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Designing better interventions: insights from research on decent work  

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Based on our experience of carrying out theoretically and practically sound interventions to improve working 

conditions in global supply chains, we show what makes interventions succeed or fail and what is required 

to ensure that an interventionげs results are sustainable in the future. Our suggestions are applicable to de-

signing any intervention in supply chain research, but need tailoring to the local context. Our interventions 

were aimed at achieving decent working conditions in emerging-country suppliers, but our insights are ap-

plicable for all supply chain scholars. In the context of emerging-country suppliers, poor working conditions 

have been strongly criticised after the Rana Plaza accident and subsequently received more attention with 

the UNげs iﾐtヴoduction of the Sustainable Development Goals (notably, SDG 8). Tensions between productivity 

enhancing and decent work logics create challenges for the design of interventions with long-lasting perfor-

mance improvements. This paper presents a way of overcoming the tensions by illustrating how interven-

tions that integrate improvements in working conditions with productivity can be designed.  

 

Keywords: sustainability, supplier development, occupational safety and health, garment, action research, 

design science, institutional logics  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Drawing on our recent experience from creating decent work through interventions in suppliers in global 

supply chains, the overall aim of this methodologically focused paper is to provide insights for future inter-

vention-based research that will make lasting improvements in supply chain operations. Designing interven-

tions to promote decent working conditions among suppliers is relevant for supply chain research, but also 
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prone to many challenges. In addressing these challenges, our work provides guidance for all researchers 

looking to improve interventions especially interventions aimed at creating decent work.  

 

Scholars have increasingly pointed out the lack of focus on the creation of decent working conditions in global 

supply chains, especially among suppliers located in emerging economies (Crane et al., 2019; Soundararajan 

& Brown, 2016; A. Touboulic & Walker, 2016). Global buyers did not pay much attention to decent jobs when 

the globalization of supply chains accelerated in the last decades of the 20th century, even though precarious 

and unsafe working conditions were well-known risks at the time (Emmelhainz & Adams, 1999; Gereffi, 

Garcia-Johnson, & Sasser, 2001). Increasing public scrutiny and explicit criticism of poor working conditions 

in supplier factories have led to several attempts (Locke & Samel, 2018) to improve conditions, such as inter-

national trade agreements and buyer codes of conduct, which include basic requirements for decent working 

conditions (Shaffer, 2019; Zamfir, 2019). In parallel, multi-stakeholder initiatives have created yet more gov-

ernance instruments such as standards and monitoring systems to improve working conditions, or at least 

make them slightly less precarious (Locke & Romis, 2007). Despite some progress, especially related to tar-

geted initiatives such as the けAccord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladeshげ established after the Rana 

Plaza collapse in 2013 (James et al., 2019), the literature generally indicates these efforts have had very little 

effect (Alamgir & Banerjee, 2019; Lebaron, 2021; Locke & Samel, 2018; Reinecke & Donaghey, 2021). More-

over, while the literature and public discourse has paid much attention to working conditions in emerging 

economies, precarious working conditions are also common in OECD countries. Scholars point out, for in-

stance that platform-based disruptions of supply chains may result in a growth of precarious work in OECD 

countries (Edward, 2020).  

 

Pressure on suppliers from international buyers and multi-stakeholder initiatives may on the surface appear 

to be successful in improving working conditions, but the changes are often more symbolic than real. Accord-

ing to Bartley and Egels-Zandén (2015), there is a consensus among academics that decoupling is a persistent 

and pervasive phenomenon among supplier in global supply chains (see also Xiao et al. 2019). Decoupling 

refers to さadopting formal organisational structures required by external stakeholders but divorcing those 

structures from informal work activitiesざ (Behnam & MacLean, 2011, p. 48). Despite numerous compliance 

initiatives, progress on creating decent work is limited. While buyers typically blame suppliers for decoupling, 

the problem is in reality related to the fact that both buyers and suppliers pursue strategies based on cost-

cutting, in combination with flexibility, deliverability, and quality (Anner, 2020) where cost reduction is the 

primary driver. Cost-cutting strategies do not factor in their consequences for working conditions, and most 

suppliers therefore focus on reducing labour costs.  
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Hazardous working conditions, however, expose buyers to reputational risk, so they try to impose social 

compliance on suppliers. But since neither party starts with decent working conditions as a critical interest, 

the result is decoupling (Ählström, 2010; Behnam & MacLean, 2011). Decoupling provides buyers with the 

alibi they need, while allowing suppliers to continue their operations without improving working conditions. 

 

Since external pressure to improve working conditions has had limited success and has led to decoupling, 

there is a need to develop new supply chain strategies for supplier development, which include positive mo-

tivation. We posit that supply chain research can benefit from engaging more in intervention research 

(Toubolic, McCarthy & Matthews 2020) to find ways to meet challenges related to decent working conditions 

in global supply chains. An intervention-based approach can transform the strategies used by buyers to im-

prove working conditions (Locke & Samel, 2018; Soundararajan, Brown, & Wicks, 2019) by designing inter-

ventions that not only integrate productivity enhancements with improved working conditions, but also ex-

plicitly addヴess ho┘ to iﾐtegヴate the uﾐdeヴl┞iﾐg IoﾐfliItiﾐg logiIs uﾐdeヴpiﾐﾐiﾐg the iﾐteヴ┗eﾐtioﾐげs t┘o goals.  

 

This paper builds on our experience from several years of intervention-based action research in the ready-

made garment industry in Bangladesh and Myanmar (See examples in Hamja, Maalouf, & Hasle, 2019; Hoque, 

Hasle, & Maalouf, 2020). We use reflections on our research to elaborate how to better design future inter-

ventions that can provide significant improvements in supply chain operations. However, although our inter-

ventions initially generated performance improvements in both occupational safety and health (OSH) and 

productivity, they tended to have little long-term effect. So, this paper also discusses how a revised interven-

tion design may achieve sustained long-term effects. While our interventions have their context in Bangla-

desh and Myanmar, they reveal underlying causal factors that hold general relevance for designing interven-

tions in global supply chains.  

 

The paper draws on our practical intervention experience and theory about interventions and institutional 

logics to enable other researchers to design more effective interventions. The lessons can be used to further 

the promotion of decent working conditions in industrial settings in emerging economies, as well as in other 

supply chain contexts. We also want to make it possible for stakeholders (buyers, suppliers, workers/trade 

unions, public authorities, and civil society) to use what we have learned from our interventions to develop 

their own strategies for the same purpose.  

 

A
u
th

o
r 

M
a
n
u
s
c
ri
p
t



 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved 

Our contribution to the global supply chain literature is to show how to design interventions by incorporating 

existing knowledge from action research (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002; Toubolic & Walker 2016; Toubolic et 

al., 2020) and design science (van Aken, Chandrasekaran, & Halman, 2016). We use these methodological 

approaches to develop a practical way of designing interventions. Moreover, we use the construct of けinsti-

tutional logicげ (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008) to find explanations for the limited sustainability of our initial posi-

tive results and for designing solutions to the sustainability challenge. By analysing our intervention experi-

ence, our research contributes by showing how future interventions should be designed. Our analysis sug-

gests that a successful redesign needs to address decoupling and the barriers from dominant logics in the 

initial design of interventions in global supply chains.  

 

INTERVENTION RESEARCH  

 

Interventions constitute a well-established approach for researchers interested in improvements in supply 

chain operations. An intervention tests a theory about how to solve a problem by introducing specific 

changes in the research setting (Oliva, 2019). Our specific research interventions were used to test the as-

sumption that integrating OSH and productivity would make it more likely that OSH improvements are im-

plemented and sustained. 

 

Our intervention design drew on traditions from research in both OSH and supply chain/operations manage-

ment. OSH research originated in occupational medicine (Kristensen, 2005) and focused on obtaining new 

evidence which could be applied in future preventive efforts. These interventions were designed based on 

the principles for testing of new medicines. Such an approach has limited application for interventions in 

organisations, so OSH interventions have moved towards a stronger focus on the implementation process 

and tailoring it to the intervention context (Nielsen & Miraglia 2016). Knowledge about how interventions 

work constitutes a mid-range theory, which can be applied in future interventions with an outcome depend-

ing on the new context (Oliva, 2019). 

 

This understanding is in line with the development of supply chain management and operations management 

intervention research. Building on the engineering tradition for creating practical solutions, scholars in this 

field suggest using intervention research in combination with action research (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002; 

Touboulic et al., 2020) and, more recently, design science research (Oliva, 2019; van Aken et al., 2016). We 

argue that this combination of approaches is effective for the development of both practical solutions and 

academic intervention research. Supply chain management research that draws inspiration from both action 
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research and design science is still in its early stages (see examples in Formentini et al., 2019; Reinerth, Busse, 

& Wagner, 2019; Ukko & Saunila, 2020; Wagner & Thakur-Weigold, 2018).  

 

Our intervention focused on the integration of OSH and productivity and took inspiration from action re-

search. Action research is relevant because implementing interventions in supplier factories requires engage-

ment and change in an existing social system. Action research focuses oﾐ stakeholdeヴsげ paヴtiIipatioﾐ iﾐ the 

development of practical solutions. It is characterized by being problem-driven and involves the target group 

in the design of solutions tailored to the specific factory, thus helping to develop local agency and ownership 

(Touboulic & Walker 2016). We designed the basic intervention so that it would be open for participation-

based adaptations after it was introduced because initial research showed that resources, competencies and 

knowledge about alternative production set-ups were limited in the case of supplier factories from emerging 

economies.  

 

As we illustrate below, action research did not provide adequate guidance in the design of the interventions, 

and the initial positive results of the research evaporated shortly after the intervention was terminated. To 

overcome this challenge, we used design science as a source of inspiration to pay more systematic attention 

to the importance of the interventionげs context, mechanisms, and outcomes. By drawing on design science, 

we learned how to adjust the interventions to better fit the context and provide a more efficient triggering 

of the mechanisms that promote sustained positive outcomes. Our conclusions were reached by examining 

differences between parallel cases over several intervention iterations. The analysis will inform future re-

searchers and practitioners about how interventions can be designed to increase the likelihood of achieving 

the desired outcomes.  

 

INTEGRATION OF OSH AND PRODUCTIVITY AS THE PRIMARY INTERVENTION THEORY  

 

A key element in the design of interventions is to build a theory about what measures are needed to achieve 

a certain outcome (Rogers, 2008). In our intervention, the theory focused on the integration of OSH and 

productivity. Research in operations management has provided comprehensive documentation for the inte-

gration of operations and OSH as the key to improved safety and health as well as productivity (Brown, 1996; 

Longoni et al., 2013; Pagell & Gobeli 2009). Supply chain research has also increasingly reported similar find-

ings (Ashby, Leat, & Hudson-Smith, 2012; Cantor, 2008; Pagell & Wu 2009). This suggests that interventions 

concerned with promoting decent work should be designed to integrate productivity and decent-work-en-
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hancing measures. Integrated intervention designs challenge typical practices in suppliers. In the typical sup-

plier, productivity and decent work/OSH activities are separated into different pillars with little interaction 

(Hasle, Madsen, & Hansen, 2021). This results in a non-integration problem. The non-integration stems from 

the fact that operations and supply chain management focus on the core business activities and tend to 

consider OSH as a side activity which can only disturb efficient operations. The result is that OSH responsibility 

is pushed to professionals with little influence on the actual operations. OSH is only a small part of the 

broader UN concept of decent work, but in the same way and for the same reasons, companies across the 

globe including in Bangladesh and Myanmar tend to lack strategies that integrate decent work and produc-

tivity.  

 

The non-integration problem is worsened by the tendency to focus on only limited aspects of decent work 

where many aspects of decent work are moved out of the production sphere into CSR training about general 

working conditions, such as child labour, working hours, minimum wage, and freedom of association. Addi-

tionally, decent work is often reduced to technical aspects related to building, fire, and electrical safety, 

thereby ignoring the actual work process where the workers are exposed to a wide range of OSH risks. In the 

garment industry, the most common of these are muscular-skeletal disorders and respiratory diseases (Kabir 

et al., 2019; Shazzad et al., 2018). These risks are closely related to actual work processes in the form of the 

ergonomic arrangement of workstations, the organisation of work, and the physical condition of the produc-

tion facilities. Many international programmes and project-initiated interventions, such as the ILO OSH pro-

jects (ILO, 2021) and the Ethical Trade Initiativeげs (ETI) CSR training (ETI, 2021), focus on just one of these 

topics in isolation. While these programmes cover highly relevant issues, there is a risk of further reinforcing 

the non-integration problem because they implicitly signal to management that decent work is something to 

handle outside the main sphere of operations.  

 

OUR USE OF THE INTEGRATION APPROACH 

 

Our intervention theory was based on integrating OSH and productivity improvements by targeting the pro-

duction set-up on the shop floor in supplier factories. The overall assumption was that synergy could be 

achieved by the integration of OSH and productivity/quality improvements with lean as the operations man-

agement tool. Based on this theory, we therefore designed the implementation process on the basis of 

knowledge from action research and change management. This approach is sketched in Figure 1, and we give 

details in the text below.  
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Figure 1. The integrated intervention design 

 

The OSH concept does not include important elements of decent work, such as minimum wage, work hours, 

and freedom of association. However, a successful outcome of the intervention could enable more worker-

inclusive human-resource management practices, as suppliers discover that involving workers has benefits 

for performance. Unfortunately, we were not able to explore this possibility.  

 

Inspired by the literature in operations management that emphasises the need for the integration of OSH 

and productivity-enhancing measures (Hasle et al., 2021; Pagell et al., 2014), we designed our intervention 

around the introduction of lean, which could help create synergies between OSH and productivity. We gave 

priority to this relatively straightforward approach due to the specific context: the limited capability and 

competency levels among the garment suppliers. Most garment suppliers use a simple operator-paced line 

flow set-up, and we selected lean as an approach which can build on this structure, is inexpensive to imple-

ment, and is easy to embed in production processes.  

 

The actual implementation of the intervention in the supplier factories in Bangladesh is described in detail in 

the Appendix. In summary, we carried out interventions in two waves of six factories each. After the first 

wave, we used the experience gained to strengthen the interventions in the second wave, with a stronger 

project organisation in the factories, more extensive training, and a stronger focus on worker involvement.  

 

The overall outcome of the interventions indicates that, while there was a great deal of variance in outcomes, 

most of the supplier factories initially experienced considerable improvements in both productivity and OSH 

(See also Hamja et al., 2019; Hoque et al., 2020). The interventions were designed on the assumption that 

lean can be used in an integrated perspective to initiate simultaneous improvements of OSH and productivity; 

even in our emerging-country context. Our results show that lean proved to be an efficient tool, and the 

important lesson is that an operations management approach such as lean can be used for the simultaneous 

improvement of both OHS and productivity in global supply chains.   
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We assessed the sustainability of the interventions based on whether the changes were maintained in the 

pilot lines after the intervention ended and whether the integrated production system was in the process of 

being extended to the other parts of the factory. Very few of the factories were able to sustain the changes, 

let alone roll them out to other parts of the factory. From a technical standpoint, the interventions achieved 

their purpose, but they were not sustainable and lasting change generally did not occur.  

 

REFLECTIONS ON THE EFFECTIVENESS OF OUR INTERVENTIONS  

 

Our observations showed that top management in the factories initially reacted positively to the possibility 

of achieving considerable productivity improvements and that OSH improvements were accepted as part of 

the intervention package. Top management interest was also increased by pressure from international buy-

ers, especially for OSH improvements. The result was an initial commitment to the OSH changes in parallel 

with the more productivity-related changes. However, buyer pressure tended to function as a double-edged 

sword. It increased the suppliersげ formal commitment but also reduced the opportunities for open dialogue 

aHout the supplieヴsげ real commitment to OSH, because the suppliers feared repercussions from the interna-

tional buyers. This restricted opportunities for dialogue and negatively influenced the intervention by tending 

to push the suppliers into a more passive role as implementors of our instructions. The result was immediate 

improvements, but not embedded changes. Pressure from buyers (or other stakeholders) should not there-

fore be interpreted as unambiguously positive. Pressure from buyers is only effective if used moderately; too 

much pressure results in decoupling behaviour – window-dressing to satisfy buyers without changing opera-

tional practices.  

 

Few suppliers were able to achieve the full benefits of the intervention – especially regarding long-term sus-

tainability. Whereas most factories achieved improvements in both OSH and productivity during the inter-

ventions, few of the factories were able to fully sustain the initial changes or continue to roll them out to the 

whole factory. We adjusted the intervention in the second wave to meet this challenge with more efficient 

project organisation, extended training, and a higher level of worker participation, but the general problem 

reoccurred.  

 

This is partly due to practical daily operational challenges, of which the two most important were the fre-

quent changes of staff (both management and operational workers) and the many changes in international 

buyersげ orders. The result was that the staff lost the commitment and skills to participate in the interventions, 
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and the suppliers focused on short-term goals related to filling orders, instead of prioritising the intervention. 

However, the fact is that the problems occurred even where these practical challenges were not present or 

where the intervention had been adapted to cope with them. The failure to sustain improvements cannot 

therefore be primarily explained by these contingency-factors.  

 

Our analysis suggests that the limited sustainability of the performance improvements can be better ex-

plained by three interwoven factors: a) Limited and waning top management commitment during the process 

– not walking their talk; b) An ad hoc approach – any here-and-now issue is always the most important one; 

and c) Silo thinking – everybody does their own work, but no one assists other employees if they run into 

problems in their work. These challenges are common in all interventions, and certainly in lean interventions, 

which are generally known to have a low success rate (Hopp, 2018). But our analysis shows that they per-

sisted in our intervention to an even greater degree than in standard lean interventions. There is then a need 

to unravel the root causes of the barriers to the embedment of the changes we aimed at in the factory or-

ganisation. Such an analysis can provide the input needed to strengthen the design of future interventions, 

not only in our context of suppliers in emerging countries, but also in other supply chain interventions.  

 

MULTIPLE COMPETING LOGICS 

 

In the search for root causes, we use the construct of institutional logics (Ocasio, Thornton, & Lounsbury, 

2017; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008), which can be used to understand the mechanisms at work in an intervention 

and provide a platform for the design of future interventions. Institutional logics is a relatively recent devel-

opment of institutional theory, which is also emerging in supply chain and operations management research 

(Akmal et al., 2020; Pullman, Longoni, & Luzzini, 2018; Saldanha et al., 2015). The concept has contributed 

valuable insights, but has not yet been used in the context of designing supply chain interventions.  

 

Institutional logics can be used to examine the root causes of beliefs about production, which conflict with 

the design of our integrated intervention and tend to persist even when the initial outcome of the interven-

tion is positive. Institutional logics are defined as symbolic constructs and material practices that provide 

actors with situational interpretations and behavioural guidance (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). They underpin 

the stakeholdersげ beliefs and therefore help to explain why stakeholders in a specific context tend to stick to 

their standard interpretations when introduced to a new and different understanding of the setting. From 

this perspective, our intervention introduced a new integration logic (i.e., one emphasising synergies be-

tween productivity and OHS) that was in conflict with the existing dominant production logic regarding 
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productivity in the supplier factories, which viewed OHS as a cost. Similar analysis of institutional logics can 

help guide the design of future interventions in global supply chains.  

 

This existing logic in the supplier factories equipped the top managers with a bias against embracing a new 

logic focused on integrated productivity and OSH improvements. Most of the top managers believed that 

competitiveness is to be secured by keeping labour cost down and neglecting a hazardous work environment. 

For them, even productivity was not particularly important and the effective means to the end (competitive-

ness) was to maintain an operator-based line flow set-up and leverage cost reductions, especially reductions 

in labour costs. This approach leads to a general neglect of both OSH and productivity, especially related to 

long-term changes. 

 

The intervention represented a new means (enhanced productivity) to the end (competitiveness), and it re-

quired a new production logic integrating OSH and productivity. This is meaningful because problems in 

productivity and OSH share the same root causes. Focusing on these shared root causes opens up a different 

problem solution space. Integrated solutions entail, for instance, the design of ergonomic workstations, 

which reduce worker strain and ease the work, or to give another example, small sewing tasks can be com-

bined to ease line flow and create more variation for workers. The outcome is both improved productivity 

and less hazardous working conditions. OSH is then not a cost, but a means to enhance productivity and 

thereby competitiveness. However, top managers are partially blinded by their existing logic: a) OSH is a cost 

and therefore only important as required by buyers, and b) competitiveness is secured by low labour costs, 

so productivity is not particularly important. Changes suggested by the intervention, therefore, tended to get 

low priority from the top managers.  

 

Furthermore, the production logic translated into a centralised autocratic transactional leadership style that 

relied on top-down orders and punishments if orders were not followed. Middle managers, supervisors, and 

workers not unnaturally abstained from giving explicit feedback to colleagues and superiors. On the contrary, 

they tended to hide realities from top management and blame others for problems. Relatedly, their day-to-

day practice was dominated by ad hoc and silo thinking. The dominant production logic was therefore in 

conflict with the root-cause approach and the integrative logic that are both fundamental to lean. Middle 

managers and workers feared blame if they acted on root causes rather than just dealing with any disruption 

ad hoc. With regard to quality problems, for example, they preferred to fix defects rather than find their 

cause. In most of the participating factories therefore, the tendency after the completion of the initial inter-

vention was for managers and workers to revert to their traditional behaviour. While the behaviour of these 
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local managers is extreme in a global perspective, similar conflicting logics have been documented in other 

contexts (Akmal et al., 2020; Saldanha et al., 2015).  

 

REDESIGNING THE INTERVENTION 

 

The analysis above points towards the existence of conflicting logics as a key challenge. The design of better 

interventions therefore requires inserting more efficient mechanisms to address the challenges that lead to 

rejection of the new logic (Goodrick & Reay, 2011). This is difficult because interventions almost by definition 

are limited in time, whereas changing institutionalised logics is time-consuming. Interventions need to build 

on theory to allow for the translation of generic mechanisms to the specific context; this entails breaking 

away from approaches that rely on purely universalistic approaches. Interventions need to be designed/re-

designed based on theory and then adapted to the context. Building on our intervention results and the 

specific context of the garment industry in emerging countries, we have identified possible ways our inter-

vention could be redesigned and thereby provide generic design principles for application in future supply 

chain management intervention research.   

 

The initial improvements in both productivity and OSH supported our general integrated intervention theory, 

so the redesign is concerned with overcoming the challenges to lasting long-term effects. The redesign is 

mainly related to three elements: 1) the recruitment phase, 2) the ownership of the intervention, and 3) 

embedding the intervention results.  

 

When considering recruitment of participants for intervention research, the goal must be to try to increase 

the commitment to the intervention (Nielsen et al., 2010). If the intervention target is not taking the pill, it is 

not possible to study whether the pill is working. We tended to accept that the factories that volunteered to 

join were sufficiently committed. We did not scrutinise the commitment of the top management and ac-

cepted factories that turned out to have only a superficial commitment. An important part of the redesign is 

therefore to screen factories and to select only factories with an initially convincing commitment. This, of 

course, biases the sample, but if the long-term goal is lasting change, in this case creating decent work, some 

initial success is required to help change the dominant logic at other suppliers. In other words, to be sure the 

pill works, we need to test the medicine in committed factories first; then we can work on the less committed. 

 

A
u
th

o
r 

M
a
n
u
s
c
ri
p
t



 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved 

The second important part of the redesign is to create local ownership of the intervention. By its nature, the 

intervention is largely pre-designed, so local ownership of the intervention cannot be taken for granted. In-

creasing local ownership starts in our case with a stronger involvement of top management in setting priori-

ties for the intervention. One option would be to adopt a more facilitator-focused role, in which our attention 

would be on the facilitation of the participantsげ own problem identification/solution journeys. This could 

provide the participants with a sense of self-discovery with regard to the integrative logic. However, such an 

approach will only function if the top management is fully committed to the overall goal of the intervention. 

If they are not committed, their business development plans may deviate from key goals of the intervention. 

For instance, the top management might push for productivity improvements without considering OSH.  

 

The greatest challenge for interventions is the embedding of new dominant logics, and researchers who de-

sign and implement interventions need to accept that there will inevitably be setbacks, where valuable 

changes disappear and need to be reinstated. Research constraints may limit the possibilities of bringing the 

intervention to a successful end, but using the design science idea of comparing intervention cases in several 

iterations will still give important new research knowledge about both the relevance of the theory behind 

the intervention and the possibility of its practical implementation. Besides, there are means to increase the 

けstickinessげ and strength of the new logic.  

 

The dominant production logic in the typical supplier factory leads to a focus on short-term operational goals 

and firefighting as opposed to strategic transformations and long-term goals. This requires the introduction 

of measures that maintain the focus on the goals of the intervention when competing agendas emerge. When 

our intervention factories faced ad hoc challenges, they suspended the intervention and turned to fire-

fighting, which resulted in the resurfacing of the original production logic. The way to overcome the short-

term focus is to highlight fast sﾏall け┘iﾐsげ, ┘hiIh Iaﾐ help to gain the trust of the top-management in the 

intervention.  

 

Another important approach is to extend the intervention period. Our interventions were introduced and 

implemented over the relatively short period of six months, and they tended to live only as long as there was 

special attention to the intervention. Once they terminated, the dominant production logic resurfaced again 

because the lean tools and the OSH components of the intervention, especially those related to ergonomics, 

were new to the factories. In the redesigned intervention, we would therefore plan for an extended imple-

mentation period, with stepwise incremental changes to better embed the integrated approach with a grad-

ual institutionalisation of the new integrated logic. In our case, one possibility would be use 5S as the basic 
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lean tool. 5S can be divided into smaller stepwise elements, with regular Kaizen events for worker suggestions 

and with monitoring of both OSH and productivity KPIs. Such a strategy would make it more likely that each 

element becomes firmly integrated into the daily routines (Shevchenko et al., 2018) and would therefore 

increase the likelihood of these routines being institutionalised into the new production logic. A longer im-

plementation process is premised on the intervention yielding the short-term wins, without which the above-

mentioned trust in the interventions would not be built up and short-termism would dominate.  

 

DISCUSSION  

 

The lessons from our experience with interventions in supplier factories in global supply chains include sev-

eral important points on how to design interventions in general, how to overcome the limitations of the 

integrated approach, and how to address competing institutional logics.  

 

Our interventions confirm the importance of designing interventions based on theory and tailored to the 

local context. Multiple cases and multiple iterations make it possible to observe the implementation process 

and extract important knowledge about the mechanisms that determine the outcomes of interventions. This 

is in line with design science calls (van Aken et al., 2016) for extended use of interventions to solve real-life 

problems in operations and supply chain management, and studies have now appeared based on these de-

sign principles (Land et al., 2021).  

 

Another point is that the integrated approach of combining productivity improvements and decent working 

conditions provided ingredients that are necessary but not sufficient to ensure sustainable improvements in 

working conditions. As discussed above, the long-term sustainability of the changes proved to be a challenge 

because of the dominant institutional logic dragging operations back to the old normal. Appealing to the 

long-term gains from the integration of productivity and OSH is not sufficient to ensure supplier commitment 

because the prevalent focus among top managers is on cost reductions based on low wages and the neglect 

of OSH.  

 

It is a common experience across a broad field of change programmes, with lean as a prominent example 

(Hopp, 2018), that implementation very often has little or no long-term impact. There are of course several 

explanations, including practical contingencies as in our interventions, but we suggest that competing insti-

tutional logics constitute a major factor only recently incorporated into supply chain research (e.g. Pullman 
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et al., 2018; Saldanha et al., 2015). In any organisation, certain logics will evolve over time that tell partici-

pants how to make sense of the operational tasks they carry out. Major changes will inevitably challenge 

existing logics, and participants will tend to drift back to their old behaviour which still makes most sense for 

them. In our interventions, this phenomenon proved to be particularly strong and prevented most of the 

factories from gaining the full benefit of the interventions. This finding is supported by Bird et al. (2019), who 

found that (high-powered) production logics obstruct the implementation of practices compliant with labour 

codes. This indicates that competing logics in existing production settings are a universal challenge in con-

nection to introducing lasting changes in global supply chains. The need to address the dominant institutional 

logics is therefore a key lesson for the design of better interventions. 

 

The intervention theory in our case is based on the integration of OSH and productivity. We suggest that an 

integrated perspective like this will be a relevant approach to address institutional logics in many other supply 

chain interventions. For instance, dヴa┘iﾐg oﾐ gloHal data aHout Nikeげs supplieヴs, Distelhoヴst et al. (2017) 

found that a non-integrated approach (i.e. lean) failed to yield OHS improvements. Designing interventions 

with a focus on the challenges related to the acceptance of the integrative logic is an important step in the 

direction of ensuring a successful implementation of interventions in global supply chains. Yet, even in the 

most optimal cases, it is to be expected that interventions, like other change programmes, will take time to 

become embedded, and that there will be setbacks and a need to reinstate the changes. As with conventional 

change management, ケuiIk け┘iﾐsげ aヴe ﾐeeded to eﾐsuヴe Ioﾏﾏitﾏeﾐt. What is speIifiI to the field of suppl┞ 

chain management is that the trust derived from the quick wins is linked to providing legitimacy to the inter-

vention tools, which in turn can be used to create additional quick wins that challenge the established logics 

and further the establishment of a new logic.  

 

Returning to the issue of interventions to promote decent work among suppliers in global supply chains, our 

experience can provide important lessons for future interventions. The dominant approach among both pol-

icymakers and many supply-chain scholars has so far emphasised how external pressure is critical for creating 

decent working conditions, but our findings suggest that the result of buyer pressure on suppliers may be 

decoupling. Moreover, in practice many interventions in global supply chains focus only on elements related 

to working conditions. Such interventions risk creating conflicts between the existing production logics and 

the OH“ logiI. Ouヴ fiﾐdiﾐgs illustヴate that suIh けsilo-appヴoaIhesげ aヴe pヴoﾐe to failuヴe. Oﾐl┞ iﾐteヴ┗eﾐtioﾐs that 

provide an alternative integrated logic will succeed and interventions that focus exclusively on decent work 

will lead to marginal or no improvement in working conditions.  
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We make a number of suggestions related to recruitment, ownership, and embedding the new logic, with 

regard to the redesign of the intervention to overcome these challenges. In addition, long-term relationships 

between buyers and suppliers may facilitate the development of a new logic. Such relationships are evolving 

(Hoque & Rana, 2019), and it is pertinent for the study of future interventions that promote decent work to 

focus on supplier development in the context of buyer-supplier relations. In this context, it is important to 

study how external pressure from buyers and multi-stakeholder initiatives can be aligned with the business 

goals of the suppliers. Our experience from the integration of decent working conditions with productivity 

improvements can be used in such an alignment. We are not arguing that buyers and multi-stakeholder ini-

tiatives should reduce their external pressure. Pressure is still needed in combination with supplier develop-

ment (see also Villena, Wilhelm, & Xiao, 2020), but the suggestion is to apply the pressure in a more long-

term integrated approach, rather than drawing up けdecoupledげ CSR-reports. Pressure on its own tends to lead 

to merely symbolic and decoupled commitment from the suppliers.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The positive message of this paper is that while interventions – including our own – have frequently led to 

limited impact or failure, we have the building blocks in place to design successful future integrated supply 

chain interventions. There is a great potential for further intervention research in supply chain management 

using a systematic design of interventions to identify mechanisms for successful outcomes, taking institu-

tional logics into account, and meeting the challenges from competing logics with an integrative approach.  

 

Drawing on a design-science approach to the systematic design of the interventions made it possible to con-

clude what worked in our interventions and how their efficiency can be improved. Our analysis showed that 

interventions based on the integrated approach can yield promising short-term results but need to be sup-

plemented with measures that address conflicting logics to ensure the results have long-term sustainability. 

Unpacking the importance of the dominating logics in obstructing the implementation of interventions pro-

vides scope for the development of better supply chain interventions, with stronger and longer lasting im-

pact. To make this happen, researchers need to work explicitly with how universal mechanisms should be 

translated so they align with the local context.  

 

Finally, our paper feeds into the wider debate on global sustainability transitions and determining how the 

SDGs can be realised. SDG 8 includes sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 

decent work for all. SDG 8 therefore calls for an integrated approach, and our experience from the integration 
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of OSH and productivity will be of use in a broader supply chain context in future work aimed at achieving 

SDG 8.  
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APPENDIX 

 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTERVENTION 

 

To illustrate how we designed the intervention in practice, we present the implementation procedure used 

in 12 supplier factories in Bangladesh in 2017–19. The interventions were carried out in two batches over 

periods of six months each, following a procedure divided into four phases (Table 1). 

 

Phase Activity 

1.  Introduction 

 

 Introductory meeting with factory management with alignment of expectations and 

commitments from both sides, as well as shared planning of the project implemen-

tation. 

 Establishment of a core management team for overall supervision of the project. 

 Establishment of an operational team, responsible for the actual implementation, 

including industrial engineers, human resources and compliance managers, pro-

duction managers, quality managers, line supervisors and workers’ representatives.  

 Selection of a pilot line for the implementation of lean in the factory.  

 Interview with managers about factory context. 

2. Baseline data 

collection 

 

 Baseline data collection by the factory operational team assisted by researchers, 

including KPIs on.  

- Production: value stream mapping (VSM), time and motion study (TMS), effi-

ciency, value-added ratio, SMED, and 5S. 

- OSH: work postures, workstation design, and survey data about worker health.  A
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3.  Intervention 

 

 Focused training in lean tools and OSH. This training involved both on-the-job and 

formal training.  

 Formal training for management and operational team covered four half days. It in-

cluded lean theory and practical tools, such as VSM, 5S, TMS, standard operating 

procedures (SOP) and SMED, as well as OSH with a focus on ergonomics, e.g., 

work postures and movements, workstation design, and production layout. 

 The core management team, in collaboration with the researchers, used the base-

line data to decide on priority changes.  

 The operational team, supported by the researchers, worked on the implementation 

of the changes in the pilot line.  

 The researchers collected data about the change process, including observations 

and interviews with managers and workers. 

4.  Post-intervention 

 

 Post-intervention measurement of same KPIs as in baseline, as well as further ob-

servations and interviews.  

 Data analysis 

 Presentation of the intervention results to the core management team, with sugges-

tions on how to continue and sustain the changes 

 

Table 1. The intervention procedure 

 

Experience from the first batch of interventions was used to adjust those in the second batch. The main 

changes included: 1) Changes in the project organisation with the operational team divided into sub-teams 

responsible for specific elements, such as operations, quality and OSH; agreement about weekly group meet-

ings with minutes; and the introduction of systematic coordination between internal departments; 2) Ex-

tended training that involved moving out of the factory for management and operational teams, and inclu-

sion of quality management; and 3) Deeper involvement of workers including short training sessions for all 

workers on the pilot line, encouraging workers to raise problems during operations, systematic follow-up on 

workersげ concerns and small group work among workers. 

 

The general outcome of the intervention for core indicators from the second batch is shown in Table 2. Most 

of the supplier factories experienced considerable improvements in both productivity and OSH. The OSH 

improvements were the largest – reflecting the lower starting point. There was quite a wide spread from 

relatively small to more extensive improvements, especially in productivity (Hamja et al., 2019; Hoque et al., 

2020).  
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Factory Reduction in the score for 

muscular pain and fatigue (%) 

Increase in efficiency 

(%) 

F-1 24.3 14.7 

F-2 30.0 26.0 

F-3 16.1 14.9 

F-4 19.6 8.2 

F-5 34.3 2.5 

F-6 33.4 5.3 

  

Table 2. The outcome of the intervention in six factories from Batch 2  

 

We had the opportunity to visit eight out of the twelve factories after approximately six months to assess 

how well the results were sustained in the pilot lines and whether the integrated production system could 

be expanded to the whole factory. In two factories, the initial results in the pilot line had almost disappeared 

and there was no prospect of expansion to the whole factory. Four factories had partly sustained results in 

the pilot line and limited expansion to the whole factory. The last two factories had continued to improve in 

the pilot line and had started to roll out the system across the entire factory.  
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