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Landscape
What does the global electronics supply chain look like?
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The supply chain is much more of a web with component manufacturers 
buying and selling among each other in a process obscured to brands

Landscape

• These products and components appear in 
commercial and consumer markets across numerous 
industry sectors – from consumer electronics, to 
apparel, automotive, and toys

• Important manufacturing hubs for components and 
assembly of final products are in China, South East 
Asia, and Mexico
− Smaller hubs are in the USA, Japan, Europe, and Israel

• Dominated by skilled workers, operating particular 
and specialized equipment
− Demographics in electronics manufacturing skews a bit 

younger (under 30 years old) and is approximately 60% 
women



5

There is one key actor influencing working conditions in electronics
Landscape

• Responsible Business Alliance: Founded in 
2004 by a group of leading electronics companies, 
the Responsible Business Alliance (RBA), formerly 
the Electronic Industry Citizenship Coalition 
(EICC), is a nonprofit comprised of electronics, 
retail, auto and toy companies committed to 
supporting the rights and wellbeing of workers and 
communities worldwide affected by the global 
electronics supply chain.
− RBA members commit and are held accountable to a 

common Code of Conduct and utilize a range of RBA 
training and assessment tools to support continuous 
improvement in the social, environmental and ethical 
responsibility of their supply chains.

− Derived from UN and ILO standards

• 110 members
• Brand names
• OEM/ODM
• Components

• Printed Circuit 
Boards

• Semiconductors
• Combined annual revenue 

over $4.75 trillion
• Over 3.5 million workers

At a glance:
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Labor Environment EthicsHealth & Safety

Key issues for the electronics supply chain are broken into 4 categories
Landscape

• Forced labor
• Child labor
• Working hours
• Harassment and 

abuse
• Fair wages and 

benefits

• Safe use of 
hazardous 
substances and 
chemicals

• Occupational 
safety

• Climate change
• Waste and 

effluents
• Energy 

management

• Conflict minerals
• Ethical raw 

material 
sourcing

• Transparency 
and reporting



Progress
How far have we come?
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Progress
It has not always been a very pretty picture…
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Progress
It has not always been a very pretty picture…
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Progress
It has not always been a very pretty picture…
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Progress
Collaboration is leading to objective progress for Apple
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Progress
Collaboration is leading to objective progress for HP
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Labor EthicsHealth & Safety

Industry is showing anecdotal progress on the key issues
Progress

• Forced labor: 
Develop RLI and 
improved 
assessments

• Child labor: New 
standards on 
student workers

• Safe use of 
hazardous 
substances and 
chemicals: 
Standardization 
via REACH 
RoHS

• Occupational 
safety: Improved 
ergonomics and 
automation

• Transparency 
and reporting: 
Brand 
companies 
leading the way 
on supplier 
responsibility 
disclosure



Challenges
What issues remain difficult to address
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Risks Potential Solutions

Chemical management remains challenging due to the wide array of 
substances, such as solvents, resins, cleaning agents, soldering material 
and fluxes, and other bonding substances

Challenges

• Surface and skin exposure
• Respiratory
• Central nervous system
• Long-term low level exposure
• Carcinogens 

• Clean Electronics Production 
Network (CEPN) is working with RBA 
and its members to prototype, pilot 
and scale effective monitoring and 
control systems.
− Continuous digital monitoring

• Industrial hygiene training focused on 
preventing chemical risks during 
product and workstation cleaning, 
plating and etching, bonding and 
gluing, painting, and chemical 
transportation as well as proper 
storage, labeling and personal 
protective equipment. 
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Risk Potential Solutions

Physical hazards still abound in electronics manufacturing
Challenges

• Noise
• Radiation
• Repetitive work related 

musculoskeletal strain
• Eyestrain 
• Emergency management

• Automation and digitalization is 
rapidly replacing workers in the most 
hazardous roles, especially those 
roles that require miniature or micro-
level work

• Training, re-skilling, and up-skilling is 
mitigating some of the risk, but often 
is not sufficient to eliminate it

• Partnerships between suppliers and 
customers are leading to improved 
emergency management and 
common standards are reducing 
duplication of effort
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Risk Potential Solutions

Human rights violations often are the root cause of other labor condition 
challenges in electronics

Challenges

• Forced labor
• Excessive working hours
• Child labor
• Harassment and abuse
• Living wage

• RBA’s Responsible Labor Initiative is 
leading to common standards and 
tools for the sector to address forced 
labor – particularly among migrant 
workers

• Appropriate incentive structures and 
effective grievance mechanisms are 
key tools for empowering workers 
and for companies to demonstrate 
respect for human rights

• Digitalization and automation allow 
for greater transparency and 
reducing the labor demand driving 
some risks



Summary
So, how are we doing?
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Summary
• Electronics is leading many other manufacturing sectors in 

labor conditions through the RBA’s common standards and 
common tools

• Risks of human rights violations threaten to undermine the 
progress made and expose workers to other hazards, such 
as toxic substance exposure and excessive working hours
− The lack of qualified, factory-level industrial hygienists exacerbate 

these risks

• Automation, digitalization, and collaboration are potential 
solutions to creating a safe, just, and sustainable electronics 
manufacturing workplace!



www.bsr.org

BSR is a global nonprofit organization that works with its 
network of more than 250 member companies and other 
partners to build a just and sustainable world. From its offices 
in Asia, Europe, and North America, BSR develops sustainable 
business strategies and solutions through consulting, research, 
and cross-sector collaboration. To learn more about BSR’s 25 
years of leadership in sustainability, visit www.bsr.org. 

http://www.bsr.org
https://twitter.com/bsrnews
https://twitter.com/bsrnews
https://www.facebook.com/BSRorg
https://www.facebook.com/BSRorg
https://www.linkedin.com/company/162839
https://www.linkedin.com/company/162839
https://www.youtube.com/user/BusinessSocialResp
https://www.youtube.com/user/BusinessSocialResp
https://www.flickr.com/photos/107327276@N08/sets/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/107327276@N08/sets/
http://www.weibo.com/bsrbj
http://www.weibo.com/bsrbj
http://www.bsr.org/
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