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Social Sustainability Hot Spots 
in the life cycle of a T-shirt        

Aspects of gender inequality

Gender based
violence and abuse

Lack of possibilities to 
exercise employment 
rights

Discrimination 
in pay

Inadequate health, 
hygiene and safety 
measures 

Harassment during 
commute  

Lack of training and 
education

Long working hours / 
forced overtime

Verbal harassment and 
intimidation

Discrimination in 
promotion

Low salaries Physical abuse Vulnerabilities related 
to pregnancy and lack 
of childcare facilities

Aspects of 
gender inequality 
in Bangladesh       

Laws
• Labour laws
• Minimum wages
• Freedom of association

Norms
• Patriarchy
• Purdah
• Empowerment
• Education of girls and women
• Work-life balance
• Health
• Corruption
• Sexual harassment

Architecture
• Technology 
• Housing
• Transportation 
• Women friendly workplaces

Market
• Market 
• Fast production
• Wage inequality
• Living wage
• Overtime work
• Job insecurity
• CSR
• Profit margins

Gender 
inequality in 

RMG industry in 
Bangladesh

Rules and regulations
affecting gender inequality 
in the RMG industry*          

International law
 
• Charter of the United Nations
• Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights
• Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women 

• International Convention on Civil 
and Political Rights

• International Convention on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

• ILO Discrimination Convention 
• ILO Equal Remuneration Convention
• Council of Europe Convention on 

preventing and combating violence 
against women and domestic 
violence

National legislation in 
India, Bangladesh and the 
Netherlands with regard to: 

• Minimum wage
• Physical violence and verbal 

harassment
• Sexual harassment
• Intimidation
• Workplace safety
• Special rules for pregnant women 

and mothers
• Pregnancy leave and maternity 

benefit
• Childcare
• Gender-based discrimination
• Equal remuneration
• Equal opportunities

Bilateral investment 
treaties  
• Referring to human rights and CSR

Private and self-regulatory 
instruments

• Codes of conduct
• Certificates such as GOTS, ETI, 

BSCI, SEDEX, ISO 26000, BSCI

Multi Stakeholder and intra 
company agreements
 
• Dutch Agreement on Sustainable 

Garment and Textile
• Bangladesh Accord on Fire and 

Building Safety
• Sustainability Compact for 

Bangladesh
• Alliance for Bangladesh Worker 

Safety

International soft law, for 
instance

• OECD Guidelines on Multinational 
Enterprises and 

• OECD Due Diligence Guidance for 
Responsible Supply Chains in the 
Garment and Footwear Sector

• ILO tripartite declaration on 
Multinational Enterprises,

• ILO resolution concerning Gender 
Equality at the Heart of Decent 
Work, 

• UN Charter of Economic Rights and 
Duties of States

• UN Declaration of the Elimination of 
Violence against Women

• UN Guiding principles on Business 
and Human Rights 

• UN SGD’s

Regulatory options to closing the gap

EU

Endorsing front runners through:

• Obliging best practice standards 
and subsidizing the acquisition of 
sustainability labels

• Sponsoring research and 
development into closing the gap 
between law and reality

• Sponsoring NGOs working toward 
closing the gap

Consumers

• Buying responsibly
• Requesting information on 

production standards

NGOs

• Educating companies and employees
• Stimulating Multi Stakeholder 

AgreementsLocal Governments

• Adequate enforcement of laws
• Educating companies, employees 

and consumers on gender equality
• Stimulate companies to adopt CSR 

norms
• Stimulate Multi-Stakeholder 

Agreements
• Provide adequate infrastructure for 

commuting employees

Market Actors 

• At a minimum make sure that local 
laws are upheld

• Apply additional CSR standards
• Be transparent
• Educate consumers
• Educate employees

Gender Inequality 
in the Ready-Made 
Garment Industry

There are several social hot spots connected to the 
life cycle of a T-shirt, most of them appear in the 
production phases of the life cycle: from the raw 
materials phase to the manufacturing of the T-shirt. 
The picture in the T-shirt shows how many social hot 
spots we found. 

Gender inequality, including the prohibition of 
gender-based discrimination and gender-based abuse 
constitutes a sustainability hot spot that is affecting 
several other related challenges such as inequality of 
income, health problems, education, network, political 
voice. Gender inequality thus has a multidimensional 
character. 

In addition, women’s economic empowerment is one 
of the focus points of the EU Commissions’ policy 
concerning the RMG industry and one of the UNSDGs 
focus points. UNSDG 5 for instance requires gender 
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls. 
With the main problems regarding gender inequality 
arising in the production locations, the challenge is to 
find adequate instruments for market actors in the EU 
to help close the gap between reality and the goal of 
gender equality.

*List is non-exhaustive.
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