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WORKER'S POST ABOUT A DELL SUPPLIER

"Today I have been working 10 days at Y 
corp. In retrospect I spent these 10 days like 
a robot performing repetitive, simple tasks, 

without any special thought. Because we 
don't learn any technical skills we 

eventually will end up with nothing. When 
life is still ahead of us why should we waste 

our youth here. Of course we all think 
differently. All I know is that I am not 

staying here wasting my time and youth." 

BACKGROUND PICTURE POSTED BY A 
WORKER AT A DELL SUPPLIER: LAUNDRY 

BUCKETS AT A DORM





In 2013 the Danish watch organisation 
DanWatch conducted an investigation into 
the working conditions at four Chinese 
electronics manufacturers supplying Dell. 
The report titled “IT workers still pay the 
price for cheap computers” gained public 
attention [2]. In 2014 an investigative 
documentary (Kalla Fakta) in Sweden 
criticised the Stockholm County Council 
(SLL) that it had renewed a public 
procurement agreement to purchase Dell 
computers via Atea, a Norwegian IT 
infrastructure provider, despite apparent 
problems within Dell's supply chain [see 
annex 01]. 
 
In response the County Council embarked on 
a comprehensive review of its human rights 
policies and social due diligence. Electronics 
Watch compiled an account and analysis of 
these efforts [3]. On 9. September 2015 SLL 
stated in a press release that “Dell has 
improved its work to ensure social 
responsibility” and, therefore, will allow Atea 
to supply Dell products. 

Among the lessons learned from this case 
Electronics Watch concludes: 
 
Public buyers need capacity to verify factories’ 
compliance with human rights and labour 
rights standards independently of the industry 
and through engagement with workers. 
 
Human rights due diligence in the supply chain 
must result in better conditions for workers. 
Workers themselves are the best source of 
information about the outcomes of due 
diligence processes. 
 
In May 2017 Stockholm County Council 
received an Outstanding Case Study Award 
for its efforts with Dell [4]. From our 
perspective this is an ideal time to follow up 
on what has changed. We took the above- 
mentioned DanWatch report as a starting 
point. It provided us with the names of four 
factory sites and a list of labour rights 
violations from 2013 that we could use as a 
benchmark for our investigation of working 
conditions in 2016. 



In line with Electronic Watch’s conclusion 
the main principle of this study is to use 
workers’ voices as a source of information. 
The evaluation criteria are result-based, i.e. 
we assess whether working conditions at the 
four manufacturing sites have improved since 
2015. It is important to note that our study is 
not an attempt to replicate the DanWatch 
study because the methods applied are 
different.  
 
     

This study does not follow a standard auditing 
report because we wanted to focus on the 
validation of social@risk™ as a tool. 
Practically this means that we didn’t contrast 
workers’ grievances with relevant laws, or 
codes of conduct. Nevertheless the findings 
can be interpreted and used in the same way 
as a social audit. We hope that this study 
provides new impulses to enter the next 
phase of improving working conditions in the 
IT supply chain.  



The findings of this report suggest that the labour issues that the 2013 DanWatch report mentions 
still pre-vail in 2016. In addition we find a number of previously unknown rights' violations. The 
following is a summary of our results:  

1. Already when workers look for employment
they risk to be cheated by job market agents.
Job seekers have to pay fees in order to receive
an offer. There is also a risk that agents sell the
same position to many candidates or announce
recruitment campaigns for fake-firms. 
 
2.  There are three common forms of
discrimination: a.) factories hire mainly female
workers, b.) workers beyond the age of 40-45
have no possibility to find a job, c.)
employment conditions for dispatch workers
are inferior compared to regular workers. 
 
3. Workers are subjected to harsh disciplinary
rules and arbitrary treatment of despotic
managers.  
 
4. Wages are low and sometimes are not
sufficient to satisfy basic needs such as food.  
 
5. Workers report about up to 130 overtime
hours a month. Workers have no choice but to
accept overtime assignments. 
 
6. Workers do not know where they can turn
to when they have a work related problem and
hotline numbers do not work.  

7. Workers are forced to wait for their turn
when they want to quit. They are held back
from leaving the factory for up to 6 months.  
 
8. Students that are sent by their schools for
internships are not informed about their work
tasks, contract, or payment. Sometimes wages
are paid to teachers and students won’t receive
any wage.   
  
9. The hygienic standards at the dorms are low
and workers are forced to shift in-between
dorms in order to prevent the formation of
close social ties and worker solidarity.  
 
10. Workers talk about psychological stress,
loneliness, and anxieties. There are pictures,
and reports about a suicide.  
 
11. Workers are exposed to prolonged standing.
The work pace is so fast that there is no time to
drink, or go to the toilet. Many workers speak
about extreme tiredness, which increases the
risk for accidents.  
 
 



does not depend on the likelihood of a 
violation to occur but on the odds of a non- 
compliant factory being selected for an audit 
multiplied by the likelihood that the audit 
detects the violation in question and reports 
it. As a result of current approaches to social 
risk mitigation regularly suffer from 
misspecification and underestimation. 
 
social@risk™ offers several advantages:

social@risk™ is an alternative, big-data 
driven approach to measure and implement 
responsible business conduct. Every day 
workers and other stakeholders in developing 
countries write about their grievances on 
social media in order to protest, reach out for 
help, seek advise, or share experiences. Our 
tool social@risk™ collects these voices. We 
use artificial intelligence and other algorithms 
in combination with expert validation to 
structure this information. In the 
future, social@risk™ will use millions of posts 
from tens of thousands of factory sites as the 
basis for predicting social risks associated 
with a supplier, industry, and/or location. 
social@risk™ identifies, quantifies, and 
predicts the likely occurrence of social risk 
types. It is the first grievance-based risk 
management approach on the market. The 
ultimate purpose is to generate predictive 
insights that allow for pro-active social 
engagement and rights protection. 
 
In principle social@risk™ can be used as a 
substitute or complement to on-site audits. 
The main innovation, however, is its 
fundamentally different approach to social 
risk management. The conventional auditing 
system requires corrective action of 
violations reported in inspection protocols. In 
practice, this means that social risk mitigation 

Pro-active instead of re-active rights 
protection.  
Comprehensive social risk management of 
all suppliers instead of small random 
samples.  
Detailed, fact-based insights that allow 
formulating effective engagement 
strategies. 
Dynamic assessments instead of one-time 
visits.  
No dependence on supplier self- 
assessments, or need to negotiate the 
terms of an on-site inspection (access to 
the factory, interviews, availability of 
documents, etc.)  
No risks involved for workers or inspectors 
that unveil rights-violating practices. 



embeddedness. When users cannot be 
categorised as authentic their information 
still can be credible if authentic users relate 
to it. Here we assume that workers have a 
better understanding of what constitutes an 
authentic piece of information. 
 
We detail our authenticity approach with a 
comparison of two samples (1 & 2) out of the 
four factory sites. 
 
Exhibits 1 (sample 1) and 2 (sample 2) show 
different direct authenticity marker 
distributions. In the first case, about 50 
percent of the users reveal at least five 
authenticity markers, and about 10 percent 
are attributed to 20 or more markers. The 
total post sample size for this sample is about 
1000. By contrast sample 2 consists of about 
4000 posts. Only 15 percent of all users 
dispose of 5 or more markers and the top 10 
percent are connected to 10 or more 
authenticity characteristics. Thus from this 
perspective, the first sample provides 
relatively more direct authentic information 
than the second sample despite its much 
smaller size. 

The core methodological issue for the 
collection and analysis of online voices is 
authenticity; i.e. how certain are we that a 
claim is made by a worker employed at a 
specified factory site? The answer to this 
question is not a binary yes or no but a 
graduated evaluation ranging from unlikely to 
most likely. We use two approaches to 
evaluate authenticity. 
 
Direct authenticity: Firstly we asses the level 
of detail that a user reveals. To this end, we 
reviewed thousands of posts and identified 
verbal markers that structure specialised 
knowledge or insights. The authenticity of a 
claim is more likely when a user connected to 
many markers posts it. This approach takes 
advantage of the fact that also workers have a 
need to evaluate the credibility of 
information. Revealing details that only an 
insider can know is a common way to 
establish trust while at the same time 
remaining anonymous. 
 
Indirect authenticity: Secondly, we relate 
authenticity not only to the number of 
markers but also to information   



Indirect authenticity favours large samples as the visualisations in exhibits 3 (sample 1) and 4 
(sample 2) demonstrate. The green areas represent authentic voices while the blue dots relate to 
posts of users that do not reveal sufficient detailed information. In the first case, posts are 
dispersed and there is a low degree of interconnectedness. Hence authentic users provide only 
little credibility to other users. Sample 2, by contrast, is denser so that authentic users provide 
more weight to other users.  



We screened major social media platforms 
and about 200 local bulletin board systems for 
posts that mention the names of the four 
suppliers. After cleaning data from double 
entries about 9.700 posts were stored in a 
database (exhibit 5). 
 
We categorised users as authentic when their 
posts were connected to at least three 
authenticity markers or when their 
conversations were connected to authentic 
users’ posts. 
 
The detailed findings in section vii. refer only 
to  posts dated September 2015 or later, i.e. 
the time period after Stockholm County 
Council found that “Atea and Dell both were 
able to demonstrate a systematic approach to 
deal with risk and non-compliance within 
their supply chain.” [see annex 02]. 59% of the 
posts collected were dated September 2015 or 
later (exhibit 6). 



In order to structure the information that 
workers posted on social media, we used tags. 
To this end, we first conducted simple word 
counts and identified frequently occurring 
words that relate to labour issues. In addition, 
we used a row of expert-generated key terms 
describing known social risks and rights 
violations. Each post was then related to these 
key terms. The key terms, in turn, were related 
to eleven topical issues that we derived from 
an expert review of the material. The topical 
issues identified are 1. recruitment related 
issues, 2. discrimination, 3. oppressive 
management, 4. wage-related grievances, 5. 
excessive overtime, 6. Ineffective grievance 
channels, 7. forced labour, 8. student 
worker/interns, 9. dorm related issues, 10. 
psychological stress, and 11. occupational 
health and safety. 
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Exhibit 7 depicts the share of posts that we 
reviewed under each topic. Note that post can 
be related to several issues, i.e. percentages do 
not sum up to 100. 

Yet it cannot be concluded from these figures 
that forced labour is a minor problem because 
the sample is not representative. In 

In exhibit 8 we present 
the absolute amount of 
tagged posts categorised 
into elven topics. The 
visualisations bring to the 
fore that wages, 
overtime, and 
management issues 
dominate online 
discussions. 
Problems indicating that 
workers have to work 
against their will, and 
occupational health 
issues have the lowest 
number of mentions.

other words workers' searching and posting 
behaviour are not necessarily correlated with 
the pervasiveness of an issue.



Exhibit 10 confirms this observation. 
Here we depict the number of posts 
per topic (x-axis) and number of users 
per topic (y-axis). The lines represent 
a logarithmic trend and related 
confidence bands. This visual suggests 
that "small topics" in terms of related 
post number regularly attract more 
unique users.

We identify a total of 4287 users, i.e. 
on average each user posted twice. In 
exhibit 9 we detail the distribution of 
users by topic. The emerging pattern 
is quite similar to the post 
distribution. Still some of the less 
frequently named topics seem to 
attract a disproportionally large 
amount of users.



Recruitment agencies in China are unre- 
gulated and there is a lack of transparency. A 
rising number of “black agencies” that take 
advantage of the vulnerable groups in parti- 
cular young inexperienced migrant workers 
from impoverished Central and Western 
Provinces who come to the large manufac- 
turing sites at China’s East Coast.  A worker 
writes about her experience:  
 
I came to Shenzhen almost ten days ago and 
lived in a hotel opposite of X corp. for two days. 
One day I met a representative from a dispatch 
firm at the main gate. He asked me for my CV 
and assured that this service was free of 
charge. We then got onto a car that brought us 
to a labour agency. I was hesitant to follow 
upstairs to the third floor when two men came 
down. They seemed to look for jobs as well. I 
asked them whether they had to pay in order to 
get an employment offer. They said that no 
money was needed. Upstairs I had to pay a 
registration fee of RMB 20. I thought RMB 20 
isn’t so much and thus paid it. After that, I had 
to pay a copy fee. I was led into a room for a 
 job interview. I  then was charged RMB 200. I 
was told that this money was for food at the 
factory. 

We present the collected material in eleven 
sections dealing with 1. recruitment related 
issues, 2. discrimination, 3. oppressive 
management, 4. wage-related grievances, 5. 
excessive overtime, 6. Ineffective grievance 
channels, 7. forced labour, 8. 
student worker/interns, 9. dorm related 
issues, 10. psychological stress, and 11. 
occupational health and safety. Presentation 
of the material is mainly based on direct 
citations. Background information is added in 
order to put posts and topics into a broader 
context. This study does not differentiate 
between the four suppliers or compare them 
because the analytical focus is Dell’s 
management of social risks in its supply chain. 
 
1. Recruitment related issues 
 
Many suppliers make use of labour agencies 
when they recruit new workers. Since 
outsourcing of this service has become 
pervasive in the manufacturing industry [5], 
agents effectively have become part of the 
global supply chain. Consequently, agents’ 
business practices need to be included in 
social risk analysis. 





Suppliers need to take responsibility both in 
terms of overseeing their agents’ business 
practices as well as providing clear guidance 
to workers, online and offline, how to apply. 
 
Could you please give me your corporations 
recruitment website address? I have been 
looking for it quite long but cannot find it. 
There are too many cheaters out there.  
 
2. Discrimination 
 
Shady agents target job seekers that are 
desperate due to discriminatory employment 
practices. Male workers and workers older 
than 40 years have a hard time to find a job 
and hence are likely to take a chance. 
 
Today I was looking for work. I went from 
Xixiang to Shajing and then I walked further to 
Songgang and then back to Longhua. Not a 
single factory was looking for male workers. 
My legs are aching, my shoes are worn out, and 
I am forced to hang on. If only I was a women. 
 
I am at Z. corp. Plant No. 1. It was very difficult 
to get a job. Men had to pay RMB 800 to an 
agent in order to get in. And still the odds were 
very low. We have been a group of more than 
40 men. Only two got a job; I and a guy from 
Xianyang prefecture in Shaanxi Province could 
stay. I feel very lucky.  
 
I would like to know whether a 45-year-old 
woman still could work at X corp. An agent 
asked for RMB 200. He said that the money 
would include the physical examination fee. He 
told me that he would ring somebody at the 
computer station at X.corp who then would call 
me in. I don’t know whether this is true or not, 
whether I still can get in, sorry … 

In case I use less than 200 the rest will be 
added to my salary card at the end of the 
month. […] 
 
Another job seeker states: 
 
I met an illegal agent who charged me RMB 50 
for the physical examination. Then he said I 
had to pay additional RMB 200 for the uniform. 
I didn’t believe him and started to quarrel and 
required my money back. The agent still kept 
my ID card and refused to return it. I picked up 
my mobile phone and pretended to ring 
somebody to check him. His colleague came 
over and tried to resolve the issue. He told the 
agent to return my money and ID card but I 
needed to sign a receipt. I arbitrarily scribbled 
some characters and left. […]  
 
Workers may fall victim to swindlers not only 
at the factory gates but also when they look 
for jobs online. Job applicants posting their 
CVs at one of the biggest job websites, 
58tongcheng. The risks involved are 
considerable. For example, migrant workers 
may end up in a city or province far from their 
home paying money without getting a job. 
Once they left their homes they are forced to 
accept inferior work conditions or pay 
additional fees before entering a factory. 
Workers, therefore, reach out for help: 
 
I would like to know whether your company 
cooperates with 58tongcheng   fast track 
employment. I applied at 58 and got a call to 
come over. 
 
I saw a WeChat add of an agency called Wulei 
Management. Does this firm really exist? New 
recruits are now getting a premium there. 



The treatment of workers at this factory is 
extremely bad. The security people have no 
respect for workers and the line leaders love to 
maltreat newcomers. 
 
I am at Y, belt 15. I have been intern for one 
month. In a few days, I will leave. Now my group 
leader is yelling at me every day and arbitrarily 
looks for problems to blame me for. I start to 
wonder whether it is true that I am the problem. 
 
This factory is the worst I have been working at, 
the food resembles pigs’ food, and the work makes 
you tired like a dog. Your line leader stands at 
your side and constantly yells at you. 
 
Workers often have to shoulder the costs of 
organisational failures and bottlenecks: 
 
The food lines are very long, and we have to 
queue a long time at the entrances’ security 
checks. We do not get a time allowance to get 
through security and afterwards additional 50 
minutes are deducted for eating lunch. Each day 
we have to swipe our cards six times. 
 
There are no regular shifts, and the team leaders 
don’t care. First I worked daytime for one month, 
then I had to switch to night shift for 50 days, 
after that I worked again daytime for one week 
before I got back to the night shift.  
 
4. Wage-related issues 

 
Given the hardships, wages are the single most 
important issue. Generally, migrant workers are 
paid very low. The base salary for a factory 
worker equals the local minimum wage. 
 
Work is exhausting and the salary low; only the 
minimum wage of RMB 1510. 

3. Oppressive management 
 
Once workers successfully enter a factory 
they are subjected to rules that aim at 
ensuring efficiency and discipline:  
 
Newcomers should get familiar with the factory 
rules first, such as the workshop rules, 
discipline on the factory campus, and 
dormitories as well as the rules that apply to 
factory buildings. If you do not understand 
these rules you’ll feel helpless when you get in 
conflict with them. For example, when you 
walk around on campus without your name 
badge visibly attached, the factory guards my 
approach you at any time asking you to sign 
that you neglected a rule. You won’t get a wage 
deduction but it will reduce your points. Each 
worker has 12 points; when they are used up 
you’ll be fired. Each factory has its own rules. 
The more you know about them the easier it 
will be for you to go along. If not your life will 
be full of constraints. 
 
While rules to ensure discipline do not violate 
labour rights there is a risk that respective 
frameworks facilitate bullying and workplace 
oppression [6]. From this perspective 
discipline and the enforcement of harsh rules 
need to be regularly reviewed against the 
backdrop of occupational health and safety 
issues as well as discriminatory employment 
practices. 
 
Workers report about verbal abuse, and 
physiological violence: 
 
Some of the security staff and leaders do not 
show any sign of generosity. Sometimes small 
issues are turned into horrible deeds so that we 
almost look like criminals. We have no dignity 
here.   



time. Generally, it is quite difficult for a 
worker to predict how much she/he will earn 
each month. 
 
The most important thing is the overtime. If 
you don’t know how much overtime you’ll work 
there is no way to determine your wage. 
  
I earn 2650 the highest I got was 3800. 
 
When you earn 3000 you are lucky, 2500 is 
normal, and 2000 still isn’t considered to be too 
low. 
 
Overtime is important for workers to make 
ends meet. This situation leads to a paradox 
where the legally stipulated 40 hours working 
week isn’t a right but is turned into a 
potential punishment: 
  
A woman who is working here tells all group-, 
and team leaders that I am underperforming so 
that other people get a bad impression of me. 
Now I do not have a regular work position any 
longer and I struggle through each and every 
day. Newcomers are all getting overtime work, 
while nobody is allocating overtime to me 
because nobody believes that I am hard 
working. 
 
But even though workers need the extra work 
hours, the workload that they eventually have 
to perform is excessive: 
 
The labour law states that a working week 
must not exceed 44 hours. We work each weak 
60 hours. Does this look legal to you? 
 
Each month we work about 130 overtime hours. 
During one month we do the work of two.    

We were a group of ten entering the factory 
together. We had only started with the training 
when many of us became very dissatisfied. We 
only get the minimum wage and there are no 
standard overtime fees. Most of the food is 
unpalatable and more expensive than outside 
the factory campus. I suppose that many of us 
will refuse to work tomorrow. I suggest if you 
can find another place don’t come to this 
factory. 
 
Minimum wages are below basic living 
expenses. For example, the gap between the 
Asia Floor Wage, a living wage estimate, and 
local minimum wages in China ranges 
between 50 and 75 percent [7]. As a result, 
workers often lack the means to satisfy basic 
needs: 
 
A portion of bitter cucumber costs RMB 12, with 
my wage I cannot even afford a few dishes a 
day. 
 
In this era of high technology, high-tech parks, 
high wages, and posh streets with big cars, I am 
at Z. Corp. silently praying to get three meals a 
day. I am getting more and more hungry and 
lose more and more weight. 
 
Salary is low, 1510; below the cost for food. 
Other living expenditures are also high.  
 
5. Excessive overtime 

 
The Universal Declaration on Human rights of 
1948 effectively stipulates living wages as a 
human right [8]. Looking at minimum wages 
will not do justice to this principle. The de- 
facto income of factory workers, however, is 
higher than the minimum wage due to over  



6. Ineffective grievance channels 
 
When workers look for help internally they 
often do not know whom they should contact 
or they fail to receive support: 
 
Friends, does anybody have the name of the 
trade union official who is responsible for our 
factory or a phone number of the human 
resources department? 
  
The group leader forgot to report my overtime 
during the holidays. What should I do? I talked 
to him but he still didn’t report it. 
 
X. corp’s salary hotline is (…), I called but the 
number doesn’t exist. How do I get into contact 
with them? 
 
What is the human resource department’s 
hotline number? Is it different from the one on 
our card that we are supposed to ring when we 
have questions regarding our salary?  
 
7. Forced labour 
  
Electronics manufacturers, like many other 
export processing industries in China, have 
increasing difficulties in recruiting new 
workers due to demographic shifts. In 
response, the factory management makes it 
difficult for workers to quit: 
 
The work at Y Corp. is still ok, but wages are 
low, and you easily get deductions. Since 
quitting affects their profits they do not let you 
go so fast, they hold you back. 

It is really exhausting; I cannot stand it! At this 
factory, we work 12.5 hours! Tired! 
 
Excessive overtime becomes quasi- 
compulsory due to the use of repression and 
punishment for those who oppose. 
 
Everybody who is not coming to work overtime 
on Sundays is noted as absent without leave. 
 
Our group leader usually uses the production 
bonus to threaten workers. Last month I 
worked 115 overtime hours and earned a wage 
of RMB 3300. 
 
For Chinese migrant workers the ability to 
”eat bitterness” is a virtue because only those 
who can endure the monotonous work in a 
hostile environment will stay on for longer 
than a few months. High worker turnover in 
combination with cyclical recruitment 
campaigns are one of the reasons why 
workers need to work so many overtime 
hours: 
 
I believe most of us work overtime until 10 or 12 
o’clock sometimes even until 2.00 in the 
morning. […] Most newly recruited workers 
enter during July and August. At that time 
many of the old workers have left already. But 
the new ones cannot replace them because they 
are not there yet or untrained. At that time one 
worker has to do the tasks of many. 
 
It’s a vicious cycle quitting – recruiting – 
 quitting – each time the faces get younger and 
softer.   



While some manufacturers define mandatory 
periods that violate workers’ right to quit 
after 30 days other factories deploy queuing 
systems: 
  
When I worked at X Corp. I was told that I had 
to queue when I want to quit. I went to the 
team leader but he didn’t let me go. I thus went 
to the section leader who said that he had no 
authority to decide. I would have to talk to the 
factory manager. I went straight to the factory 
manager and said that I will leave in a few 
days. According to the labour law, I can leave 
after three days during the trial period. He said 
that the factory rule is that you have to line up. 
  
I worked there before. You have to queue if you 
want to quit. Lining up effectively means that 
one is forced to leave on your own. 
 
Workers discuss extensively the implications 
of “leaving on your own” as opposed to 
quitting. The former means that a worker 
resigns without the formal approval of the 
factory. 
 
I am a regular worker at factory No. 5 leaving 
on my own. At the human resources 
department, they told me that I need to go to 
my manager and follow the procedures. I called 
the manager but he said that there is no 
procedure for leaving on your own. What 
should I do now? 
  
When workers leave on their own they will 
lose money:  

The factories under investigation use various 
practices that violate workers’ legal right to 
leave after 30 days prior notice:  
 
I formally began at the workshop on the 27th 
and was placed at [exact location]. People told 
me that our group leader is vicious but I didn’t 
believe them. From 28th on I was assigned to 
the transformer station. I had to insert four 
transformers and four batteries to each board. 
When the group leader taught me how to do it 
she couldn’t manage herself. When I couldn’t 
manage either she asked how it was possible 
that I am still so slow after one-day training. 
For several days I was not paid at all. It seems 
that you can quit after three months (you then 
can give prior notice one month and after an 
additional three months you can leave). 
 
I paid an agent RMB 50 and went happily to Z 
Corp. At Z Corp. people told me that I had to 
stand all day. You have to accomplish six 
months before you are allowed to quit.   
 
When workers want to quit they rely on the 
support of their direct superiors. Due to the 
labour shortage, quota requirements, and 
financial incentives group or line leaders have 
little interest in complying with legal 
requirements: 
 
Yesterday evening I heard the group leader say 
that if the quitting quota at his line is below 4 
percent a month he will get RMB 400 as a 
bonus. If all lines are below 4 percent he’ll get 
RMB 700 in bonus. In case his line exceeds 4 
percent he will face a deduction from his 
production quota bonus.    



You better do not leave on your own because 
when you are on the list of those who left on 
their own they won’t employ you later on when 
you apply for a post as technical staff or 
manager. 
 
I have worked here for several years. But in the 
meantime I have left three times and haven’t 
worked at a factory during the last two years. 
Do you think I still can get in or am I 
blacklisted? 
 
I would like to know the procedure to get a 
name deleted from X corp’s. blacklist. 
 
The most effective and pervasive means 
forcing workers to obey to factory rules that 
violate legal rights is to withhold their so- 
called quitting confirmations, i.e. a brief 
statement when a worker was formally 
released. The statement is stamped by the 
factory’s human resource department (see 
exhibit 5). 
 
There is no legal requirement to issue or 
require such a document and thus it is up to 
the management when and under what 
circumstances to provide it. A worker, 
however, will have to show her/his quitting 
confirmation in order to get employment at 
another factory. Thus manufacturers 
collaborate with this document in order 
weaken workers’ negotiation power and force 
them to obey to internal rules that represent 
a violation of labour rights.   
 

When you leave on your own do you get your 
salary? 
        Yes but they deduct RMB 200. 
        No, you don’t get it. 
        I also didn’t get my salary when I left on my        
        own. 
 
Last night a guy didn’t show up at work and got 
ready to leave on his own. The group leader sent a 
text message to everybody stating that those who do 
not show up for work will not get their salary this 
month. 
 
Dispatch workers don’t get their wages when they 
leave on their own and they have no way of quitting. 
 
Another problem with leaving on ones own relates 
to social insurance: 
 
When I leave on my own and go to another factory 
with a different staff unit my social insurance still 
will continue at the old place so that I cannot pay 
social insurance at the new factory. Does that mean 
they don’t take me? Is it that way? 
 
Another worker reports that she already left on 
her own. Her social insurance, however, can only 
be handled after the 7th of the next month. This 
means that she has to stay on or travel back to the 
city in order to receive respective documentation. 
 
Apparently, factories keep blacklists of unwanted 
workers; among them those who left on their own: 
    



8. Student workers/interns 
 
In recent years employment of student 
workers caught much attention as another 
questionable practice to counter labour 
shortage and rising wages. Many Chinese 
students, in particular, those attending 
vocational schools are forced to work at 
assembly lines on irrelevant internships for 3- 
5 months. In 2015 DanWatch together with 
China Labour Watch reported about 
respective practices at Wistron in China [9]. 
Note that Wistron is a Dell supplier but not 
included in our sample. 
 
The online voices that we collected suggest 
that interns are systematically used to replace 
regular workers at Dell's supplying factories.   
  
The most despicable thing is that X corp. is 
particularly keen on recruiting interns. Their 
wages are very low, which they excuse the lack 
of work experience. They come here just to 
waste their time. 

Welcome everybody to this factory with 
military style management. This place is full of 
our superiors’ affection. Here we do not quit. 
We only leave on our own. This is because our 
boss wants to make sure that we won’t get a job 
anywhere else.   
 
You can make a quitting confirmation on your 
own. This way you avoid the risks that occur 
when you didn’t quite at your former employer. 
It is not in order to prove that you actually 
have been working there. 
 
While leaving on one's own is an informal 
process entailing a host of negative 
consequences, there is a lack of information 
on internal procedures for formal quitting: 
  
I have a one-year contract and want to quit. In 
order to give 30 days prior notice should I go to 
our HR assistant and ask for a form? Or should 
I directly talk to the manager and ask him to 
provide me with the documents? Do I have to 
write a resignation letter? 



9. Dorm related issues 
 
The majority of workers live in dorms located 
at the production sites. Living conditions at 
the dorms are difficult and for many hard to 
accept:   
 
At the dorm, there is no warm water to shower. 
None of the dorms’ toilets is ok. It is messy all 
over the place and the newcomers have no idea 
what they are supposed to do. The public 
bathroom is toxically dirty. Isn’t there any way 
to get it into a somehow acceptable state? 
Many just don’t use it at all. Will the water 
temperature be higher during wintertime? 
 
Given the long working hours and the need to 
rest afterwards little time is spent outside the 
factory gates. Social ties with other workers,  
 

Students’ posts bring to the fore worries of 
what to expect: 
 
Our school’s agent arranged that we work at 
this factory. Can we trust that we get a 
contract? 
 
As undergraduates of a technical school will we 
do the same work as regular workers? 
 
Brother, we interns who have not graduated 
how much can we earn at Z corp? Our school 
has placed us there. 
 
There are even indications that some 
students do not get paid at all: 
 
Our salary is directly charged to our teacher’s 
card. What can we do?  The teacher won’t give 
us the money. 



I have been here for half a year and always 
work alone. The other newcomers all have 
somebody while I’ll do all the stuff myself. Our 
newly arrived leader is turning his back on me 
and the manager probably wants to get rid of 
me. But on this floor, I can be on my own. 
Sometimes I just cannot bear it any longer and 
think of leaving. But then again I am not going 
to leave like this. 
  
Another unpleasant Friday; luckily I don’t have 
to work overtime today. Inside I feel so anxious. 
  
A few years ago the media reported about a 
series of suicides at Foxconn, Apples largest 
supplier. Suicide notes named stress, long 
workdays and harsh managers or unfair fines 
as well as unkept promises of benefits [10].  At 
Chinese factories, workers suffering from 
depression rarely dare to reach out for help. 
Thus it is important when suicides occur to 
ask why the suffering of a person went 
unnoticed or if it was noticed why there was 
no help. 
 
In 2016 a young woman jumped from the roof 
of a building at one of Dell's supplying 
factories. A picture of the scene was posted 
on social media and a worker wrote: 
 
She jumped in the morning at 5.00 o’clock. 
After she jumped she still was alive, laying 
there screaming. Somebody who heard her 
called the security people. Several of them came 
at 6.00 o’clock but there was no ambulance. 
After she had been laying there for a while she 
died. Seeing somebody dying like this makes 
your heart freeze. 
 
In 2017 a post stated: “I heard that today again 
somebody jumped from the roof”   

therefore, are important and become an 
immediate source of support when problems 
occur. Superiors and peers both can help to 
create a positive atmosphere: 
 
Our group leader is a gentle and quiet woman 
from Henan. Each time when there is a meeting 
the other group leaders are lecturing us, but 
not so our group leader. She often says that a 
production line is a team, everybody is 
important. 
  
Everybody says that people from Henan are not 
good. At our line, 90 percent of the workers are 
from Henan and they are particularly nice. I 
am very lucky to have met such wonderful 
people. 
 
Social relations and friendship, on the one 
hand, provide workers with mental strength 
and practical help. On the other hand, 
however, solidarity can impose a concern to 
the factory management, when workers 
collectively oppose working or living 
conditions. Therefore, in order to prevent the 
formation of tight social networks, workers 
are routinely shifted between dorms: 
 
There is a rule that you have to move to 
another dorm after a certain time. If you refuse 
they will change the lock, or they will force you 
to quit. They might also use some other 
problem at the dorm as an excuse. They even 
drag you out of the dorm and if you still not 
give in they just take your suitcase and put it 
outside the factory gate.  
 

10. Psychological stress 
 
Despite the fact that electronics 
manufacturing sites host tens of thousands of 
workers many of them feel isolated and 
alone:  



11. Occupational health and safety 
 
Work at the factory is tiring, which enhances 
the risk of accidents. 
 
Being tired is what all workers at Y Corp. have 
in common. 
 
Workers have to stand all day and they are 
not allowed to walk. Prolonged and frequent 
standing, without some relief by walking can 
result in painful inflammation of the veins. In 
addition, it causes the joints in the spine, hips, 
knees and feet to become temporarily 
immobilised or locked, which can later lead to 
rheumatic diseases [11]. 
 
It is a principle there that you have to stand at 
work. 
 
At work, it is not allowed to walk or talk. Not 
being allowed to talk means that you easily 
doze off. It’s impossible to reach the prescribed 
production quotas when fighting with 
tiredness. 

The work pace is very fast so that there is no 
time to drink or go to the toilet. Particularly 
during the warm seasons, this may lead to 
dehydration, which reduces a person's 
reaction time and ability to concentrate. This, 
in turn, increases the risk for accidents [7]. 
 
At the belt, everybody is tired down to the 
bones. Every day they yell at you, every day 
there are quality and quantity demands, every 
day you have to accomplish the prescribed 
amount; 1300 pieces today, then 1500 
tomorrow. You are so busy that there is no time 
to drink, and no time to go to the toilet. It is 
also very difficult to find somebody taking your 
place when you need to go to the toilet. Because 
it is so difficult some people just drag you. 
 
This isn’t a fortunate day. I almost cannot get 
up. In the morning my whole body was aching 
and after work, the pain still was there. The 
last two days it was so hot. I don’t want it any 
longer; I don’t want it any longer. God, I don’t 
want to open my eyes.   



In this study we present a new tool to conduct 
a social due diligence analysis that is not 
dependent on supplier information, and does 
not involve the risk of retaliation associated 
with worker interviews onsite or offsite. The 
sole source of information is grievances that 
workers posted on Chinese social media. 
Globalworks Lund AB developed a prototype 
that searches for relevant information on the 
Internet, and structures the retrieved data 
with the help of machine learning algorithms 
and expert validation. 
 
Workers’ voices report about a number of 
grievances that violate legal rights as well as 
SLL’s and Dell’s codes of conduct. Some of the 
rights violations that we found were already 
exposed in the 2013 DanWatch report while 
others are new. Workers are still: 
 

On a general note, our findings confirm that 
labour rights violations are endemic to global 
supply chains. The practices deployed to 
undermine legal rights and codes of conduct 
are constantly in flux. Experience of the last 
two decades demonstrates that the auditing 
industry’s use of correction action plans 
(CAPs) is an ineffective tool to tackle 
the endemic and fluid nature of malpractices. 
Social media based grievance monitoring can 
open new opportunities for better labour 
rights protection 

forced to work more than the legally 
allowed overtime  
exposed to harsh rules and verbal abuse  
subject to discriminatory recruitment 
practices  
unaware of their legal rights 
and representation  

systematically prevented from quitting for 
up to six months  
caught in an internship exploitation scheme 
and have no choice but to work in Dell’s 
supplier factories as regular workers  
earning below living wages and that base 
wages are insufficient to afford food 

Additionally, workers are: 

subjected to unhealthy and unsanitary living 
conditions at the dorms  
suffering from psychological stress.  
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