
SUPPLY CHAIN SCREENING
Human Rights and Working  

Conditions at Battery and Electric Bus 
Manufacturers in China

A social media analysis using Social@risk™

June 2023



AUTHORS
Stefan Brehm and Helena Magnusson, Globalworks Lund AB

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
This research was initiated and funded by ETI Sweden and its members Skånetrafiken, 
Trafikförvaltningen i Region Stockholm and Västtrafik.

DISCLAIMER
While we have made every effort to assure a high degree of accuracy, rigor, and quality in the 
content of this report, Globalworks Lund AB cannot guarantee the correctness and authenticity of 
the documents that are used in this study. Any use of this report or the material and information 
linked to it shall be at your own risk and Globalworks Lund AB shall not be held liable.

ABOUT US
Globalworks Lund AB is an independent not-for-profit enterprise based in Sweden. Our mission 
is to shed light on labour rights and human rights violations by collecting workers’ online voices 
and grievances. We assist corporations, organisations, and authorities to prevent rights violations 
and identify paths to remedy. For more information on our work and analytical approach visit us 
at www.socialatrisk.com.



1.	 Introduction...............................................................................................................5

2.	 Method and Data.......................................................................................................7

2.1.	 Data.....................................................................................................................8

2.2.	 Identification of topics.......................................................................................9

2.3.	 Qualitative analysis......................................................................................... 11

2.4.	 Quantitative analysis.......................................................................................12

2.5.	 Risk assessment...............................................................................................12

3.	 Findings....................................................................................................................14

3.1.	 GCAT 1: Child Labour ..................................................................................14

3.1.1.Indicators for child labour................................................................................14

3.1.2.Child labour through internships......................................................................16

3.1.3.Trend analysis...................................................................................................18

3.2.	 GCAT 2: Discrimination.................................................................................19

3.3.	 GCAT 3: Forced Labour ...............................................................................20

3.3.1.Resignations......................................................................................................22

3.3.2.Trend analysis ..................................................................................................24

Table Of
Contents



3.4.	 GCAT 4: Freedom of association and collective bargaining.......................25

3.4.1.Strikes and protests...........................................................................................25

3.4.2.Trend analysis...................................................................................................27

3.5.	 GCAT 5: Compensation..................................................................................28

3.5.1.Base wage and living wage..............................................................................29

3.5.2.Deductions........................................................................................................30

3.5.3.Wage arrears.....................................................................................................32

3.5.4.Trend analysis...................................................................................................33

3.6.	 GCAT 6: Contracts and human resources....................................................33

3.6.1.Deception during the recruitment.....................................................................34

3.6.2.Labour dispatch contracts.................................................................................35

3.6.3.Trend analysis...................................................................................................36

3.7.	 GCAT 7: Occupational safety and health.....................................................36

3.7.1.Physical and psychological health issues.........................................................37

3.7.2.Trend analysis...................................................................................................38

3.7.3.Covid-19...........................................................................................................39

3.7.4.Deaths and suicides..........................................................................................39

3.7.5.Living at the dorm............................................................................................40

3.8.	 GCAT 8: Working time...................................................................................42

3.8.1.Overtime...........................................................................................................42

3.8.2.Trend analysis...................................................................................................45

4.	 Conclusions...............................................................................................................46



1.	 INTRODUCTION

1	 Pandaily, ‘China Held 57% Share of Global New Energy Car Market in First Four Months of 2022’, Pandaily, Jun. 06, 2022. https://pandaily.
com/china-held-57-share-of-global-new-energy-car-market-in-first-four-months-of-2022/ (accessed Nov. 03, 2022).

2	 C. Nast, ‘The World Can’t Wean Itself Off Chinese Lithium’, Wired UK. Accessed: Nov. 03, 2022. [Online]. Available: https://www.wired.
co.uk/article/china-lithium-mining-production

3	 ‘The Communist Party vs. China’s Labor Laws’. https://jacobin.com/2018/10/china-communist-party-labor-law-jasic (accessed Nov. 03, 
2022).

4	 S. Denyer, ‘NGOs in China fear clampdown as Xi Jinping plans new security controls’, The Guardian, Mar. 30, 2015. Accessed: Nov. 03, 2022. 
[Online]. Available: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/30/ngos-china-fear-security-clampdown, ‘A human rights lawyer pays the 
price of standing up to Xi’s China’, Reuters. Accessed: Nov. 03, 2022. [Online]. Available: https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/
china-lawyers-crackdown-mainland/, ‘China: More than 300 rights lawyers detained in nationwide crackdown, including lawyers who handled 
cases on corporate abuses; at least 6 face formal charges’, Business & Human Rights Resource Centre. https://www.business-humanrights.org/
en/latest-news/china-more-than-300-rights-lawyers-detained-in-nationwide-crackdown-including-lawyers-who-handled-cases-on-corporate-
abuses-at-least-6-face-formal-charges/ (accessed Nov. 03, 2022).

5	 Free Tibet. “Litium in Tibet.” (2016) available at https://freetibet.org/freedom-for-tibet/land-and-environment/lithium-in-tibet/
6	 LeBaron, Genevieve, and Jane Lister. “Ethical audits and the supply chains of global corporations.” (2016). And Free, Clinton, and Angela 

Hecimovic. “Global supply chains after COVID-19: the end of the road for neoliberal globalisation?.” Accounting, Auditing & Accountability 
Journal (2021).

7	 https://www.elevatelimited.com/blog/supply-chain-transparency-is-declining-does-this-increase-the-risk-of-human-rights-violations/. 
accessed 20231215

8	 https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/The-Nikkei-View/China-s-expanded-espionage-law-only-hastens-foreign-capital-drain
9	 https://www.reuters.com/world/us-due-diligence-firm-mintz-groups-beijing-office-raided-five-staff-detained-2023-03-24/

China is the largest producer of new energy vehicles in the world with a market share of close to 
60%. Market concentration is high. For example, SAIC motors and BYD each produce more than 
10% of new energy vehicles sold worldwide.1 China is also dominating upstream industries. For 
instance, 6 out of the global top-10 battery manufacturers are Chinese.2 

From a human rights perspective, China’s dominant position in the new energy vehicle supply 
chain is a problem. Chinese workers do not have the right to organise independent unions. Strikes 
and protests are routinely repressed.3 Since Xi Jinping ordered a permanent crackdown on labour 
activists and lawyers in 2015, almost all critical voices have been silenced.4 Moreover, critical raw 
materials such as Lithium are mined in Tibet and Qinghai, where political repression of non-Han 
ethnic groups resulted in forced land evictions.5

Due to China’s repressive labour governance, companies rely mainly on social or ethical audits to 
ensure respect for human rights. The corporate social auditing system, however, faces challenges 
as well because workers and other staff have no freedom to express grievances to auditors and 
may face punishments of various kinds.6 Audit effectiveness in China is further weakened due to 
a lack of transparency. A recent study finds that China’s transparency rate has been persistently 
well below other key sourcing regions.7 What is more, the recent revision of the Chinese anti-
espionage law further compromises critical and independent assessment of working conditions.8 
Chinese authorities have recently raided and detained five staff members at Mintz’s Beijing office 
that provides due diligence services.9 
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Rising obstacles and risks in the context of social audits make it paramount to develop alternative 
methods for gaining insights about working and living conditions in Chinese factories. This report 
aims to provide information on working and living conditions for Chinese workers in the new 
energy vehicle supply chain. We focus on a selected group of battery and electric bus manufacturers 
that were relevant to Swedish public procurement of transportation services in 2022. In particular, 
we look at six battery manufacturers with production facilities in China, i.e. CATL, Panasonic, 
Samsung SDI, LG Chem, SK Innovation, and Durapower. Moreover, we examine BYD and 
Yutong. The former produces both batteries and e-buses, and latter produces only e-buses.
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2.	 METHOD AND DATA
This report uses a novel approach to identify labour and human rights risks in the Chinese new 
energy vehicle sector. We collected information about grievances and labour rights violations 
online from public forums, where workers reach out for help, give advice or share information 
and experiences. We extracted about 1.12 million posts and analysed them through our platform 
Social@risk™, a framework for qualitative content analysis and quantitative trend analysis of 
social media data (see www.socialatrisk.com for further information). This approach allows us to 
get closer to workers’ own agenda and to appreciate grievances as rights holders describe them. 

Our data comes from online forums for workers at BYD, CATL, Samsung SDI, and Yutong. We 
have not found such forums for Panasonic, LG Chem, SK Innovation, or Durapower. However, 
factories within the new energy vehicle sector are interconnected and since they operate in the 
same jurisdiction and are subjected to similar political influence, we can assume they also deploy 
similar management practices and offer comparable working conditions. Therefore, insights from 
available data can be used to make general inferences about labour and human rights risks and 
violations. 

The here presented analysis is envisioned to support a human rights due diligence process as 
proposed in the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs). In particular, 
the analysis provides information on the following:

•	 Violations and grievances that workers mention and describe on social media
•	 Qualitative descriptions of abusive practices, violations, and grievances
•	 Quantitative data on rights-violating practices
•	 Insights into mechanisms and causes of ongoing rights violations  

The social@risk™ method relies on workers’ use of social media platforms to voice their grievances 
and share their experiences as well as their comments on other users’ posts. Our collection of data 
is therefore dependent on the online activity of stakeholders and in this case workers. Before 
engaging in a project, we therefore need to make a preliminary study to identify if and where 
workers are discussing their working lives. 

Depending on industry, size of companies, factories and/or sites of interest the amount of data 
differs. Generally speaking, the likelihood of finding a sufficient amount of workers’ posts 
increases with the number of workers at a company or factory. But we find also differences 
for example between large electronic manufacturers and textile producers. Sometimes workers 
discuss on location specific forums, sometimes on company specific forums and sometimes on 
industry specific forums. Depending on the data situation, we adapt our method and research 
design.
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Unlike audits or surveys, our analysis does not require managers’ approval, factory access, or 
employee records. It avoids directly influencing workers’ views or agendas. Compared to 
(undercover) investigative reports, this study processes a large amount of data that can be used to 
systematically identify and quantify (at least in relative terms) industry-related risks for human 
and labour rights violations. 

An analysis of publicly available workers’ posts has limitations. Firstly, workers tend to write 
about topics where they hope for help or advise from anonymous piers. Thus, topics of general 
interests such as wages and overtime may be over-represented compared to other issues. Secondly, 
some subjects are rarely discussed publicly due to social norms, shame, or the personal character 
of an issue. Sexual violence, menstruation issues, or bullying are examples of topics that are 
probably under-reported in workers’ posts. A third limitation pertains to political sensitive topics 
and censorship. Workers can write about rights violations and exchange information about 
working conditions. Government authorities are even encouraging citizens to voice problems 
online because this has become an important information source for authorities to improve public 
services and detect rights violations. However, workers can face severe punishment if their posts 
gain much attention or trigger widespread online complaints (regulations use 500 replies or reposts 
as a threshold). Also, workers may not interpret their grievances as political issues and they must 
not criticise the CCP or leading politicians. As a result, internet users in China censor themselves 
to avoid problems. In addition, all internet service providers and social media platforms have the 
duty to conduct censorship in line with Government and CCP instructions. We sometimes also 
find information indicating that companies intervene in online discussions or ask local authorities 
to remove content. It is difficult to assess how censorship impacts available information as rules 
are in flow. From previous studies we know that suicides have been censored throughout the past 
decade. Our recent analyses indicate that health issues may have become a censored topic since 
the Covid-19 outbreak.

2.1.	 Data

In this report, we analyse 1.12 million public posts from online forums for workers at CATL, 
BYD, Samsung SDI and Yutong. These forums capture everyday problems and management 
practices. Workers share information, ask for help or offer advice on bulletin boards. We 
captured posts from these sites for the past ten years, from 2012 to 2022. Analysing longer time 
periods is critical for answering questions like “Do certain rights violations occur more often 
during certain months of the year?” or “Have certain labour issues become more important 
over time?”.
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Figure 1: Distribution of number of social media posts according to manufacturing brand and gender

Figure 1 shows the distribution of posts divided by manufacturer and gender. Posts from Yutong and 
BYD dominate the sample. To mitigate this bias, we present insights from all brands where possible. 
About 13.5% of users state in their profile that they are women. This figure, however, understates the 
share of female users because many women prefer not to reveal their sex or claim to be men to avoid 
harassment and dating attempts.

Besides the above-outlined primary data sources, we use information about strikes from China 
Labour Bulletin (CLB), a civil society organisation (CSO) based in Hong Kong. CLB systematically 
searches newspapers and social media for information about collective action. All information is 
publicly accessible at CLB Strikes Map. We explicitly state when we make use of CLB data. 
Finally, we use statistical data, newspaper articles and academic literature to provide context to 
our analysis. 

2.2.	 Identification of topics

We deployed a four-step procedure to identify labour and human rights-related topics:

1.	 Identify social media terms and expressions that workers frequently use to describe their 
problems. Significant keywords are selected through a word count based on all social 
media posts. 

2.	 Rank words according to their frequency and select words relevant to labour issues. The 
resulting list consisted of about 150 terms. 

3.	 Link keywords to topics that describe a labour issue or violation. Note that a keyword can 
be connected to multiple topics.

4.	 Link topics to the Better Work’s Global Compliance Assessment Tool.10

There are various social audit standards and certification schemes. This report applies the Global 
Compliance Assessment Tool (GCAT) of the Better Work Initiative, which is a partnership 
between the UN’s International Labour Organization and the International Finance Corporation. 

10	 Better Work’s Compliance Assessment Tool, https://betterwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Global-CAT-ALL-CLUSTERS-No-GDNC-
CLEAN.pdf, (accessed Apr. 27, 2023?)

Women 

Men 

Samsung 
SDI Yutong

BYD CATL
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Since GCAT is the result of an international, policy-oriented collaboration it is not tied to national, 
geographic, or sectorial preferences. Furthermore, the non-commercial nature of GCAT promotes 
a strong emphasis on capacity and remediation instead of corrective action. This moves GCAT into 
line with principles of human rights due diligence.11

Table 1 shows six general topics that workers frequently mention in online forums. The topics 
can be interpreted as the result of a stakeholder consultation, where workers give their views on 
the most salient problems. The table presents the relative importance of each topic based on the 
entire data sample and disaggregated by brand. Wages and overtime are the most important topics. 
More than 35% of all categorised posts are related to these issues. For the case of BYD, wages and 
overtime represent more than 50%, for CATL, almost 44%, and for Samsung, about 37%. Yutong 
is an exception, as these topics represent only about 13% of all categorised posts. For workers at 
Yutong, the most often mentioned issue is health and safety. 

Category Topic Total BYD CATL Samsung Yutong

GCAT1 Internships 3.4 2.5 1.7 5.8 5.0

GCAT3 Resignation 7.3 12.0 6.8 5.0 2.3

GCAT5 Wage 22.8 36.6 24.5 15.3 6.4

GCAT6 Recruitment 11.1 17.8 9.7 22.2 2.8

GCAT7 Safety and health 8.7 2.9 3.4 3.7 18.7

GCAT8 Overtime 13.1 15.6 20.2 4.9 7.0

Table 1: Relative importance of topics (measured as % of all posts, 1.12 
million posts) on the manufacturing brands’ online forums

We organised the six topics of table 1 in relation to underlying risk factors and the Better Work’s 
Global Compliance Assessment Tool (GCAT). In particular:

•	 Internships are discussed under GCAT1: Child labour
•	 Resignations will be analysed under GCAT3: Forced labour. 
•	 Wages are examined under GCAT5: Compensation. 
•	 Recruitment-related issues are detailed under GCAT6: Contracts and human resources.
•	 Safety and health issues are analysed under GCAT7: Occupational safe and healthy. 
•	 Overtime relates to GCAT8: Working time. 

11	 Alam, AKM Masum Ul, Wanja Öhler, Julie Bundgaard, Mahmud Faruquee, Jan Vang, and Peter Hasle. “The market for social compliance 
audits in Bangla-desh: On the edge of a paradigm shift?.” (2021).
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Some important labour issues listed in the GCAT are poorly represented in online forums. 

•	 Child labour: Our database contains information about student labour, which can 
constitute a child labour offense. However, there is little information other forms of child 
labour. We, therefore, use academic articles and statistical data to identify risk patterns. 
The assessment is presented under GCAT1: Child labour.

•	 Discrimination: Workers rarely discuss discrimination. Yet, we find that some 
discriminatory practices are related to specific employee groups such as students (GCAT 
1) and dispatch workers (GCAT6). In addition, we analyse recruitment advertisements 
to identify discriminatory selection criteria. We present our findings under GCAT 2: 
Discrimination

•	 Strikes and labour action: Organising workers’ rights and interests is a politically 
sensitive issue that few users in our database mention. To uncover risk patterns and 
trends, we rely on data from China Labor Bulletin, a Hong Kong-based CSO collecting 
information on strikes. We examine this issue under GCAT4: Freedom of association. 

2.3.	 Qualitative analysis

We read and assess thousands of categorised posts to find grievances and rights violations. The 
qualitative analysis rests on the principle that single voices matter because any injustice or violation 
calls for remedy. 

But even though individual posts can provide important information, they could also contain 
incorrect claims or biased views. Therefore, to ensure that insights are relevant and robust, findings 
are presented within a broader context featuring posts from different users making similar claims, 
posts from different users confirming a particular issue or practice, or posts from different users 
adding up to a pattern of rights-violating practices. This approach ensures that we do justice to 
single voices and, at the same time, enhance the reliability of the findings. 

We code each post informing a qualitative claim. Numbers in brackets ([1], [2], [3], etc) in the 
following text are references to these posts. The number of codes, therefore, indicates how many 
sources inform a claim. Coded posts exemplify an issue and are not exhaustive, i.e. there may be 
more posts in our data that are not coded. To better appreciate the quantitative dimension of an 
issue we use quantitative textual analysis, which we outline in the following section. The coding 
list is not part of this report. We keep it encrypted and separate from the raw database to ensure 
that single users cannot be traced even in case of a data breach on our server.
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2.4.	 Quantitative analysis

We deploy quantitative textual analysis assessing the relevance and relative importance of posts 
relating to a specific labour issue:

•	 We discern the number of posts belonging to a topic as a share of all categorised posts. 
Categorised posts are messages that include one or several of the keywords that we 
identified in our four-step analysis (see section 2.2). This number informs us about the 
relative weight of a topic, i.e., its importance in social media discussions.

•	 We depict this share by month for the past seven years as a trend indicator. We chose 
the past seven years because we had comparatively few posts for the years before. When 
little data is available, a small change in the absolute number of posts can cause a large 
change in shares, making the resulting trend erratic and difficult to interpret.

2.5.	 Risk assessment

The collected data is suitable for a human rights due diligence analysis as detailed in the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business Human Rights (UNGPs). The UNGPs advocate a risk-based assessment of 
human rights issues where brands should prioritise the most salient problems. Salience is “issues 
that stand out because they are at risk of the most severe negative impact through the company’s 
activities or business relationships.”12 A negative human rights impact is salient under one or more of 
the following characteristics: its scale (gravity of the impact), scope (number of individuals affected) 
or irremediability (ease of undoing consequences).13 The UNGPs do not provide a single standard for 
evaluating or grading risks, as these may vary across businesses, sectors, regions, and countries. We 
defined assessment criteria for the following risk assessments as listed in table 2.

Salience Scale Scope Irremediability

Low Negative impact 
limiting economic 
rights on a single 
occasion, for a short 
period

Single cases Monetary compensation for 
economic loss is appropriate 
and sufficient

Moderate Negative impact 
limiting economic, 
plus social and 
cultural, and/or 
political rights on a 
single occasion for a 
short period

Few cases 
without a 
systematic 
pattern 

Monetary compensation for 
economic loss and other 
damages appropriate and 
sufficient

12	  https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/faq_principlesbussinesshr.pdf
13	  https://www.ungpreporting.org/glossary/severe-human-rights-impact/
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Medium Negative impact 
limiting economic 
plus social and 
cultural, and/
or political rights 
repeatedly, for a short 
period

Few cases 
suggest a 
systematic 
pattern

Monetary compensation for 
economic loss and other 
damages is appropriate but 
not sufficient. Assessment of 
legal liability under civil law 
and personnel consequences 
required

High Negative impact 
limiting economic 
plus social and 
cultural, and/
or political rights 
frequently

Sufficient cases 
to establish 
and confirm 
a systematic 
pattern

Monetary compensation for 
economic loss and other 
damages is appropriate but 
not sufficient. External review 
in light of civil and criminal 
law is mandatory. Personnel 
consequences are required

Very high Negative impact 
limiting economic 
plus social and 
cultural, and/
or political rights 
permanently

Sufficient cases 
to establish 
and confirm 
a systematic, 
widespread 
pattern

Monetary compensation 
and external legal action are 
mandatory but not sufficient 
to mitigate the harm done

Table 2: Risk grading criteria

Any human rights violation that is grave in nature and/or causes consequences that are difficult 
to mitigate should have priority, irrespective of the number of people affected. Therefore, we 
determine salience first with t-0he highest grade in scale and/or irremediability. For example, if an 
issue is graded “very high” “in terms of scale, the total risk grade will be very high irrespective 
other grades being lower. The same approach is used if irremediability receives a higher grade than 
scale and/or scope. If scope constitutes the highest risk grade of an issue, we calculate the average 
of all grades based on the following weights: low=1, moderate=2, medium=3, high=4, and very 
high=5. 

Taking trends into account helps us assess an issue’s overall risk. An issue may be emerging, 
declining, or static. A trend may also entail a seasonal pattern i.e., an issue receives relatively more 
attention during certain time periods each year.

The grey boxes displayed under each of the following topic sections provide a summary that 
contains information about major risks involved, overall salience grade, sub-grades for scale, 
irremediability, and scope, as well as the identified trend pattern (rising, declining, static, seasonal).
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3.	 FINDINGS

14	 “China sees progress in tackling child labour but problems remain,” China Labour Bulletin, Jun. 12, 2019. https://clb.org.hk/content/china-
sees-progress-tackling-child-labour-problems-remain (accessed Nov. 03, 2022).

The findings in this section are structured along the Better Work’s Global Compliance Assessment 
Tool (GCAT). We assess each topic quantitatively and qualitatively. In addition, we look at 
the development of each topic over time. At the beginning of each section, we suggest a risk 
categorisation. 

3.1.	 GCAT 1: Child Labour 
•	 Core Conventions: C138 Minimum Age Convention, 1973 and C182 Worst Forms of 

Child Labour Convention, 1999	
•	 Other relevant ILO documents: R146 Minimum Age Recommendation, 1973; R190 

Worst Forms of Child Labour Recommendation, 1999

Risk: Work that is harmful to children’s physical and/or mental development.

Salience: Very high

Scale: Very high

Irremediability: Very high

Scope: Medium

Trend: Declining

3.1.1.	 Indicators for child labour

China Labor Bulletin, a Hong Kong-based CSO, concluded in a report from 2019 that ten years 
ago, child labour constituted a “widespread, systematic, and increasingly serious problem in 
China.” Today, it is stated, “the forces creating both the supply of and demand for child labour 
have diminished considerably, and although there are still occasional reports of child labour in the 
Chinese media, the situation has improved.14“ According to the report, the single most important 
risk factor remaining is poverty in rural areas, in combination with low educational quality and 
high school dropout rates. 
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There are no recent estimates on child labour in China. Still, the academic literature relying on 
data from the time before Xi Jinping corroborate the observations mentioned above. For example, 
a study based on nationally representative data from the China Family Panel Study suggests that 
child labour posed a significant risk ten years ago. Tang et al. (2018) found that 7.74% of children 
aged between 10 to 15 years were engaged in labour in 2010. About 90% of child labourers were 
still in school. Children worked on average 6.75 hours per day and spent 6.42 hours less per day 
on studying. The school dropout rate for working children was 11.57%, which was 9.6% higher 
than that for children who were not working. The study also confirms that minors in rural areas are 
more likely to get involved in child labour.15

Non-Han ethnic groups are often economically marginalised and socially stigmatised. These two 
factors, in combination, increase vulnerability and, by extension, the likelihood of exploitative 
practices such as child labour. As a result, the prevalence of child labour remains highest in 
Northeast China and Qinghai-Tibetan regions.16We calculated a regional risk index based on two 
predictors for child labour: rural disposable income and the share of non-Han ethnic citizens. The 
index ranges between 0 and 100, where low numbers indicate low risk. Figure 2 shows the results 
indicating that Tibet, Qinghai, Xinjiang, Ningxia, Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi belong to the 
highest risk category.

 
Figure 2: Child labour risk index based on rural disposable income and the 

share of non-Han ethnic citizens (our calculations) by Province

15	 Tang, Can, Liqiu Zhao, and Zhong Zhao. 2018. “Child labor in China.” China Economic Review 51: 149-166.
16	 K. Thelwell, “10 Facts about Child Labor in China,” The Borgen Project, Aug. 26, 2019. https://borgenproject.org/10-facts-about-child-labor-

in-china/ (accessed Oct. 14, 2022).
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BYD and CATL both run battery factories in Qinghai. Yet, incidences of child labour most likely 
occur at lower-tier and small-scale suppliers related to these brand-owned factories. Consequently, 
without information about battery manufacturers’ entire supply chain in China, it is difficult to 
assess and compare child labour risks. 

3.1.2.	 Child Labour Through Internships

Internships are the most common institution facilitating child labour in China. For the past 
decade, 15-22 million students were enrolled in secondary vocational schools every year17. 

 Vocational curricula emphasises practical training through internships. The ILO acknowledges that 
such programs can facilitate a positive school-to-work transition when they are properly planned, 
managed, and monitored18.Yet, in China, multiple investigations from CSOs19 and academic 
research20 showed that, for many students, vocational training means performing monotonous 
work for long hours with wages below those of regular workers performing the same tasks. 

Employing underage students through internships is not a child labour offence if working conditions 
comply with regulations protecting students. However, when employers and schools abuse students’ 
vulnerable position (they cannot graduate without passing these internship programs), vocational 
training turns into incidences of forced labour and, for students under the age of 18 years, into 
incidences of child labour. 

The 2019 UNICEF report on child labour in global supply chains analyses child labour in the 
Chinese electronics industry21.The report cites a study of student interns who were 16.5 years 
old on average. The interns reported standing for more than 10 hours per day performing tasks 
unrelated to their subjects. Internships were often extended to meet production needs, ranging 
from three months to a full year. The report mentions other studies finding that students who 
work long hours, in violation of restrictions on vocational training, were often not paid production 
bonuses that regular workers could earn and did not receive social insurance. Refusal to work or 
the desire to leave early could result in not graduating from school. Our analysis of social media 
posts indicates that similar violations occur at several battery manufacturers. 

The most common offences mentioned are overtime work, unpaid overtime, and forced overtime. 
Students state: 

•	 “Internships are very hard, and those assigned to the workshop have to do electric 
welding, and work overtime until after 11 o’clock during busy periods.”[2

17	 https://www.statista.com/statistics/227035/number-of-students-at-secondary-vocational-schools-in-china/
18	 http://www.oit.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---ilo-beijing/documents/publication/wcms_306624.pdf
19	 For example China Labor Watch reports: https://chinalaborwatch.org/students-forced-to-intern-at-wuling-motors/ or https://chinalaborwatch.

org/amazons-supplier-factory-foxconn-recruits-illegally-interns-forced-to-work-overtime/ SACOM report: http://sacom.hk/2018/10/23/
investigative-report-apple-watch-series-4-still-failed-to-protect-teenage-student-workers/.

20	 Chan, Jenny, Ngai Pun, and Mark Selden. “Interns or workers? China’s student labor regime.” Asian Studies 1.1 (2015): 69-98. 

Brown, Earl V., and Kyle A. DeCant. “Exploiting Chinese interns as unprotected industrial labor.” APLPJ 15 (2014): 149.

Chan, Jenny. 2017. “Intern Labor in China.” Rural China: An International Journal of History and Social Science = Zhongguo Xiang Cun Yan Jiu 
14 (January): 82–100.

21	 Mapping Child Labour Risks in Global Supply Chains’, Business and Human Rights Gateway. https://humanrights.wbcsd.org/project/mapping-
child-labour-risks-in-global-supply-chains/ (accessed Nov. 03, 2022).
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•	 I was interning here. The basic wage was RMB 1500. When I worked during eight 
national holidays plus additional overtime, I got RMB 3000. When I left, the company 
kept one month’s base salary as a deposit.[3]

•	 Don’t come to factory no. 7. At the assembly, quality, and other departments, you will 
work overtime until you cry, and there is no overtime pay. The salary for the internship 
period is RMB 4500, and the take-home wage is RMB 3000.[4]

•	 I work overtime every day until I cry without overtime pay. I must work overtime for 
at least one day on weekends. When there is a project, I work overtime, at least until 11 
o’clock every night or all night. During the internship period, the wage is RMB 4,500 
and take-home wage is 3,000. I just wanted to leave after a month and a half.[5]

Overtime work for students is not voluntary: “Why do I have to work overtime? I am not a XX 
employee. I am just a student.”[6] Companies seem to make their own internal rules in violation 
of national laws. For example, a student writes that interns may not work more than 24 hours 
of overtime even though regulations stipulate that overtime is not permitted at all.[7] Schools 
communicate rules to students that seek to normalise overtime: “When we went to XX, our school 
told us that there wouldn’t be more than two overtime hours per day. For more hours, higher-
level approval is necessary.”[8] To circumvent regulations, some factories and departments do not 
count students’ overtime hours. In this context, companies make use of what is called “mandatory 
overtime (义务加班), referring to extra time after regular work when a stipulated production target 
was not achieved. Mandatory overtime represents unpaid work. A student writes:” I registered for 
the school’s internship last week. This week I began to work overtime. Usually, I work until 7.00 
pm, but yesterday we couldn’t leave until after 9.00 pm. The group leader told us there would be 
no overtime because we didn’t fulfil the quota in time.”[9] Another student complains: “I have 
been on an internship here for one year. Until today I only earn a base wage of RMB 1800. I have 
to work mandatory overtime if I cannot finish within eight hours.”[10] 

Internal rules and rights-violating practices are widely known among students and make them 
worried. Some try to find out what they need to prepare themselves for:

•	 What are first-year students’ internships like? Is there a lot of overtime? Until what time 
do we have to work when there is overtime?[11]

•	 Today, the school recruited me for an internship, and the interview felt okay. But I 
saw a group of students complaining on Zhihu22 about working overtime and poor 
treatment. I start to panic.[12]

Students are caught in a vocational education system that exploits their labour despite relatively 
strict regulations. A student writes: “Because we are students, we are easily cheated. The system 
here teaches us a lesson about society, which applies not only to Xi’an but to all factories of 
this kind. If your school is organising your internship, your teachers or leaders will earn an 
introduction reward of several hundred RMB or more for each student. The worst of them will even 
go as far as to deduct management fees from your wage.”[13] Another student states cynically that 
there is no escape from exploitation – even if a student won’t go along with a school-organised 

22	 Zhihu is a forum website where questions are created, answered, edited, and organized by its users. The forum is comparable to Quora.
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internship: “Regarding the choice of your workplace, you know... if you don’t go to your school’s 
partnering factory, you’ll go to another school’s factory.”[14]

Students write that they are not allowed to resign according to national regulations:

•	 Normally, you can resign from an internship after three days prior notice. You have to 
sign a form and leave when the time comes. This is even stipulated in the contract. 
But when I mentioned my resignation, the squad leader told me that I was in line for 
resignation (you have to queue for leave). […] The foreman sat my name on the blacklist, 
and I lost last month’s wage.[15]

•	 When I wanted to leave, the foreman didn’t approve my resignation. […] The internship 
period is three months, and you earn only RMB 4000.[16]

Generally, the information presented here reflects ILO forced labour indicator no. 1, “abuse of 
vulnerability”, and no. 11, excessive overtime. Students are vulnerable because if they want to 
graduate, they must accept internships. Some of the rules they have to follow are illegal, including 
queuing for resignation. Since students are not allowed to work more than eight hours per day and 
forty hours per week, any extra work or overtime is also illegal. In the case of students under 18 
years old, these forced labour practices would constitute child labour.

3.1.3.	 Trend Analysis
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Figure 3: Mentions of student interns by month as a share of all categorised posts

Figure 3 depicts the topic of student interns since January 2015. The graph shows a declining trend. 
Before the Covid-19 outbreak, seasonal fluctuations of the topic were erratic and frequently peaked 
during winter and summer breaks. More recently, the topic gained less attention and mentions 
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fluctuate around 2% (share of all categorised posts per month). The changing pattern could be due 
to a declining number of internships during the Pandemic and/or intensified censorship.

3.2.	 GCAT 2: Discrimination
•	 Core Conventions:  C100 Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 and C111 Discrimination 

(Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958  
•	 Other ILO references:  C183 Maternity Protection Convention, 2000; C159 Vocational 

Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled Persons) Convention, 1983; C175 Part-Time 
Work Convention, 1994; C158 Termination of Employment Convention, 1982; R191 
Maternity Protection Recommendation, 2000 

Risk: Rights violations are applied systematically to (vulnerable) worker 
groups, recruitment is based on discriminatory criteria. 

Salience: Medium - very high

Scale: Very high

Irremediability: Varying degrees

Scope: Medium

Trend: Unknown

Discrimination is a complex issue as it intersects with rights-violating rules that are not uniformly 
applied. Because these practices are illegal or at least in a grey zone, there is little information 
available allowing to evaluate discriminatory effects of such rules. However, our analysis suggests 
that student interns and dispatch workers are subject to discriminatory practices because they earn 
less than regular workers even though they perform the same tasks. Section 3.1.2 elaborates on 
student workers, and section 3.6.2 on dispatch workers.

Besides discrimination on the job, unequal treatment occurs during recruitment, i.e., certain groups 
are preferred or disadvantaged. We tried to grasp this issue with an analysis of job advertisements. 
We filtered 1820 job advertisements published on forums dedicated to the battery and automotive 
manufacturers we analyse in this report. The advertisements were published between January 
2017 and February 2022. These advertisements mentioned various discriminatory criteria such as 
specific sex, ethnicity, region, age, or appearance. We find:

•	 Gender is rarely used as a recruitment criterium. In our sample, 41 advertisements 
(2.25%) recruit only men, and 11 (0.6%) seek only women. 712 (39.12%) advertisements 
mention both sexes, and 1056 (58.02%) advertisements do not mention gender.

•	 Ethnic criteria are rarely mentioned. We find 15 (0.82%) advertisements mentioning 
ethnicity as a requirement or exclusion criterium.

•	 Appearance as an exclusion criterium is mentioned in 258 (14.17%) advertisements. 194 
(10.65%) advertisements exclude individuals with tattoos, and 69 (3.79%) advertisements 
rule out job candidates with cigarette burns.
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Age is by far the most widespread discrimination criterium. In figure 4, we depict 1612 
advertisements that mention an age limit of 35 years or 45 years. The columns show the share of 
advertisements mentioning an age limit of 45 (black) and 35 (striped) by month. The emerging 
pattern indicates that there has been a shift since the Covid-19 outbreak in 2019, as there are 
relatively more advertisements accepting workers up to 45 years of age. We draw two conclusions 
from this:

•	 Manufacturers prefer young workers, which suggests that physical hardships are severe.
•	 With the rising labour shortage, employers have relaxed the age limit, which suggests 

that age limits represent discriminatory criteria rather than job-related requirements.
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Figure 4: Relative share of job advertisements mentioning age limits 35 and 45 by month 

3.3.	 GCAT 3: Forced Labour 
•	 Core Conventions:  C29 Forced Labour Convention, 1930 and C105 Abolition of Forced 

Labour Convention, 1957   	
•	 Other ILO references:  C181 Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 and C1 

Hours of Work (Industry) Convention, 1919

Risk: Administrative obstacles to resign, penalties for resignation, non-wage 
payment for the last month.

Salience: High

Scale: Medium

Irremediability: Moderate

Scope: Very high

Trend: Static and seasonal
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ILO Convention No. 29 defines forced labour as “all work or service which is exacted from any 
person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself 
voluntarily.”[1] In the context of export manufacturing in China, the menace of penalty can be 
divided into state-tolerated and state-sanctioned forms (figure 5).

The term “state-tolerated” refers to company management practices that abuse power imbalances 
between employers and workers, such as wage deductions or wage arrears for not committing to 
overtime. As we discuss in the following section, administrative barriers and financial penalties for 
resigning are other examples of state-tolerated forced labour. We label practices as state-tolerated 
when they are initiated and implemented by corporations while state authorities support business 
interests with regulatory flexibility or weak enforcement. 

State-Sanctioned Forced Labour State-Tolerated Forced Labour

Origin: State Actors Origin: Private Sector

Targets: Registered Poor, Non-Han Ethinic 
Groups

Targets: Migrant Workers, Vocational 
School Students

Economic 
Coercion

Existential Threats
Management Penalties (Wage Deduction, 

Wage Arrears, Black Listing

Figure 5: Systematisation of the Chinese Forced Labour Regime

State-sanctioned forms of forced labour relate to practices that are state-organised or state-endorsed. 
The two most common forms under this category are industrial poverty alleviation programs, and 
vocational training agreements between schools and the private sector. State-sanctioned forced 
labour targets specific groups, such as registered poor households and non-Han ethnic groups. 
Among the state-sanctioned forms of enforcement, economic coercion and existential threats can 
be distinguished. Economic coercion is used to leave targeted individuals with little choice but to 
accept state-sanctioned employment or vocational training. The menace of penalty in this context 
refers to measures such as cutting off poor farmers from social guarantees or withdrawing land 
use rights if they are unwilling to accept state-sanctioned wage labour. Existential threats refer to 
the deployment of detention, imprisonment, torture, or other forms of physical and psychological 
violence. 

In the following section we’ll look at workers’ difficulties to resign according to legal regulations. 
Since the related hardships and punishments are a result of corporate management practices they 
fall under the category of state-tolerated forced labour. We are analysing state-sanctioned forced 
labour in the E-bus supply chain in a separate report.
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3.3.1.	 Resignations

The Chinese Labour Law allows workers to resign after one-month prior notice (three days during 
probation). In violation of regulations, many factories establish internal rules for resignation 
geared towards production needs. In this context, a worker informs about resignation practices on 
social media stating that workers during probation can leave after 7-15 days prior notice.[17] The 
most common approaches to control worker turnover, however, are queuing and quota systems:

•	 As for regular workers, [approval of resignation] depends on the production situation. At 
each line, 3-5 people per month can get approval to leave.[17]

•	 The foreman said I had to wait four months before leaving. Each month only one person 
can resign.[18]

•	 Resigning is easy. I just had to quarrel with the group leader. But I still had to queue (for 
approval).[19]

Group leaders, line leaders, and managers must sign workers’ requests for resignation. This gives 
superiors strong discretionary power to decide who may leave and who must stay: “An appalling 
issue is resignation. The group leader does not help you. You even cannot get hold of a resignation 
form. When you eventually find one, you must sign all documents. This does not mean that you 
can leave unless [your leaders] plan to release you.”[20] Another worker writes: “The leader didn’t 
provide a resignation form. Is it still possible to receive the wage?”[55] Workers are puzzled and 
angered about managers’ refusal to approve their resignation: Why does the leader not approve my 
resignation?[21] The manager does not approve my resignation – how can I make him sign? [22] 

Quota systems and practical obstacles to resign force workers to leave without going through 
the formal process. Workers call this ‘leaving on one’s own (自离). A worker explains what to 
do when resigning during probation: “Sign the resignation form, and after three days, you don’t 
go to work. If they register you as absent or as having left on your own, go straight to the local 
Labour Bureau. Do not communicate face to face because this is hard to prove. Use the company’s 
WeChat Group to communicate with your leader and save the conversations.[23]

When workers do not show up on the factory floor for three consecutive days, they are registered 
as having left on their own.[24] The HR department will send an SMS informing that the worker 
has to return in person to handle the formal checkout procedures [25], which is a requirement for 
receiving last month’s wage.[26][27][28] A worker writes: “My resignation was not approved. I, 
therefore, left on my own. However, my wage is withheld until I return to do the paperwork”.[29] 

Workers write that managers face pressure to keep resignation rates low and, as a result, workers 
have no choice but to leave on their own:

•	 “This manager has a problem. All the time, there is somebody who wants to resign. 
He forces them to leave on their own to control the resignation rate.” 
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•	 “When it comes to resignations, they use all kinds of evasive means. When I talked 
to the leader today, he suggested that I should leave on my own. I didn’t agree.”[30]

•	 “Everybody here has to leave on their own to avoid affecting the resignation 
rate.”[31]

Workers state that they didn’t get their wages after they left on their own.[32][33][34] If workers 
eventually get paid, they may not receive their wages in full. Workers write that their employers 
deduct between RMB 500 – 1000.[35][36][37]

Two workers write that their managers let them either leave without their wages or sign a level-4 
violation (staff handbook of a company). In the latter case, they would receive their wage, but at 
the same time, they’d get fired and blacklisted, which means they become permanently banned 
from re-employment. [38][39]

Processing formalities in person is a problem for migrant workers if they have returned to their 
hometowns or moved to other cities. If a worker is not formally discharged, his/her social insurance 
registration cannot be transferred, and, by extension, it is not possible to become formally employed 
elsewhere. As a result, workers have to wait idly until further notice.[40] Workers exchange ideas 
on social media to avoid having to return: “Ask for a day off. It doesn’t matter what reason. Then 
you extend your vacation. Wait until your last month’s wage is on your account. Then leave on 
your own.”[41] Another worker writes: “If your leader does not approve your resignation, work 
your hours, don’t work overtime. After a few days, he’ll agree to let you go.”[42]

Workers who leave on their own may face additional problems: “Resigning here is difficult. They 
make us leave on our own. I filled in the resignation form, but HR registered the wrong wage 
card number on purpose.”[43] When workers leave on their own, they (temporarily) cannot be 
re-employed. Some workers state that the prescription period is one month [44] others write that 
they had to wait for three months [45] and yet another post mentions six months.[46] Managers 
may also blacklist workers who left on their own.[47][48] Policies determining when and how to 
register and sanction workers who leave on their own seem to vary across factories.[49]

When workers return to their employers after they left on their own, they may face additional 
sanctions: “You can return. Perhaps there will be more deductions from your wage in the beginning. 
This is because you left on your own the last time, which caused the company some costs.”[50] 
A worker confirms that regular workers who have left on their own and return as regular workers 
face wage deductions.[51] Another worker writes: “This is a horrible factory! They deliberately 
make it more difficult to resign. If you don’t care about your wage, you can leave on your own. If 
you want your wage, they put you on the blacklist and you are registered as having left on your 
own. When you come back next time, they deduct money from your wage. I have a colleague who 
left on his own two times. When he returned this time, they deducted RMB 1000.”[77]
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3.3.2.	 Trend analysis 

Figure 6 shows mentions of formal and informal resignations since January 2015. Before the 
Covid-19 outbreak, discussions about formal resignations are erratic without a clear pattern. Informal 
resignations during this period range around 2.5% of all categorised posts each month. Due to the 
Pandemic, there was first a wave of formal resignations followed by a second wave of informal 
resignations. Since then, mentions of both types have followed a seasonal pattern with slight peaks 
before the Chinese lunar new year and during summer. The peaks develop asynchronously, i.e., 
when discussions focus on formal resignations, mentions of informal resignations decline and v.v.
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Figure 6: Mentions of formal and informal resignation as a share of all categorised posts by month 
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3.4.	 GCAT 4: Freedom of association 
and collective bargaining

•	 Core Conventions:  C87 Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948; C98 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949

•	 Other relevant ILO documents:  C154 Collective Bargaining Convention, 1981; R163 
Collective Bargaining Recommendation, 1981 

Risk: Workers are prevented (with threats and coercive means) from voicing 
grievances and organising their interests.

Salience: Very high

Scale: Very high

Irremediability: Very high

Scope: Very high

Trend: Rising 

3.4.1.	 Strikes and protests

The All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) is the sole legal representative of 
Chinese workers. It is a mass organisation led by cadres pursuing political careers within 
Party or Government organisations. The ACFTU has been reluctant to defend labour rights 
and instead sided with employers and managers. Aligning the ACFTU with vested business 
interests was possible due to a top-down nomination process.23 As a result, Government 
and Party officials with strong political incentives to attract investments usually chair local 
trade unions, while most employee representatives are recruited at the management level.24 

 By global standards, labour relations in China do not fare well. The International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) ranks China under its fifth category, i.e., “no guarantee of rights”.25

Although no explicit law prohibits strikes, neither the Labour Law nor the Trade Union Law 
acknowledges it as a right held by workers and trade unions. As a result, participants in strikes have 
been prosecuted under criminal and civil laws.26 In recent years, political repression increased with 
devastating effects for workers and activists who dared to strike or protest or lawyers who filed 
collective legal actions. Since 2015, CSOs and lawyers have been increasingly under pressure. 

23	 Wang, Kan, and Manfred Elfstrom. “Worker unrest and institutional change: Perceptions of local trade union leaders in China.” China 
information 31, no. 1 (2017): 84-106.

24	 Chang, Cheng, and Fang Lee Cooke. “Layers of union organising and representation: the case study of a strike in a Japanese‐funded auto plant 
in China.” Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources 56, no. 4 (2018): 492-517.

25	 https://www.ituc-csi.org/ituc-global-rights-index-2020
26	 Kai, Chang. “Legitimacy and the legal regulation of strikes in China: A case study of the Nanhai Honda Strike.” International Journal of 

Comparative Labour Law and Industrial Relations 29, no. 2 (2013).
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In a nationwide raid, 300 lawyers and activists were arrested.27 Detentions, disappearances, and 
forced TV confessions continued and last until today.28 

Despite comprehensive repression of labour action, some workers still go to the streets as a 
desperate means of last resort. In this context we found two recent incidents, both concern BYD. In 
March 2020, BYD workers went to the company’s headquarters to protest wage cuts in response to 
declining profits during the Pandemic. According to social media posts, BYD cancelled performance 
bonuses and other extra payments. Moreover, the company adjusted overtime management. Workers 
protesting showed banners stating that they needed to make a living (figure 7).[52] BYD is not the 
only e-vehicle producer that lowered workers’ wages. Yet BYD is the only company facing public 
protests. Industry experts state on social media that the protest indicates a particularly unsustainable 
situation at BYD.[53]

Figure 7: Worker protest at BYD

At BYD in Changsha, where the company produces electric buses, hundreds of residents living 
close to the factory protested in May 2022 (figure 8). Workers complained about strong paint 
and burned plastic smells. People living close to the factory reported symptoms such as frequent 
nosebleeds, dizziness, vomiting, coughing and nausea.[54][55]. It was not the first time that BYD 
in Changsha came under attack for environmental pollution. In 2019, public authorities ordered 
the company to oversee its production and comply with legal exhaust benchmarks. The company 
was also listed as one of the units targeted by public complaints in the province.[56]

27	 https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/chinas-709-crackdown-is-still-going-on/
28	 The following links are examples on actions against workers, labour lawyers and CSOs under the permanent crack down on labour movements  

from 2015 - 2022. https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/china-more-than-300-rights-lawyers-detained-in-nationwide-
crackdown-including-lawyers-who-handled-cases-on-corporate-abuses-at-least-6-face-formal-charges/ and https://www.ohchr.org/SP/
NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26612&LangID=E and https://www.cecc.gov/publications/commission-analysis/five-years-
after-709-crackdown-lawyers-continue-to-face-repression 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/1901327/they-tore-through-everything-labour-activists

https://www.ft.com/content/cbecd5d8-e627-11e8-8a85-04b8afea6ea3

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/01/chinas-labor-activists-hold-fast-freedom

https://www.ft.com/content/779512aa-6a73-47ce-b924-471fa63dc5a1
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Figure 8: Safety and health protest at BYD in Changsha

3.4.2.	 Trend Analysis

Since electronics and electric vehicle production are closely interconnected, we use the former as 
a trend indicator for labour repression in the Chinese new energy vehicle supply chain. Figure 9 
depicts the number of strikes in the Chinese electronics sector by month. The graph shows that 
protests and strikes have declined continuously after the introduction of Xi Jinping’s permanent 
crackdown on labour activists and lawyers. 
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Figure 9: Number of strikes in the electronics sector (source: China Labour Bulletin Strike Map)
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Figure 10: Type of collective action and government response (as share of number of actions)

To discern risk patterns of repression, we looked at protests and strikes in the automotive sector, 
which is another industry closely intertwined with new energy vehicle production. Figure 10 
illustrates various types of collective action and government responses in a stacked bar chart. 
Protests instigate varied responses including repressive means (detention, police violence) as well 
as negotiations between workers on the one hand and managers and government officials on the 
other. Strikes, sit-ins and blocking roads are mainly handled by the police. Note that a protest is a 
manifestation against employers who violate workers’ legal rights. Strikes and sit-ins, by contrast, 
may involve non-statuary claims such as higher wages or better working conditions beyond 
legally stipulated (minimum) standards. Blocking roads involve in addition an element of public 
disturbance. The observations reflect China’s zero tolerance for independent labour organising and 
aversion for any attempt to get attention by challenging public order.

3.5.	 GCAT 5: Compensation

Risk: Workers are not paid wages in part or in full.

Salience: High

Scale: Medium

Irremediability: Medium

Scope: High

Trend: Stable
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3.5.1.	 Base wage and living wage

The following analysis looks at base wages for ordinary workers (普工). A base wage is the wage 
paid for regular working hours and does not include overtime or bonus payments. We compare 
the base wage with the average legal minimum wage, the Asia Floor Wage (AFW) and the Global 
Living Wage (GLW) for China.29 A living wage such as the AFW or the GLW is envisioned to 
cover food, housing, health, and basic needs, provide room for recreation, support a family, 
and enable savings. Calculations of living wages are based on ensuring a decent subsistence for 
workers without. Unlike minimum wages, living wages do not take into account factors such as 
unemployment rate or investment climate. 

There are differences between various living wage calculations. The AFW assumes a household 
consisting of two adults and two children. The GLW, by contrast, uses the Anker methodology, 
which relies on the wage earner to age dependency ratio. The Anker method relies on a statistical 
rationality that has been criticised for lacking gender sensitivity. A methodology that promotes 
gender equality should consider the ability to pay for care work since women often shoulder 
productive and reproductive responsibilities and are time-poor (looking after older people or 
paying grandparents/siblings that help with child rearing).30

We collected information about base wages for regular unskilled workers from job advertisements 
and workers’ posts between 2014-2022. The base wage varies between brands and regions. For 
example, the base wage for an unskilled worker at CATL is currently RMB 2300 [57], which is 
RMB 440 above the local legal minimum wage [58]. At BYD in Changsha, the base wage of RMB 
1960 [59] is only RMB 30 above the local legal minimum wage [58]. Moreover, the base wage 
depends on qualifications and entry-level. An operator on entry-level one at CATL, for instance, 
earns a base wage of RMB 2600. On entry level 2, the base wage is RMB 2700.[60] 

Figure 11 displays the development of base wages in relation to the legal minimum wage (national 
average), the Asia Floor Wage (AFW) and the Global Living Wage (GLW). It is estimated that 
base wages are approximately 30-70% of the amount workers need to make a living. The gap 
between the base wage and the AFW has been widening since 2017 while the GLW remained 
essentially unchanged for the past seven years. Workers’ disadvantaged position becomes even 
more pronounced when we juxtapose China’s high average wage growth with comparatively 
marginal living wage adjustments. Thus even paying a living wage may not be enough to mitigate 
workers’ raisng economic, and by extension, social marginalisation. 

General wage developments and living wage benchmarks both indicate that base wages for 
ordinary workers violate Art. 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, stipulating that 
workers should receive a living wage. Wage gaps are robust social risk indicators because low 
wages are associated with high health risks and risks of exploitation.

29	 Minimum Wages in China 2022: A Complete Guide,” China Briefing News, Jul. 15, 2022: https://www.china-briefing.com/news/minimum-
wages-china-2022/  (accessed Oct. 26, 2022), Global Living Wage Coalition benchmarks for China: https://globallivingwage.org/countries/
china/, Asia Floor Wage for China: https://asia.floorwage.org/living-wage/

30	 Coneybeer, Justine, and Rowena Maguire. “Evading responsibility: A structural critique of living wage initiatives and methodologies.” 
International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 11, no. 2 (2022): 15-29.
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Figure 11: Minimum wage, base wage, Asia Floor Wage, and Global Living Wage for China 2014 – 2022

3.5.2.	 Deductions

Take-home wages include base wages plus additional payments such as performance bonuses, 
full attendance bonuses, regional subsidies, position allowances, work allowances, night shift 
subsidies, meal allowances, accommodation allowances, duty allowances, and hard work fees.[61]
[62] Because base wages are low, workers rely on extra payments to meet ends. These additional 
payments constitute an essential part of a worker’s total wage. 

The amount of each component varies depending on entry-level and qualifications. Recruitment 
advertisements help to appreciate the relative importance of bonuses and allowances. For 2022 we 
found the following information: 

•	 Performance bonus: rmb 250/month, 
•	 Regional subsidy: rmb 400/month, 
•	 Position allowance: 150/month, 
•	 Work allowance: rmb 200/month, 
•	 Night shift subsidy: rmb 20/day, 
•	 Meal allowance: rmb 700/month, 
•	 Accommodation allowance: rmb 200/month.[63] 

In addition, workers can earn a seniority of up to RMB 500. Thus, allowances and subsidies for 
a worker with no seniority pay and no night shift subsidies (RMB 1900) almost double the base 
wage of an entry-level worker.
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Extra pay is not included in labour contracts and, therefore, can be reduced and cancelled on a 
discretionary basis. As a result, managers use extra payments to steer workers’ behaviour. Workers 
are discouraged from taking time off or resigning because of financial disincentives:

•	 If you ask for leave for one day, they deduct double your wage. Even when it is a 
factory holiday, they deduct double your wage. […]. I don’t rest when I am tired, 
and I don’t get off when there is a private matter. […] When you hand in your 
resignation, they take away all subsidies and the full attendance bonus. Your wage 
depends then entirely on overtime.[64]

•	 When you resign, they deduct money from your wage, and you don’t get the 
performance bonus any longer.[65]

Tying resignations to performance pay creates conflicts among employees because when many 
workers resign, their tasks will be pushed over to those who remain. As a result, it becomes harder 
to achieve targets, and the performance bonus gets lost.[66]

Besides outright illegal measures such as deducting the double number of leave days, we found 
information on financial disincentives in a legal grey zone. Many companies deduct leave days 
from overtime hours, which are paid at a higher rate.[67][68] This practice has a substantial 
negative effect on total wages. For example, the wage slip in figure 12 indicates that this worker has 
performed 20 weekend overtime hours and 43 weekday overtime hours. Paid overtime, however, 
is only RMB 379. The worker took 6.6 vacation days, but the money deducted equals regular pay 
for 9.3 working days.[69]

Extra pay is also used to impose penalties and disciplining measures on workers. For example, 
workers caught using their phones during work must accept a deduction of twenty working hours.
[70] When a worker does not show up for work for a day, the company will deduct three days 
from his wage.[71] Hourly workers face a deduction of two hours if they miss the daily production 
target by more than 15%.[72] 

Figure 12: Digital wage slip of a worker
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Deductions seem to be arbitrary and at the discretion of managers. A worker complains that he was 
transferred to a department with a leader he didn’t get along with. He wanted to leave, but then 
his resignation was not approved. The following month more than RMB 500 were deducted from 
his wage without explanation.[73] A worker writes: “The items that are recorded for your wage 
depend entirely on the arbitrary notes of your group leader. I documented my wage. I wrote down 
exactly how many days I worked, hours of overtime, and how much was deducted for water and 
electricity. There was money missing, indeed. I reported this, but my complaint was ignored.”[74]

3.5.3.	 Wage arrears

Workers have the right to receive their wages in full and in time. According to Chinese labour 
regulations, a wage payment interval may be fixed in an employment contract, but it must not 
exceed one month. Social media posts show that these basic principles are not guaranteed. Workers 
write that factories delay wage payments as a financial threat to those who want to leave. Workers 
write that their employer pays wages on the 20th of the second month. Workers who resign will 
receive their last wage on the 20th of the next month.[75] At another battery manufacturer, a worker 
writes, last month’s wages are paid on the 26th of this month.[84] These payment systems ensure 
that employers owe at least one month’s wage.

Suppliers to the investigated manufacturers are another reason for wage arrears. Construction 
workers building CATL’s battery factory in Yibin Prefecture, for example, complain on social 
media that the construction company CSCEC Strait Construction and Development Co. Ltd. (中
建海峡) has not paid wages.[77] Several construction workers posted photographed messages 
documenting their grievances to avoid immediate, automatic censorship.[78][79]

Figure 13: Complaints and SMS conversations of construction workers
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Workers at BYD in Xi’an complained about a labour dispatch agent called Wang Yang Human 
Resources (汪洋人力) or Wang Yang Group (汪洋集团), who owes workers’ wages.[80] Similarly, 
workers stated that Xinpengfei (新鹏飞), another dispatch labour agent, defaulted on wages.[81]

3.5.4.	 Trend analysis

Wages are the single most important topic for workers. Figure 14 shows the relative weight of 
posts mentioning wages measured as a share of all categorised posts since January 2015. Between 
2015 and 2019, mentions are erratic based on a seasonal pattern with peaks during late summer 
and early autumn. More recently, the seasonal pattern has become less distinct, but mention shares 
remain high.
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Figure 14: Mentions of wages as a share of all categorised posts by month

3.6.	 GCAT 6: Contracts and human resources

Risk: Workers are not fully and correctly informed about working conditions, 
dispatch labour contracts are strategically used to disadvantage workers.

Salience: High

Scale: High

Irremediability: Medium

Scope: Medium

Trend: Increasing
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3.6.1.	 Deception during the recruitment

There are three channels for workers to enter the factory: Direct recruitment through corporations’ 
human resources departments, indirect recruitment through labour agents, and internal 
recommendations through employees. Among these three channels, labour agents and employees 
are prone to lure workers into labour contracts without fully understanding the conditions and 
consequences. As a result, there is a gap between workers’ expectations and the benefits stipulated 
in contracts. Workers are also deceived by information about extra payments. They learn during 
recruitment that these additional payments increase wages substantially (see section 3.5.2). At the 
factory floor, however, many workers realize that these non-statutory payments are used to impose 
unfair and arbitrary demands on them. 

3.6.1.1	Internal recommendations

Internal recommendation awards are important for workers to increase meagre wages.[82][83] 
Workers who recommend a worker can earn RMB 6000, and the recommended worker can receive 
up to RMB 4000. Figure 15 shows how the incentive scheme currently works. After one month, 
the recommendation awards are paid out in six instalments.[84] The recommending worker gets 
RMB 2000 after one month, RMB 500 during the following four months, and an additional RMB 
1000 after six months. The recommended worker receives RMB 500 during the first five months 
and RMB 1500 after six months. Thus, to earn the entire award, a worker must work for seven 
months.

Figure 15: Workers posting information about internal recommendation awards

Due to high awards, recommending workers deceive job seekers and convince them to enter the 
factory.[85][86] A post warns workers to stay away from those who recommended them, as they 
will pressure them to stay and secure the award.[87] Some brands pay recommendation awards only 
to the recommending worker. Under these circumstances, workers try to attract new employees 
by offering to share the award.[88][89] These informal agreements, however, cannot be enforced 
and may lead to conflicts. In addition, internal recommendation schemes anger some workers 
because high awards have attracted many new employees who do not have the ability to stay and 
are crowding out workers who could have persisted.[90][91]
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3.6.1.2	Labour agents

Workers try to recruit new employees on social media. Their attempts render recruitment risky for 
job seekers because not only do workers have incentives to deceive them, but there are also dubious 
labour agents who claim to recommend them internally but instead will charge a service fee.[92]
[93][94][95][96]. Dubious labour agents create online accounts that look like official company 
recruitment channels or information from workers. These agents deceive job seekers by promising 
exaggeratedly high wages.[97] When workers arrive, they discover that they got lured by an agent. 
But then they will have spent several hundred RMB on travel costs and accommodation, which 
makes them desperate.[98] Workers write that the costs for travelling, medical examination, and 
extended accommodation during the seven-day quarantine period make it difficult not to accept 
work even if conditions are bad and deviant from what was promised.[99][100]

3.6.2.	 Labour dispatch contracts

Besides regular employees, many manufacturers in China use labour dispatch services. In the 
latter case, there is a labour contract between the dispatch agent and the worker, which is subject 
to Chinese labour contract law. In addition, there is an agreement between the manufacturer and 
the dispatch agent, which is governed by Chinese contract law. As a result, the brand manufacturer 
bears no legal responsibility for employment conditions and contract enforcement.

In the new energy sector, dispatch workers are frequently paid by the hour. Contract conditions 
are worse compared to regular workers because the labour agent will pay a lower hourly rate to 
the worker than the factory pays to the labour agent.[101] Moreover, take-home wages can vary 
substantially among dispatch companies because some agents deduct extra fees of RMB 1000 or 
more from workers while others don’t levy any costs on workers.[102] When agents arbitrarily 
deduct money, the factory takes no responsibility.[103]

Labour dispatch contracts entail additional risks. Manufacturers can use labour dispatch agreements 
strategically to discourage labour arbitration and reduce compensation payments during layoffs. 
When a factory deploys an agency registered outside of the province where the production site is 
located, workers have to submit labour arbitration requests to the agency’s place of registration. 
This arrangement increases the time a worker needs to spend on a dispute and incurs costs for 
travelling and accommodation. These are strong disincentives for submitting a case. 

Companies may also ask workers to switch from dispatch contracts to regular contracts and 
v.v. Company-specific needs can justify such measures. Yet, switching contracts implies a new 
employment relationship. In practice, changing between dispatch and regular work contracts 
reduces compensation payments during layoffs because compensation depends on the length of an 
employment relationship. Workers at one company realised the consequences of contract swaps 
when the company fired several hundred employees in 2020 and 2021.[104] A worker writes 
that the company had asked him to change his dispatch contract with regular employment. When 
he got laid off, he had worked at one company for ten years. His most recent contract, which 
constituted the basis for compensation, however, was only three years old.[105] Earlier, in 2017, 
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the company laid-off employees and lured them to sign a resignation form, which deprived them 
of their right to compensation.[106]

3.6.3.	 Trend analysis

Recruitment has become an increasingly important issue. Figure 16 depicts workers’ mentions 
of labour agents, internal recommendations, and dispatch contracts. The graph shows a cyclical 
pattern with peaks during autumn and after the Chinese lunar new year. During the past two years, 
the mentions share ranged between 15 and 25%. 
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Figure 16: Mentions of labour agents, internal recommendations, and 
dispatch contracts as a share of all categorised posts by month

3.7.	 GCAT 7: Occupational safety and health

Risk: Exposure to physical and psychological health risks. Insufficient health 
protection.

Salience: Very High

Scale: Very high

Irremediability: Very high

Scope: High

Trend: Declining
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Many human and labour rights violations have a documented negative effect on health outcomes. 
For example, weak legal protection and repression of independent labour unions contribute to 
exploitative practices such as excessive working hours, verbal abuse and harassment. In addition, 
low wages are an obstacle to access to health services and increase stress and trauma. Therefore, 
the causes for health problems are not always discernible through an immediate assessment of the 
work environment. Nevertheless, information about physical and mental issues is important to 
evaluate overall negative effects on worker wellbeing. 

In the following analysis, we assess workers’ posts describing pain and stress against the backdrop 
of the medical literature on occupational health and safety in the export manufacturing sector. We 
then provide an account of workers’ experiences during the Covid-19 outbreak. Workers’ fears and 
concerns show that management plans for crises and emergencies should undergo a human rights 
review.

3.7.1.	 Physical and psychological health issues

•	 There is no time to go to the toilet or drink water. We have to restrain ourselves 
every day. After holding out for six hours, we can get out and then we must endure 
thirst again until we get off. The production belt moves as fast as a plane until the 
evening. The group leader constantly yells at you. Those who cannot keep pace are 
immediately under fire shouting at them what the fuck they are doing here, and if 
they cannot cope, get the hell out. We are not allowed to talk. So, I don’t talk. From 
morning to night, I say perhaps ten sentences.[64]

Academic research finds that workers in export manufacturing are often exposed to an unhealthy 
workplace environment, short breaks, and chemical hazards such as dust, smoke, mist, fumes, dusty raw 
materials, and toxic materials.31 Workers’ health is also jeopardised as a result of psychological factors.32 

 Psychological risk areas are work stress, work-associated demands (i.e. long working hours, 
worries about mistakes, time pressure, exposure to abusive language and emotional abuse, and 
physical demand), and work-related values (i.e. lack of freedom at work, lack of job promotion 
prospects, part-time work and job insecurity). Practices within these risk areas contribute to 
poverty and intake of low-nutritional food, factors that are associated with poor health outcomes. 
Other factors impacting workers health and safety are human rights violations, in particular wage 
theft and lack of living wages.33

At the factories we are looking at in this report, workers are exhausted: “We are all too tired. One 
day working the night shift, and the next day you have to take the early shift. You get cramps in 
our legs and feet, and the neck hurts.”[107] Workers complain about foot pain [108][109][110], 

31	 Akhter, Sadika. “Health and Safety Issues for Women Working in the Ready-Made Garment Industry in Bangladesh.” (2018).
32	 Kabir, Humayun, et al. “Health vulnerabilities of readymade garment (RMG) workers: a systematic review.” BMC Public Health 19.1 (2019): 

1-20.
33	 Minkler, Meredith, et al. “Wage theft as a neglected public health problem: An overview and case study from San Francisco’s Chinatown 

district.” American journal of public health 104.6 (2014): 1010-1020.

Fernandez-Esquer, Maria Eugenia, et al. “Structural racism and immigrant health: exploring the association between wage theft, mental health, and 
injury among Latino day laborers.” Ethnicity & Disease 31.Suppl (2021): 345-356.
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painful blisters on the soles of the feet [111][112], and varicose veins [113]. A worker writes: 
“Running, running! I am so tired, and my feet ache. I thought I could stand it, but now I feel that 
my body can’t take it anymore.”[114] Workers experience waist and hand pain [115], aching arms 
and shoulders [116] and back pain [117][118]. A worker writes: “I worked with welding last year. 
Now my waste aches, and my back hurts. In the mornings, I have a tremor in my hands. Not even 
a toothbrush I can hold properly then.”[119] Workers perceive their jobs as dirty, poisonous, and 
harmful to the body.[120][121] Workers warn about sickness from airborne dust.[122][123]. A 
worker writes that he has been breathing in airborne dust at the workshop for more than five years. 
He states that he now suffers from chronic bronchitis and is always short of breath.[124] Another 
worker describes skin problems due to contact with electrolyte solutions.[123] 

Workers write about psychological stress and related symptoms such as insomnia.[125][126][127] 
[128][129] There is time pressure. During lunch breaks, workers have to rush to the cantinas, 
which requires walking long distances and queueing for food.[130][131][132][133] A worker 
writes: “There are too many people, and time is too tight for those who don’t eat fast enough. I 
only eat half a bowl of rice every time and have to run back. The rice here is hard, and the food 
is unpalatable.”[134] Work pressure is high [135][136], which makes workers feel worn out and 
broken [137][138][139]. Workers are scolded and humiliated [140][141][142]: “Our supervisor 
scolds people for nothing. His language is vulgar, and half of the workshop can hear.”[143] 

3.7.2.	 Trend analysis
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Figure 17: Mentions of health issues as a share of all categorised posts by month

In figure 17, we depict workers’ mentions of health issues such as pain, stress, and accidents. 
There is a long-term declining trend with cyclical peaks suggesting that workers feel more often 
ill, stressed, or exhausted during intensive production periods. Despite the Covid-19 Outbreak 
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end of 2019 and subsequent lockdowns, there are comparatively little mentions of health issues. 
Moreover, the cyclical pattern disappeared. Changes in frequency and seasonality of mentions 
suggest that health issues have become a sensitive topic which is subject to censorship.

3.7.3.	 Covid-19

Covid-19 restrictions in China shaped the life of workers in many ways. Finding a job and entering 
the factory had become difficult. When workers came to the factory they could not walk into the 
wrong area as this would immediately disqualify them and they would be sent back home. Before 
restrictions were lifted, workers had to live for five days in dedicated quarantine buildings at their 
own expense. They had to perform three tests during this period. If one of them was positive they 
were sent back.[144] When restrictions tightened, job seekers got stuck with additional costs and 
uncertainty if they would be able to enter the factory at all.[145] 

Work became even more exhausting because workers had to wear protective gears and masks 
for 12 hours a day.[146] During temporary lockdowns, workers were not allowed to leave. When 
restrictions eventually loosened, many workers tried leave but often faced problems to get approval 
for resignation.[147] Because workers could neither enter nor leave during lockdowns, they were 
forced to live in factory dorms, which isolated them socially.[148][149][150] Employees were 
afraid to go to work because they feared to get locked in.[151]

For many companies, the Pandemic brought economic difficulties. Workers were the first who felt 
the consequences. For example, workers write about layoffs at a company affecting more than 
2000 employees in 2020.[152] Workers tried to work as many overtime hours as possible due to 
the uncertain work situation during Covid restrictions and temporary lockdowns.[153][154]. Yet, 
efforts to their stabilize income was compromised by company measures that saught to reduce 
costs. Workers write that an employer deduced overtime hours when the factory had to close due 
to Covid restrictions.[155] Managers invented all kinds of measures to reduce costs. For example, 
the year-end bonus was cancelled for all workers who had not worked at the company for at least 
one year. To be able to apply for vacation, workers had to be employed for more than one year as 
well.[156] Workers who resigned after two months did not get any extra pay or subsidies.[157] 
A worker writes that he produced masks at BYD for six months. After BYD stopped producing 
masks, workers moved to other factories and then realized that the company had deducted social 
insurance from their wages but did not register them for social insurance.[158] 

3.7.4.	 Deaths and suicides

 High work pressure and inhuman working conditions have been part of public debate in China 
due two several incidents at BYD and CATL. In January 2022, a worker at CATL died in his dorm 
due to an intracranial haemorrhage. The deceased had been exhausted as he worked late hours 
until midnight during many days without rest. The family believes that he died due to overwork, 
while the company denied that his death was work-related.[159] Two months earlier, in November 
2021, a worker at BYD in Xi’an died unexpectedly. In October, the employee worked 280 hours 
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with only two rest days. Before his death, he worked seven nights in a row, of which six lasted 
more than 12 hours.[160] 

Workers have to cope with difficult working and living circumstances. Dramatic incidences bear 
witness to loneliness and an inadequate environment. In 2019, for example, workers were shocked 
about a woman who died in bed in her dorm. She had hanged curtains around her bunk bed. It took 
three days until roommates realised that she had died.[161] In 2018, a child fell out of a window 
of a dormitory building while the parents were at work.[162] 

Some workers cannot cope and try to end their lives. At BYD in Changsha, three workers tried to 
kill themselves by jumping off dormitory buildings in April 2022 (figure 18). The three suicide 
attempts happened within one week. One person died. Among the three workers was one woman. 
All three were young, new employees. The suicides instigated a public debate about the difficult 
social and economic conditions that workers must tackle.[160] Workers at BYD have committed 
suicides earlier. Yet, because suicides are a sensitive topic, most information on social media is 
censored in China. Several workers confirmed in an online forum that a worker jumped from a 
building at BYD in Shenzhen in October 2021.[163] We also find information about the suicide of 
a worker jumping from a BYD building in 2012.[164]

Figure 18: Suicides at BYD

3.7.5.	 Living at the dorm

Living conditions at the dorms are stressful and unhygienic and do not allow workers to get the rest 
they need. The pictures below show workers’ experiences related to living conditions (figure 19).
[165][166][167][168][169][170][171]. Dorm standards vary. However, unskilled workers almost 
always have to lodge in small eight or 12-bed rooms.  

•	 When I came to the dorm, none of my roommates cared that it was dirty and messy. In 
particular, the toilet and bathroom made me dizzy.[172]
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•	 We are twelve people in this dorm room. We work from 8 in the morning until ten at 
night. You hear snoring all night, and there is nowhere to wash. Life here is tiering, dirty, 
and poisoning.[173]

•	 The dorm is like a dog’s cave. It is crowded, and drying clothes hang on all the lamp 
lines. The dorm is dark, as no light comes through.[174] 
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Figure 19: Pictures illustrating living conditions - dorm rooms, a cantina, and bed bugs.

3.8.	 GCAT 8: Working time

Risk: Workers work too many hours and/or do not get overtime premiums.

Salience: Very High

Scale: Very high

Irremediability: Moderate

Scope: Very high

Trend: Stable

3.8.1.	 Overtime

Chinese labour regulations stipulate that an employee must not work more than 36 overtime hours 
per month and no more than three hours per day. Overtime during weekdays shall be paid 1.5 times 
the regular rate, two times during weekends, and thrice during national holidays. Employees must 
have one rest day each week.

Since overtime is relatively expensive and, at the same time, an important management tool to 
adapt to fluctuating orders, managers have strong financial incentives to undermine or circumvent 
overtime pay. In addition, working long hours is exhausting and makes workers ill. Recent studies 
show that overtime increases the risk of respiratory diseases.34 And contribute to low-intensity 
pain, which worsens physical and psychological health in the long run.35 Overtime is also a major 
contributor to worker dissatisfaction.36  

34	 Khan, Muhammad, Kashif Muhmood, Shumaila Noureen, and Saima Noureen. “Economic burden of occupational illness on women workers 
in textile industry, Pakistan.” The Business & Management Review 9, no. 4 (2018): 70-74.

35	 Rahul, V., and Dhanish Jose. “Analysing the influence of non-reported pain and risk experienced by employees in the textile industry.” Materials 
Today: Proceedings (2021).

36	 Chen, Caixia, Patsy Perry, Yixiong Yang, and Cheng Yang. “Decent work in the Chinese apparel industry: Comparative analysis of blue-collar 
and white-collar garment workers.” Sustainability 9, no. 8 (2017): 1344.
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Figure 20: Screenshots of digital wage slips

Workers in battery and e-vehicle manufacturing work long hours, exceeding national regulations 
and international labour standards. Their working hours exceeded the legal limit more than three 
times. Figure 20 shows two digital wage slips.[175] The receipts indicate that the worker on the 
left performed 110 overtime hours, and the worker on the right accumulated 136 overtime hours 
for one month.

Excessive overtime is a systemic issue. Figure 21, for example, shows a post from a Baidu account 
that a battery manufacturer uses to respond to workers’ questions and moderate online discussions.
[176] According to this (semi-official) statement, the company regulates overtime with a maximum 
of 110 hours. Workers at another brand report a limit of 120 overtime hours.[180][181][182][183]
[184][185] 

Figure 21: Semi-official company account moderating worker discussions

Workers’ posts confirm that excessive overtime occurs regularly and is not voluntary: 

•	 I have a base wage of RMB 3050. You cannot work more than 110 overtime hours.
[177]

•	 The overtime culture here is very serious. As a technician, you have to work 
overtime; otherwise, the money is not enough. You need 110 overtime hours or 
more.[178]
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•	 If you are level 7 or above in the ME department, you have to work 110 hours of 
overtime every month […]. You can only get off earlier if you have completed 110 
overtime hours.[179]

At two companies, workers report only 30 to 35 overtime hours.[186][187] Yet, on top of regular 
overtime, workers are forced to work mandatory overtime [188], which is not counted as overtime 
and is unpaid: “Overtime from Monday to Friday is mandatory. You have to apply for overtime 
hours with overtime pay, and you need permission from your superior to apply. Due to cost cuts, 
nobody is called in for work on weekends. As a result, everything you didn’t finish on Friday will 
become mandatory overtime on Monday.”[189] Another worker writes: “Overtime depends on 
whether you managed to fulfil your production target. If you haven’t finished, you can work until 
dawn without getting paid a penny .”[190] At another brand, a worker complains: “When there is 
a lot to do, and you cannot finish in time, you are forced to volunteer for overtime.”[191] Workers 
complain about excessive mandatory overtime.[192] They have to work until 10.00 pm, which 
implies a 14-hour workday (incl. 2 hours rest).[193] During busy periods workers may not get off 
until 11.00 pm.[194] 

Mandatory overtime is a blunt and aggressive approach to reducing labour costs. But there are also 
subtle bureaucratic practices that seek to circumvent national legislation. For example, one of the 
brand manufacturers ties entry levels to distinct forms of overtime accounting. Workers at levels 
seven to ten are not paid an overtime rate but an overtime allowance, which is a lump sum for a 
predetermined number of hours. A worker writes that current intervals (2022) are 40 or 90 hours.
[195] Another worker confirms that he does not get an overtime rate but an overtime allowance. 
On Sundays, he explains, the hourly wage rate is RMB 20. A worker completing 90 overtime 
hours during weekdays would receive an extra payment of RMB 400.[196] If these payments were 
compliant with national overtime regulations, the Sunday wage rate would correspond to a base 
wage of RMB 1740 and the workday rate to a base wage of RMB 1546. Both base wages would 
be below the legal minimum. Moreover, this practice forces workers into excessive overtime 
arrangements. 

This specific approach to overtime accounting is currently not applied to workers at lower entry 
ranks. For example, the highest rank for a technician is level six, an intern from a technical college 
is at level 3, and after graduation, at level 4.[197] Thus, overtime allowances are a means to curb 
labour costs for worker groups with comparatively high base wages.  

In addition to complicated overtime calculations, some brands undermine transparency. In the 
case we document below (figure 22), pay slips do not show the number of hours on workdays, 
weekends, and national holidays. Moreover, digital pay slips further compromise transparency 
as overtime pay is lumped together with other extra payments such as internal recommendation 
bonuses (see section 3.6.1.1).[198][199] The pay slips in figure 22 illustrates this problem. The 
worker on the left-hand side has a base wage of RMB 2130 and gets overtime and other extra 
pay of RMB 1940. The amount corresponds to about 105 weekday overtime hours. The worker 
on the right-hand side would have to work 329 overtime hours on weekdays or 246 hours during 
weekends to earn this amount. Consequently, workers have difficulties understanding how their 
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wages are calculated: “Ordinary people do not understand BYD’s wages. When there is money 
missing, you don’t know why. When they deduct something from your wage, you don’t understand 
why. It is impossible to understand the wage slip. I get dizzy when I try to figure out the wage slip, 
so I want to run away.”[64]

Figure 22: Digital wage slips posted by workers

3.8.2.	 Trend analysis

Overtime has become an increasingly important issue for workers, with mentions between 15 and 
30% in recent years. Figure 23 depicts mentions of overtime as a share of all categorised posts by 
month. The seasonal pattern indicates that overtime is relatively more discussed during autumn 
after the summer break and in spring after the lunar new year. 
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Figure 23: Mentions of overtime as a share of all categorised posts by month
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4.	 CONCLUSIONS

37	 These differences coincide with types of ownership. BYD and CATL are Chinese private-owned corporations, Yutong is a Chinese state-owned 
corporation, and Samsung is a private, foreign-owned company. Further research will be needed to investigate whether rights violations are 
associated with specific ownership types. 

38	 When issues have the same salience we sort them according to their sub-grades, where scale and irremediability are equally important and both 
are prioritized over scope.

Workers at the four corporations share many grievances. Table 3 depicts the relative weight of six 
major labour issues discussed on the forums that we analysed in this report. BYD and CATL have 
the same top-3 issues. Samsung and Yutong have two out of the top-3 issues.37 

Category Risk focus Total BYD CATL Samsung Yutong

GCAT5 Wage 22.8 36.6 24.5 15.3 6.4

GCAT8 Overtime 13.1 15.6 20.2 4.9 7.0

GCAT6 Recruitment 11.1 17.8 9.7 22.2 2.8

GCAT7 Safety and 
health 

8.7 2.9 3.4 3.7 18.7

GCAT3 Resignation 7.3 12.0 6.8 5.0 2.3

GCAT1 Internships 3.4 2.5 1.7 5.8 5.0

Table 3: Relative importance of topics (measured as % of all categorised posts). Note that GCAT 
2 and 4 are note covered by social media posts data 

Table 4 depicts the priority ranking based on salience.38 When we compare this list with the relative 
importance that workers’ issues receive in social media, specific risk areas come to the fore:

•	 At BYD and CATL, overtime is among the top-3 issues with a very high salience.
•	 At Yutong, overtime as well as safety and health are among the top-3 issues with a very 

high salience.
•	 At Samsung, none of the top-3 issues has a very high salience. Workers discuss recruitment 

issues most. The latter has a high salience.
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Category Topic Salience Scale Irremediability Scope Trend

GCAT 4 Freedom of ass. Very high Very high Very high
Very 
high

Rising

GCAT 7 Safety and health Very high Very high Very high High Declining

GCAT 1 Student labour Very high Very high Very high Medium Declining

GCAT 8 Working time Very high Very high Moderate
Very 
high

Static

GCAT 6
Contracts and 
HR

High High Medium Medium Rising

GCAT 5 Compensation High Medium Medium
Very 
High

Static

GCAT 3 Forced labour High Medium Moderate Moderate Static

GCAT 2 Discrimination Undetermined

Table 4: Salience, sub-grades, and trends for identified labour issues

The rankings above point towards issues that require particular attention, but priorities vary 
between manufacturers. To develop a common agenda for action we propose to consider shared 
risk mitigation strategies that are based on qualitative insights from this study. 

The first risk mitigation strategy derived from our salience ranking is to support freedom of 
association and collective bargaining. Workers’ voices have the best chance not only to be heard 
but also to make an impact when they can organize their interests independently and receive 
the institutional support to negotiate with employers. At the same time, this is the least feasible 
approach in the context of China. As repression of fundamental human rights has increased during 
the past decade, it is imperative that responsible exit strategies are considered. 

A second risk mitigation strategy touches upon wage regimes and the importance workers attach 
to this issue (rank 1-3 among all manufacturers). Academic research shows that wages reach into 
various fields. For instance, the literature on occupational health finds that low wages are associated 
with health hazards. Several mechanisms may explain this association including poor diet and 
housing, increased stress and violence, limited time for leisure and exercise, unaffordability of 
health insurance, and limited access to health care.39 Insights from our study indicate that the same 
factors extend to rules governing bonuses and allowances, recommendation awards and overtime. 
Table 5 depicts the relative importance of these wage components in relation to the base wage 
for a regular, frontline worker. The numbers suggest that overtime, bonuses and allowances, and 
recommendation awards represent 180-350% of a base wage. 

39	  Leigh, J. Paul, and Roberto De Vogli. “Low wages as occupational health hazards.” Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine 58, 
no. 5 (2016): 444-447.
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  RMB % of base wage % of total 

Base wage 2000 100 23 - 35

Overtime 600-3375 30-170 10 - 40

Bonus & 
allowance

2000 100 23 - 35

Recommendation 1000 50 12 - 18

Total 5600-8375

Table 5: Base wage and extra pay components

Each of the components is tied to a distinct set of rules that deprive workers of their legal rights or 
increase vulnerability for exploitative practices:

Bonuses and allowances are at the discretionary power of managers and, by extension, increase 
the risk for abusive practices. Workers state that performance bonuses are cancelled if they do 
not agree to work overtime, and full attendance bonuses are dependent on the waiver of legally 
mandatory rest days. Non-statutory payments are also subject to deductions or penalties for 
claiming the right to resign. 

Recommendation awards create financial incentives for workers and dubious labour agents to 
deceive job applicants. Recruitment incurs costs for new workers, making it harder for them to 
decline job offers when conditions are worse than expected. In addition, recommendation awards 
are paid over a six-month period. Therefore, recommending workers monitor and pressure new 
hires to stay, resulting in bullying and stressful work environments. 

Overtime payments are regulated by law. Still, corporations apply internal, illegal rules. We 
identified two different approaches. Two manufacturers set no or excessive overtime limits (120 
– 180 hours as opposed to legally regulated 36 hours). Instead of mandatory overtime rates (1.5 
– 3.0 x hourly base wage), workers receive lumpsum payments when they reach thresholds of 40 
and 90 hours. Other manufacturers in our study formally comply with a maximum of 36 overtime 
hours. However, when workers do not complete pre-defined quotas during regular hours, they 
must perform unpaid and mandatory extra work. Irrespective the management approach, internal 
rules force workers to perform excessive hours with potential negative impact on mental and 
physical well-being and an increasing risk of accidents.
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From the above information, we identify a second risk mitigation strategy, which is to replace 
various wage components with a single base salary. The latter must be commensurate with a living 
wage, based on a fixed number of working hours, and increase with the general wage growth in 
China. Stipulating a higher base wage in the labour contract decreases workers’ vulnerability and 
strengthens legal options for enforcement. It is also a measure that can be easily monitored. 

The above-mentioned risk mitigation strategies are examples and by no means exhaustive. Yet, 
most effective risk mitigation strategies will increase costs and, in a competitive market, will reduce 
profits. Thus, there are strong financial incentives throughout the entire supply chain to search for 
the least costly options. In this context, insights from this study can help to identify measures 
that may be less expensive but are inadequate to address human and labour rights violations. 
For example, repressive labour governance and workers’ vulnerable position renders trainings on 
labour rights ineffective because the bottleneck are credible means to enforce rights rather than 
a lack of rights awareness. Also, corrective action plans that target symptoms such as excessive 
overtime hours or lack of mandatory rest days without addressing the root cause of abusive wage 
regimes will render workers’ income situation unsustainable. It is then only a matter of time until 
illegal or unfair practices are restored.

Insights provided in this report can be useful to inform risk mitigation strategies as well as to 
evaluate their credibility and effectiveness. As outlined in section 2, the applied method has 
merits and limitations. Thus, data from this report should be triangulated and complemented with 
additional sources. Important in this context is to rely on data collection approaches that are critical, 
independent, and ensure the safety of informants and investigators. Research and the design of risk 
mitigation strategies, therefore, can only be accomplished when stakeholders collaborate openly 
and transparently.
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