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Is compliance with international labour standards good for eco-
nomic development, or does non-compliance give countries a
competitive advantage? Are we faced with a ‘race to the bot-
tom’ with respect to labour standards? And how might the an-
swers depend on a country’s level of development as well as on
the particular industries and labour standards in question? In
the absence of clear-cut answers, debates about the impact of
labour standards on economic development have only intensi-
fied with the rapid expansion of preferential trade agreements
including labour provisions as well as debates over such con-
tested mega-regional trade agreements as the now defunct
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Transatlantic Trade
and Investment Partnership (TTIP), which have generated heat-
ed discussions in a number of high-level policy forums.

As old as these questions are, we still lack anything like defini-
tive answers to them. Knowing the answers should not call into
question the objective of improving compliance with interna-
tional labour standards, but rather inform the strategy by which
this is pursued. In spite of there being a fair amount of research,
a key bottleneck in moving forward is adequate measures for
many international labour standards, particularly for freedom of
association and collective bargaining (FACB) rights which are
intrinsically difficult to measure. To address this gap, new la-
bour rights indicators and an accompanying dataset, both focus-
ing on FACB rights, have been launched by the Center for
Global Workers’ Rights at Penn State University together with
the Global Labour University.

Importance and role of FACB rights

The importance and role of FACB rights has long been conten-
tious in spite of their being one of the International Labour Or-
ganization’s (ILO) four fundamental rights at work, as well as a
human right enshrined in the United Nations’ Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights and other international and regional
human rights instruments. These rights are particularly salient
not only because of their direct impact on labour and economic
outcomes, but because they are indispensable pillars of democ-
racy as well as the processes of democratization and the long
quest for social justice. The Nobel Peace Prize of 2015
acknowledged this, as it was awarded to the Tunisian National
Dialogue Quartet — including both workers’ and employers’
organizations — for its contribution to building a pluralistic de-
mocracy.

The importance of deepening our understanding of the develop-
mental effects of compliance with international labour stand-
ards is all the more pressing in light of the UN’s recently adopt-
ed Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which contain tar-
gets referring to the need to protect labour rights (SDG 8, target

8) and protect fundamental freedoms (SDG 16, target 10).
Concerns over these rights as well as their deterioration
was also expressed in a 2016 report to the UN General
Assembly by the Special Rapporteur on the rights to free-
dom of peaceful assembly and of association in the work-
place (Kiai, 2016).

Method and accompanying website

The new labour rights indicators and dataset aim to pro-
vide comprehensive quantitative and qualitative infor-
mation on the status of FACB rights in the world. The in-
dicators are directly based on the definitions embodied in
ILO Conventions 87 (Freedom of Association and Protec-
tion of the Right to Organise) and 98 (Right to Organise
and Collective Bargaining Convention) as well as related
ILO jurisprudence. The labour rights indicators address
FACB rights in both law and practice. They are construct-
ed for nearly all ILO member states by coding the findings
of nine textual sources, including primarily reports pro-
duced by the ILO supervisory bodies but also the Interna-
tional Trade Union Federation’s flagship survey on viola-
tions of trade union rights, the US State Department’s hu-
man rights reports, and national legislation.

Information from these sources is coded according to 108
evaluation criteria representing different types of FACB
rights violations, such as violations of fundamental civil
liberties, workers’ right to establish and join organizations,
rights concerning the internal functioning of these organi-
zations, rights to collective bargaining and the right to
strike. The information is presented on the website in an
accessible and transparent manner. Another novel aspect
of the indicators is the application of the Delphi method to
construct weights for the 108 evaluation criteria based on
the opinions of internationally recognized experts in la-
bour law with in-depth knowledge of the ILO’s superviso-
ry system and FACB rights as defined by the ILO.

The website facilitates analysis of FACB rights by ena-
bling the user to navigate from different starting point, for
example, through global maps, by countries or by types of
violations. It provides an overall labour rights indicator as
well as indicators in law and in practice. A key feature of
the website is that it provides ready access not just to the
coding of individual textual sources, but to the actual text
from each of these sources, thus lending itself to legal as
well as statistical analysis. Some of these textual sources
may be regarded by some users as less credible than oth-
ers. To accommodate such concerns, the website enables
the indicators to be automatically re-calculated by dese-
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lecting any source or combination of sources. At present, the
website provides indicators and data for the years 2012 and
2015, though it is planned that by the end of this year it will
also include selected years back to 2000 and the data will be
updated to 2016.
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Table 1: FACB violations in law and in practice by five main
categories, 2015; Source: http://labour-rights-indicators.la.psu.edu/

Patterns of FACB rights violations

The database reveals that FACB rights continue to be heavily
restricted in many countries. A total of 3094 violations were
coded for 2015, an average of more than 15 violations per
country. Around 60% of these were violations in law and the
remaining 40% were violations in practice. There were gen-
eral prohibitions of FACB rights in 18 countries and the gen-
eral prohibition of the right to strike in 13 countries. Even in
countries without such sweeping prohibitions, FACB rights
are often violated. Some of the most frequent violations are
listed below, with the percentage of coded countries violating
these rights:

. Exclusion of certain groups of workers from FACB
rights (65% from the right to establish and join organi-
zations, 51% from collective bargaining rights and 58
per cent from the right to strike);

. Anti-union discrimination (65%) and lack of legal pro-
tection for workers who unionize (63%);

. Acts of interference by employers and/or public author-
ities (54%);
. Previous authorization requirements to establish and

join trade unions (46%);

. Excessive prerequisites to go on strike (50%) with com-
pulsory arbitration (39%) and severe sanctions (38%);

. Arrest and imprisonment of trade unionists in relation to
their trade union activities (32%).

As for labour rights indicators themselves, on a scale of zero
to ten, with zero being the best and ten the worst possible
score, the country group with the best average score is the De-
veloped Economies & EU (1.5 for labour rights overall),
while the group with the worst average score is the Middle
East & North Africa (7.4 for labour rights overall), in which
FACB rights are prohibited in nine out of the 18 countries.
Among other developing groups, Latin America & Caribbean
and Sub-Saharan Africa have the best average scores (3.5 and
3.7 for labour rights overall, respectively), with South Asia
and East & South-East Asia & Pacific having middling aver-
age scores (5.3 and 4.5 for labour rights overall, respectively).
South Asia, East & South-East Asia & Pacific, Middle East &
North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa have substantially worse
labour rights in law than labour rights in practice scores, sug-
gesting that in these regions the primary violations are those in
law which are further aggravated by violations in practice.
The opposite is observed in the Central & South-East Europe
(excluding EU member States) and Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States groups, suggesting that even where laws com-
ply with FACB rights, they are violated in practice.

Making violations known

All the information used in the construction of these indicators
is already in the public domain, yet we believe there is consid-
erable value making it more readily accessible and providing
it with greater structure. This enables users to quickly see
which FACB rights violations are more and less frequent, and
how this differs among countries and regions and — as we up-
date the indicators — over time. Improving FACB rights re-
quires that violations of these rights are known, and known as
widely as possible, and that their developmental impacts are
better understood. It is hoped our project can make a useful
contribution to these ends.

To access the indicators and for more information about them
and the underlying method, please visit: http://labour-rights-
indicators.la.psu.edu/
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