
The social and labor audit business 
is expanding rapidly as buyers or 
brands require their suppliers to 
pass audits that check on supplier 
compliance with labor and environ-
mental laws. Some buyers require 
their suppliers to comply with more 
than minimum labor or environmental 
standards.  

Auditors from the French Bureau 
Veritas, the UK firm Intertek, and TÜV 
Rheinland in Germany act as private 
investigators and issue certifications 
that suppliers use to satisfy buyers 
that they are in compliance with labor 
and environmental standards.

Producers or suppliers such as farms 
and factories pay for audits, which 
often last a day and cost $1,000 to 
$2,000. Auditors typically tour the 

workplace, review payroll records 
and other documents, and interview 
selected workers before submitting 
their reports to the auditing organi-
zation that issues the certification 
attesting to compliance for suppliers 
who pass the audit test.

As more buyers demand audits of 
and certifications from their suppliers, 
audit consulting businesses have 
developed to pre-check workplaces 
to ensure they are in compliance 
with the buyer’s standards. Con-
sultants sometimes guarantee that 
the supplier will pass the audit and 
accompany auditors when they visit 
workplaces, review documents, and 
interview workers, raising fears of 
pressure on auditors to pass suppli-
ers.
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Auditors can be pressured to 
approve suppliers despite deficien-
cies so that their firm is selected 
to perform future audits, and audi-
tors can accept bribes to certify 
non-compliant firms. Most auditors 
do not have time to check whether 
the payroll and other documents 
they review are true or are false. 
Audit data are private, and auditors 
typically sign non-disclosure agree-
ments that bar them from discuss-
ing the results of their audits with 
enforcement agencies and other 
parties; only the firm being audited 
and the buyer get the results.  

Elevate is a for-profit auditor with 
700 employees based in Hong 
Kong that presented audit data for 
workers employed in Mexican and 
US agriculture in April 2020 (https://
www.elevatelimited.com/engage/
webinars/efi-sustaining-food-sup-
ply-continuity-while-keeping-work-
ers-safe/)

Elevate audits over 14,000 work-
places a year in 30 countries, and 
five percent or 700 of its annual 
audits are in agriculture. Elevate 
uses its audit data to construct 
relative measures or indexes of com-
pliance with labor standards, includ-
ing child and forced labor, wages, 
and working hours that range from 
zero (worst) to 10 (best). National 
farm samples are much smaller than 
Elevate’s samples of firms in apparel 
and electronics. Since only a few 

Audits for compliance with labor laws typically last a day and cost $1,000 to $2,000



farms are audited, the relative rank-
ing of a country’s farm labor system 
can fluctuate significantly from year-
to-year as a result of what auditors 
found and because farm labor condi-
tions in other countries got better or 
worse. 

Elevate reported that the relative 
position of farm labor in Mexico and 
the US declined between 2016 and 
2020, while the Mexican ENOE and 
the US NAWS show improving farm 
labor conditions. Elevate does not 
report the number of farms audited 
in each country, but 700 farm audits 
a year in 30 countries suggests an 
average 23 audits per country. More 
likely, there were more audits in 
some countries than others. Elevate 
has a reliability index for its rankings, 

and the reliability of the farm labor 
index is low because relatively few 
farms are audited.

The Elevate data show that the 
relative ranking of farm labor condi-
tions in Mexico and the US changes 
sharply from year to year, with the US 
ranking 10 or best in one year and 
1 or bad the next year for the same 
indicator. The US ranking on forced 
labor fell between 2016 and 2020, 
while the US ranking on wages rose.

Elevate data are not statistical 
data drawn from a random sample 
of farms. Statistical and labor law 
enforcement data show declining 
child labor employment in agricul-
ture. Elevate’s ranking shows Mexico 
falling in child labor before rising 

in 2020, while the US child labor 
ranking was stable. The farm labor 
working hours index declined in both  
Mexico and the US, suggesting a 
worsening of these countries’ posi-
tions. It is important to emphasize 
that relative rankings of farm labor 
systems do not measure trends in 
farm labor conditions within a country 
over time.

Social audits as a form or private 
labor law enforcement are contro-
versial. Journalist Hengeveld notes 
that the NGO Social Accountability 
International (SAI) created the SA 
8000 standard to ensure that suppli-
ers satisfy minimum wage, health and 
safety, and other labor standards to 
minimize the “brand pressure, cheat-
ing, and corruption that is seen in the 

Elevate farm audit data show declining farm labor conditions in Mexico and the US

Source: https://www.elevatelimited.com/engage/webinars/efi-sustaining-food-supply-continuity-while-keeping-workers-safe/



social auditing industry today.” How-
ever, Hengeveld emphasizes that for-
profit audit firms have more incentive 
to help suppliers to pass the audit 
and win future auditing business than 
to protect the workers employed by 
the supplier. 

The table below presents data from 
the Social Accountability Accredita-
tion Services (SAAS), which emerged 
from SAI. SAAS has certified 20 
suppliers in agriculture that have 
an average 3,700 employees, the 
highest average employment of any 
supplier in any industry.

Many researchers are critical of the 
social audit industry. LeBaron et al 
(2017) concluded that “two decades 
of evidence [find] that audit programs 
generally fail to detect or correct 
labor and environmental problems 
in global supply chains…[instead] the 
audit regime continues to respond 
to and protect industry commercial 
interests.” Terwindt and Saage-Maass 
and Sethi Sand Rovenpor are sim-
ilarly critical of private audits, con-
cluding that only unions and effective 
government inspection can ensure 
labor law compliance because audi-
tors are captured by the suppliers 
who pay them.

As social and labor audits spread 
at the behest of buyers who want 
certification that their suppliers are 
complying with labor laws, audit data 
provide a potentially rich source of 
data on farm-level labor conditions. 
However, until there are clear defini-
tions of variables, and transparency 
about the underlying data, statistical 
and administrative data remain the 
most reliable data to chart farm labor 
conditions.

SA80000
Industry Employees Suppliers

certified
Average

employees
Textiles 279,581 522 584
Apparel 232,164 380 547
Electronics 142,835 90 1,598
Food 105,883 146 762
Cleaning services 101,117 178 564
Metal Products 100,879 100 1,059
Energy 78,687 72 950
Construction 71,431 244 313
Diversified Services 64,249 113 971
Electrical Equipment 58,217 65 806
Agriculture 57,938 20 3,721

Source: http://www.saasaccreditation.org/sa8000_certified_organisations_pie_chart_by_industry_

by_worker

Workers employed at SA8000-Certified organizations by industry
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