations for the environmental impact and the consequences of the environmental 

policies that are put into practice in order to mitigate it.  For this reason, the environment could 

hold a growing place in social dialogue and employer-worker negotiations and workers could be 

willing to participate and have a more active role in initiatives and fora where environmental 

issues are being addressed, in or outside of the framework of industrial relations.   

 

If the trade union culture is one of linking OHS and environment, the employers' tradition is quite 

different. The environmental policies and commitments of MNCs are normally developed by 

Environmental Departments that have little relation with the Human Resources Departments 

and Company representatives in charge of dealing with negotiations with workers. In other 

words, environment is placed outside of the reach of workers´ engagement, and it is generally 

addressed through environmental management departments and through other voluntary 

initiatives, such as codes of conduct, that imply limited worker and trade union participation.  To 

contextualize them in this broader framework, in addition to analyzing the International 

Framework Agreements, other policies have also been examined for the companies studied. 
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In the last decades, social agents (environmentalists, consumers, local communities, amongst 

others) have called for the introduction of environmental responsibility in business practices. On 

numerous occasions, workers have taken part in such demands, in others they have not, due to 

the perception of potential risks to their jobs. On the whole, currently there is a strong demand 

from trade unions for multinationals to be more socially and environmentally sustainable.  

 

Discussions in this study are centred on IFAs and on global social dialogue for occupational 

health and safety, and environment. However, there are also other initiatives by MNCs that deal 

with OHS and particularly environment and that may involve workers to a greater or lesser 

extent. These initiatives are not the direct object of study here, but it should be noted that they 

may have synergies. 

 

For the inclusion of any of these issues in the IFAs, some conditions have to be given. Firstly 

the issue, here OHS and/or environment, needs to be considered an object of discussion 

through social dialogue. Each party must to recognise, more or less explicitly, the legitimacy of 

the other to address the given issue and there must be joint agreement on the adequacy of the 

instrument to tackle the issue, in this case the IFA. It would otherwise be unlikely for these 

issues to be included in the IFA.  

 

In that sense, occupational health and safety has undoubtedly become a theme of social 

dialogue although marginal examples in the companies studied exist where it is not yet 

recognized as such.  The defence of workers´ health has held a prominent position in the 

negotiation agenda by Trade Union organizations; and as a consequence multinationals have 

increasingly recognised its importance.  

 

Environmental issues, on the other hand, do not benefit from the same level of recognition. 

Although there are some concrete examples in countries, companies and sectors of the 

recognition of the environmental rights for workers, the issue is yet far from considered as a 

general area for social dialogue. However, there is growing demand at the local, national and 

sectoral level, for greater worker involvement.  The study will highlight the main barriers for its 

development and areas of advancement.  
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Methodology and structure 

 

This study includes an update of the framework agreements that have already been signed. It 

also offers insights into the general trends that surround IFAs, their scope and implementation. 

The study analyses the environmental and occupational health and safety clauses and 

mentions, the different approaches, their implementation as well as their weight in the industrial 

relation scheme and social dialogue debates, barriers, challenges and drivers.  

 

The research was carried out in two phases:  

 

Á Analysis of 72 IFAs signed up to June 2009. The different texts, clauses and mentions 

relating to environmental issues and occupational health and safety were analysed with 

particular attention to content, scope, and implementation and monitoring provisions.  

 

Á Field research focused on 14 agreements. A study of ten agreements was conducted with 

interviews of management and worker representatives. In order to contextualize these 

agreements into the broader context, other MNC policies were also examined. Four 

additional agreements were selected as inïdepth case studies with at least eight interviews 

conducted with both parties for each one. For the list and further details see table 1 page 9. 

 

Analysis throughout the chapters combines the information from the agreement texts and the 

interviews conducted. When referring to specific text content of the agreements, material in the 

study appears in brackets [...], and when referring to material extracted from interviews, content 

appears as ñéñ. In order to respect the confidentiality of the respondents, names have been 

omitted while the title of the actor interviewed appears (e.g. Union or Management 

representative).  

 

The 14 companies were selected as representative based on the following criteria: 

 

Á Diversity of economic sectors, variety of Global Union Federations as signatories;  

Á Diversity of head office countries, including some outside the European Union; 

Á Diversity with respect to date of signature to allow for the evaluation of older  

agreements and their implementation, and for the identification of new trends in recently 

signed agreements;  

Á Varying degrees of attention given to OHS and environment issues. The majority of 

IFAs selected contained clauses on both issues; four have no provisions on 

environment and one IFA has no provisions for OHS or for environment.   
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Part 1: International Framework Agreements: developments 

and trends 

 

Rationale 

Globalisation has produced growing concerns about businessôs relationship with the rest of 

society.  These concerns have produced a debate on businessôs broader social responsibilities. 

As a result of pressures from a variety of social agents, multinationals have increasingly been 

led to sign on to initiatives in a diverse set of areas (social, environmental and health) to go 

beyond sometimes deficient national legislation. In addition to responding to growing public 

demands these initiatives have enabled business to improve its overall corporate image.   

 

A number of these initiatives have been termed ñCorporate Social Responsibilityò (CSR). CSR 

consists of voluntary and unilateral actions taken by enterprises in order to address specific 

issues that relate to a corporationôs broader societal obligations. Their voluntary character 

distinguishes CSR initiatives from traditional legally binding obligations. CSR is different from 

ñsocial responsibilities of businessò which can be defined as a set of widely accepted 

expectations on how business should behave. Social responsibilities of business can be 

imposed through laws or take the form of negotiated and non-legally binding instruments.  

 

International Framework Agreements (IFA) represent possible tools for the advancement of 

social responsibility of business. IFA are union-initiated proposals aimed at improving 

multinational corporationsô (MNC) social and labour performances in the context of 

globalization. Their purpose is to ensure the equal implementation of international labour 

standards in all countries and locations where MNC operate. 

 

Unionsô promotion of IFA reflects a conscious attempt at redirecting the proliferating private 

codes of conduct away from discretionary forms of CSR and towards global social dialogue and 

industrial relations (ICFTU, 1997, Justice 2001). 

 

IFA are intended at reversing the imbalance between multinationalsô global operations and the 

nationally-determined labour and social regulations. IFA, like other initiatives, represent tools to 

progressively reduce these disparities.  

 

As for the purpose of this study we will use the tem IFAs, some people prefer to use Global 

Framework Agreements (GFA). They are tools negotiated between MNC and Global Union 

Federations (GUF whose purpose is to improve multinational corporationsô social and labour 

performances in the context of globalization. 
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IFA represent union-initiated responses which imply a specific approach clearly differentiating 

them from CSR initiatives.  

 

According to statements gathered in the interviews, companies are often motivated to sign such 

agreements for image-related reasons. IFA represent opportunities for MNC to improve their 

public image and reputation. But there are also cases in which corporations are truly committed 

to ensure minimum social standards for all their employees, regardless of their geographical 

location. For unionist have additional advantages:  IFA represent useful tools to extend 

minimum labour standards and social rights, as well as to strengthen workersô organisations in 

certain countries and production centres where they are poorly represented.  

 

ñThe significance that the IFA had on our policyé mostly in the area of reputationò. 

(Management representative)
2
.  

 

ñWe would like to maintain our reputation as an attractive employer and also to let our 

employees of the group know that this is the companiesô policyò. (Management 

representative) 

 

ñThe reason for signing such an agreement is to demonstrate our commitment to say 

that our business practices are exactly the same everywhere we carry out our 

manufacturing operationsò. (Management representative) 

 

ñThe agreement was necessary in order to ensure labour standards for employees no 

matter where they workò. (Union representative).  

 

ñ(é) to use the text as a basis for local or national agreements in line with specific 

legislation. To provide some kind of guidelinesò.  (Union representative). 

 

ñWe see that companies behave differently in other countries than their own ï for 

example people have no working contract, no unions, etc. There are double standards ï 

different standards depending on the country in which they operateò. (Union 

representative) 

 

ñWe are not interested in signing IFA, we are more interested in getting recognition by 

our affiliates and recognition refers to companies that recognize working with national 

affiliates as their national counterpartsò. (Union representative) 

                                                           

2
 Note: Throughout this chapter interview quotations will be reflected in italicized text and as explained they will not 

identify the respondent. 
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However, IFAs are an emerging reality which still has a low visibility. For the companies studied 

visibility of CSR policies is much higher than IFA. For example, from the 14 companies studied, 

in 5 of them CSR occupies an important space on the website, whereas the IFA is not visible at 

all. Only in one the cases studied, Danske Bank, the level of visibility is comparable.  

 

Table 1 ï Visibility of the IFA and CSR  

 

  Company Visibility on the website 

 IFAs CSR 

Chiquita No visibility Medium visibility 

Danone No visibility High visibility  

Danske Bank Medium visibility Medium-high 

visibility 

EDF No visibility High visibility 

Ikea Low visibility High visibility 

Inditex No visibility  Medium- high 

visibility 

Lafarge No visibility High visibility 

Nampak No visibility Medium visibility 

Peugeot Medium visibility High visibility 

Rodhia High visibility High visibility 

Royal Bam Group No visibility Medium-high 

visibility 

Statoil Low visibility High visibility  

Umicore No visibility High visibility  

WAZ Low visibility Low visibility 

 

 

Framework agreements as a tool for transnational social dialogue  

Much has already been written about the particular characteristics of framework agreements in 

relation to other voluntary initiatives
3
. One of the most regularly cited characteristics of these 

                                                           

3
 (International Framework Agreements as elements of a cross-obrder industrial relations framework, Papadakis ,2008, 

Codes of conduct and international framework agreements, Schomann, International Trade Union Cooperation, Fichther 

2008)  
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agreements is negotiated character. This characteristic has been witnessed in other multi-

stakeholder codes of conduct. What makes IFA truly innovative is that they are signed between 

MNC and Global Union Federations (who represent workersô interests by company or sector at 

the global level).  

 

Nevertheless, the negotiated character of framework agreements represents an essential 

characteristic. Negotiation means mutual recognition by the different parties and a concerted 

decision to take matters further than simply information and consultation. Negotiation implies a 

higher level of participation.  

 

ñBasically, if we consider SD to be based on two or three main pillars ï one is the 

environmental issues, the other one being the economic and society issues ï and the 

third one - social issues.   The IFA are an interesting tool to make sure that the social 

aspect or the social side of SD is deriving from negotiated agreements rather than 

unilateral charters or unilateral policies. We donôt believe in any of the texts or policies 

that come from CSR policies at company level. We believe that negotiated agreements 

are much more reliable and much more serious that CSR- marketing approach to 

promote investor relationsò.  (Union representative) 

 

Framework agreements can thus be seen as transnational tools for social dialogue. Social 

dialogue, be it national or international, refers to dialogue between social partners (consisting of 

management, which represents the companyôs interests, and trade unions, which represent the 

workforce). Social dialogue can take on a variety of forms, including collective bargaining. Most 

countries dispose of a legal framework for social dialogue at the national level. These 

frameworks vary considerably from one country to the next.  

 

At the international level however, social dialogue becomes more complicated since 

corporations and industries have no legal obligation to recognise trade union organisations or 

engage in negotiations at the international level. There are nevertheless examples of limited 

international social dialogue. The ILOôs tripartite structure is a good example. At the individual 

enterprise level there are also numerous examples of social dialogue, one of these tools being 

the International Framework Agreements.  

 

The type of industrial relations that is promoted by framework agreements contrasts with the 

more confrontational ñcampaignsò. The IFA process implies that parties recognise and accept a 

predetermined set of r rules of the game, fundamentally establishing policies for the strategies 

and tactics used by the parties to be based more on dialogue than force, although this does not 

mean that they do not sometimes lead to conflict.  
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ñAs I said, it is more part of our day-to-day work. We have this éhow should I sayé we 

try to dance with the unions instead of boxingò. (Management representative).  

 

ñAnd you can even destroy an agreement by converting it and by campaigning, because 

then the relationship of trusté which you need to build upé around the agreement is 

easily destroyed. And the credibility of people within that agreement is destroyed. So 

these are all aspects to take into accountò. (Management representative)  

 

ñThe agreement has had extremely positive impacts. Because, from a history of 

confrontations, we have really evolved into an era of dialogue and negotiation. That has 

been extremely important, because strikes in this industry are extremely damaging and 

disrupted our business. It has been important to find solutions on where there are 

extreme opposite viewsò: (Management representative).  

 

Agreements establish a framework of principles and are not intended to constitute detailed 

collective agreements. Their purpose is not to compete or to go against existing collective 

bargaining agreements at the national level. They are rather intended at fostering the creation of 

new spaces for workers to organise and bargain
4
.   

 

In comparison to national industrial relations, IFA leave a high level of leeway when it comes to 

their content. The issues must be approached from the perspective of principles; it is much 

more difficult (and it is not their objective) to go into the particular definition of issues, as 

happens in the case of collective agreements. In any event there are major differences between 

the agreements studied. Though there is lack of concretion of IFAs compared to national 

collective agreements, there is much concretion for the same contents in the IFAs that when 

they are covered in the codes of conduct. 

 

More generally, IFAs imply an approach that is more ñformativeò than ñaffirmativeò. Affirmative is 

understood as informing about already existing and agreed practices, and it has mainly a 

communicative role that relates to the companies´ reputation. Whereas by formative actions, the 

agreements seek to improve a certain reality, to set objectives to move forward; in other words 

they have a more dynamic dimension. Although, a few IFAs could be defined as having an 

ñaffirmative or declarativeò approach, the majority of them outline a series of objectives with a 

commitment to go beyond the simple affirmation of existing practices.  

 

When those involved in the agreements are questioned on the negotiation process, TNC 

representatives generally emphasise the fact that the framework agreements confirm existing 

corporate policies in the area of social dialogue. Unions, on the other hand see them as opening 

                                                           

4
 ICFTU: A Trade Union Guide to Globalisation, pp. 97, Second Edition, November 2004 
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up new channels and spaces of negotiation. However, this is not always the case and some 

companies also recognise areas for improvement of the dialogue with unions and state them in 

the agreements themselves.   

 

ñSo, from my point of view it made sense to commit ourselves to be a good employer, 

go by the rules; play óby the bookô and have a continuous dialogue with the unionsò. 

(Management representative).  

 

ñWhat is important ï I think- is not to stop dialogue. We have a lot of social dialogue with 

our employees ï on global level we have something like 70% of our employees that are 

represented by unions or elected with representatives. Which means that it is not the 

most important, but it is one indicator on the fact that we have really, really a low 

number of conflictò. (Management representative).  

 

ñWe were interested in developing social dialogue on sustainable developmental issues, 

and we were looking for stakeholdersò. (Management representative). 

  

Agreement trends 

Framework agreements vary greatly: in terms of content, level of detail and complexity, 

clarification of monitoring methods, etc. In a many cases they do not have the same name and 

their denominations have evolved over time. Despite a number of differences, overall, 

preference goes to the names óInternational Framework Agreementô and óGlobal Framework 

Agreementô  

 

In the period stretching from 1988 to 2009, the Global Union Federations concluded a total of 72 

International Framework Agreements with MNC. It is interesting to note that most of these 

agreements were signed after 2000. During the 12 year period that preceded 2000, there were 

no more than eight international framework agreements (IFA).  

 

The process of drawing up and signing new international agreements therefore got off to a slow 

start (up to 2000). Since then there has been an average of five to ten new agreements every 

year.  

 

Figure 1- Number of total IFAs per year for the 72 texts studied. 
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Distribution of IFAs signed per year
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Since 2007, it seems that there has been a relative drop in the number of agreement 

negotiations (not their signing: these agreements could have been negotiated over the previous 

years). This decrease is perceptible when we look at the number of signed agreements in 2009: 

only 2 had been signed up to June 2009. Certain agreements could have not been finalized due 

to disagreements between management and unions. The international federations, learning 

from the experience developed over the past twenty years, currently wish to ameliorate the tool 

in order to develop new stronger agreements (in terms of implementation, evaluation and 

monitoring, and conflict resolution) which could be more difficult to accept by MNCs. 

Additionally, the economic crisis has also played a part in the important decrease in the total 

number of signed agreements in 2009. In the current period of recession, priorities will probably 

change for the different concerned parties (in particular for employers).  

 

5
A recent study

6
 argues that at least three reasons explain why IFA will not turn into a 

widespread phenomenon: the number of companies that are willing to negotiate with workersô 

representatives is limited; the Global Unionsô limited resources (human and financial) to follow 

up and monitor the agreements; and the need for all signatories to evaluate existing 

agreementsô outcomes before signing new ones.  

 

Several studies have looked into the geographical origins of the multinationals that have 

concluded IFA. 57 of the 72 agreements that were studied were with companies whose 

headquarters were in the European Union (EU). 4 were signed by Norwegian companies and 

one with a Swiss company. Among the ten remaining companies with International Framework 

Agreements, two house their headquarters in Brazil, one in Russia, two in South Africa. 

Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Canada and the US each house one company.  

 

                                                           

5
 Schömann, Isabelle, Sobczak, André, Voss, Eckhard, & Wilke, Peter. (2008, March). Codes of conduct and 

international framework agreements: New forms of governance at company level. European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound), 
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Most of the concluded agreements are concentrated in four countries, namely Germany (18), 

France (11), The Netherlands (6) and Sweden (7) 

 

Figure 2 - shows the IFA depending on the MNCôs country of origin (for the 72 agreements and 

14 cases that were studied).  

 

 

The European tradition of labour relations provides a favourable context for IFA. The presence 

and strength of unions in the company headquarters is fundamental in order for the tool to be 

promoted and accepted by employees. While local unions have a major role to play in the 

implementation process, as well as for the proposal and acceptance of IFA, strong union 

organisation at the headquarter level remains paramount.  

 

As we have seen, there are cases of non-European multinationals which have developed these 

proposals. This recent phenomenon is particularly interesting. In 2006, a noteworthy total of 

eight such multinationals had signed framework agreements, representing an encouraging 




































































































































































































































































































